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        Dusty Pillars
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, CSA, STScI, Joseph DePasquale, Alyssa PaganDay 25 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Dusty Pillars. This is the James Webb Space Telescope's mid-infrared view of the Pillars of Creation, trunks of interstellar gas and dust in the Eagle Nebula, about 7,000 light-years away. The mid-infrared view allows scientists to focus on the dense dust in the star-forming regions within these massive pillars.See the full advent calendar here. Merry Christmas!

      

      
        Watching Someone Fail Shouldn't Be So Fun
        David Sims

        Marty Mauser cannot stop the hustle. In Marty Supreme's electrifying opening moments, the audience is introduced to the wiry 20-something (played by Timothee Chalamet) in 1950s New York. He's working as a shoe salesman, talking a fussy older customer into buying a fancier brand with easy confidence. Almost immediately thereafter, we learn that his boss (who happens to be his uncle) wants to make him the store manager. But Marty, a working-class Jewish kid, won't hear of it. He has a singular care...

      

      
        Is Victor Wembanyama Too Tall?
        Ross Andersen

        In middle age, some sports fans become reactionaries. Due to dwindling neuroplasticity, or some general souring toward the world, they can no longer appreciate how a game evolves. It's similar to when a music fan stops checking for new artists and plays only albums that they loved in high school. As an aging NBA fan, I'm trying to stay vigilant. I never want to catch myself ranting endlessly at the bar about the inferiority of younger stars. When I watch them on the court, I look for fresh expres...

      

      
        Netflix vs. Paramount
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIf Warner Bros. Discovery was only a movie house, it would have had one of its best years ever. Two of its films (One Battle After Another and Sinners) are front-runners for the Academy Award for Best Picture, and it had a string of critical hits and box-office successes with Superman, Weapons, and A Minecraft Movie. But the company is a media conglomerate that counts HBO and CNN among the brands it owns, and it took on lots of debt;...

      

      
        How to Follow the Right Star
        Arthur C. Brooks

        A much-loved Christmas story tells about the journey of the Magi--the three Wise Men who came seeking the baby Jesus in Bethlehem. "Where is He who has been born King of the Jews?" they ask. "For we have seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him." The essence of the tale is their unshakable faith in a worldly sign--a star in the sky--which the Magi trusted would guide them to the savior of the world.This story has inspired Christians for more than two millennia to believe that they can ...

      

      
        So This Is Why Trump Didn't Want to Release the Epstein Files
        Sarah Fitzpatrick

        Nearly two years ago, Donald Trump kicked off the presidential-campaign season with a declaration: "I was never on Epstein's Plane, or at his 'stupid' Island," he posted on Truth Social in January 2024. Reports to the contrary, he insisted, were the fault of AI--and of his political rivals: "This is what the Democrats do to their Republican Opponent, who is leading them, by a lot, in the Polls."But this week, the documents released by Trump's own Justice Department--including flight logs and emails...

      

      
        An Idiosyncratic Christmas Playlist
        Tom Nichols

        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.Christmas has always made me nostalgic, but I have come to realize, with something of a jolt-- perhaps because I just turned 65--that my sense of nostalgia is not what it used to be. When I was younger, I happily got all wistful when hearing Johnny Mathis or Perry Como because I would think of my parents...

      

      
        Why Has Comedy Become So Right-Wing?
        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 Trump administration's hostility toward NATO. David discusses why NATO was created, what it does, and why we should care about it. David also analyzes the United State's global leadership role and why so many bad actors advocate for isolationism.Then David is joined by his Atlantic colleague Helen Lewis to talk about the proliferation and import...

      

      
        Stop Defending Bari Weiss
        Jonathan Chait

        The year is 2029. President Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, having spent years raging against Fox News as a propaganda organ whose very operation is illegal, has found a pressure point to control it. She enables its sale to owners who are friends of hers, and whose business depends on regulatory favors she has made a practice of doling out to allies. As the new editor in chief of Fox News, the owners install Tim Miller, a skeptic of conservatism who has never previously worked in television news.But th...

      

      
        A Gravitational Lens
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA & CSA, H. Atek, M. ZamaniDay 24 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Gravitational Lens. Galaxies in this James Webb Space Telescope image appear to be stretched into arcs and lines, their appearance warped and magnified by powerful gravitational lensing in Galaxy Cluster Abell S1063, which bends the light of more distant galaxies as it passes through on its way to Earth.See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.

      

      
        The Other Way the 'Super Woke' Left Discriminates
        Thomas Chatterton Williams

        Progressives often follow a particular pattern when they want to dismiss a phenomenon that challenges their beliefs. The writer Rob Henderson summed it up in a tweet in 2021: "Step 1: It's not really happening Step 2: Yeah, it's happening, but it's not a big deal Step 3: It's a good thing, actually Step 4: People freaking out about it are the real problem." This was the left's archetypal response to any number of excesses and abuses perpetrated under the banner of social justice, including cancel...

      

      
        Why Did We Ever Watch <em>To Catch a Predator</em>?
        Sophie Gilbert

        The year 2004, situated after 9/11 and before the election of Barack Obama, might have been the one that best summed up the excesses and cruelties of the George W. Bush era, particularly on television: The Apprentice, Nipplegate, 60 Minutes' report on atrocities at Abu Ghraib, The Swan. The overarching theme was exposure, followed by ensuing cycles of shame, recrimination, and (often) profit. Reality TV, having cycled through its anthropological social-experiment phase, was now balls-to-the-wall ...

      

      
        What I Lost When I Gave Up My Catholicism
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        Catholicism is hot right now. The new American pope is popular for speaking his mind on political subjects such as AI and the death penalty. On Instagram and TikTok, Catholic influencers rank local Masses and their favorite Christmas hymns, and priests go viral for DJ'ing raves, while others protest ICE raids. The Catholic Church is at the center of the new Knives Out film, which premiered at No. 1 on Netflix this month. And more and more young people are going to Mass.Today's youth aren't partic...

      

      
        The Writer Fueled by Life's Randomness
        Lily Meyer

        "When I'm told I should write a certain way, I bristle," Rabih Alameddine wrote in a 2018 Harper's essay. "I even attempt to write in opposition to the most recent book I finished. If my previous novel was expansive, I begin to write microscopically; if quiet, I write loudly. It is my nature." The 66-year-old artist and novelist has, over the course of a nearly three-decade career, turned this urge, which he self-deprecatingly calls "childish rebelliousness," into a varied and sophisticated body ...

      

      
        Get Ready to Start Hearing About Aileen Cannon Again
        Marilyn W. Thompson

        Not so long ago, when the FBI raided Donald Trump's 126-room Palm Beach mansion and found scores of classified documents, the notion that the disgraced former president would return to the Oval Office seemed far-fetched to just about anyone paying attention. Just over three years later, Trump is president, and the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of Florida is investigating the raid for being part of what the president's allies have branded a "grand conspiracy" against Trump.From her quiet...

      

      
        ChatGPT Needs More Cowbell
        Nancy Walecki

        You'd be forgiven if you can't hum the 18th-century Cumbrian folk song "Do Ye Ken John Peel." But in 1942, a version of that tune, reworked with lyrics about Pepsi-Cola, was the most recognized melody in America.Three years earlier, two men walked into the office of Pepsi-Cola's president, carrying a phonograph. They played a demo of what would become one of America's earliest advertising jingles. To the tune of "Do Ye Ken John Peel," it went: Pepsi-Cola hits the spot / Twelve full ounces, that's...

      

      
        Claudia Sheinbaum's Impossible Dilemma
        Nick Miroff

        The first 13 recipients of the Pentagon's new Mexican Border Defense Medal squeezed into the Oval Office last week, standing at attention around the Resolute Desk. The awards, issued to soldiers and Marines assisting President Donald Trump's border crackdown, were replicas of military medals given out more than 100 years ago, when American warships shelled the port of Veracruz and General John J. Pershing led U.S. troops into Chihuahua. That was the last time the United States attacked its southe...

      

      
        The Sound of a <em>Charlie Brown</em> Christmas
        Anna Holmes

        Last week, I wept a little when listening to Christmas music.Very few works of culture make me shed actual tears. Over dinner after a screening of the new film Hamnet, my friend Nancy told me she was surprised that the movie, which concerns the agonizing death of William Shakespeare's only son, didn't make me cry. "I don't know what to tell you," I said. Then I went home, opened Spotify on my phone, and hit "Play" on the soundtrack to A Charlie Brown Christmas. I fell asleep to the record with we...

      

      
        Trump Is Suddenly Looking a Lot Smaller
        Jonathan Lemire

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Hey, remember April? When President Donald Trump marked his 100th day in office at the end of that month, he was on a seemingly unstoppable roll. After taking four years out of office to prepare, he and his team returned to power with a blitz of more than 140 executive orders. He bent the Republican-controlled Congress to his will and dismantled much of the federal bureaucracy. He brought powerful institution...

      

      
        The Epstein Files Only Get Worse
        Charlie Warzel

        This particularly cursed holiday week kicked off in earnest last night when my father turned his iPad in my direction. On its screen was a terribly disturbing post on X containing two images. In the first, Jeffrey Epstein was hugging and kissing a little girl. In the second, that girl was bound and gagged on a bed.Dad was rightly outraged and disgusted. He asked me if I'd seen the photos in my time going through the Epstein files. I immediately recognized the first image of Epstein and deduced th...

      

      
        Companies' 'Wrapped' Features Keep Getting Weirder
        Will Gottsegen

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The holidays are a time for reflection, but lately I've been overthinking things: Over the past few weeks, I've listened to a playlist of my top songs via Spotify "Wrapped," revisited my summer-long job hunt on LinkedIn's Year in Review, and ruminated on my crossword abilities with The New York Times' Y...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: The Last of the Year!
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 3:40 p.m. ET on December 23, 2025.It's a short holiday week here for Atlantic Trivia; I'll be quizzing you Monday and Tuesday, and then we'll part until the new year.But note that Anders Celsius developed his centigrade system for measuring temperature on December 25, 1741. The first predicted return of Halley's Comet was observed precisely 17 years later. The keen mind can still accomplish a lot at Christmas.In fact, who needs presents (I desperately ask as I realiz...

      

      
        The Phone-Based Retirement Is Here
        Charlie Warzel

        A friend of mine had just traveled across the country to see his family when he texted me, deeply concerned. The chaos of holiday travel is always a drag, but usually, it was offset by getting a break and watching his kids spend quality time with their grandparents. But this year was different, he said: "They were just absorbed in their phones a lot of the time, and distant." He wasn't talking about the kids, but the grandparents.I've heard similar anecdotes in recent years--adult children worried...

      

      
        America's Schools Are Less Divided Than You Think
        Jonathan Zimmerman

        In August of 2022, a resident of Denton, Texas, appeared before his school board to demand the removal of a salacious library book. He read aloud passages from the novel describing detailed sexual acts. But the book he was reading from, Love Lies Beneath, wasn't actually available in the school district's libraries. He had confused the sexy psychological thriller with Lies Beneath, a young-adult novel about mermaids.At the time, Mark Hlavacik was a professor at the local university in Denton. In ...

      

      
        Cancel Culture's Boomerang Effect
        Adam Serwer

        On Sunday night Bari Weiss, the editor of The Free Press and the new head of CBS News, abruptly stopped a forthcoming 60 Minutes report on the torture endured by migrants in the brutal El Salvadoran prison CECOT, where the Trump administration has sent more than 280 men.Trump supporters praised the decision from Weiss, who, notwithstanding her description of conditions at CECOT as "horrific," had previously praised El Salvadoran leader Nayib Bukele for making El Salvador safer. More broadly, the ...
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Dusty Pillars

Day 25 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




Day 25 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Dusty Pillars. This is the James Webb Space Telescope's mid-infrared view of the Pillars of Creation, trunks of interstellar gas and dust in the Eagle Nebula, about 7,000 light-years away. The mid-infrared view allows scientists to focus on the dense dust in the star-forming regions within these massive pillars.

See the full advent calendar here. Merry Christmas!
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Watching Someone Fail Shouldn't Be So Fun

In <em>Marty Supreme</em>, Timothee Chalamet delivers both cringe and charisma.

by David Sims

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




Marty Mauser cannot stop the hustle. In Marty Supreme's electrifying opening moments, the audience is introduced to the wiry 20-something (played by Timothee Chalamet) in 1950s New York. He's working as a shoe salesman, talking a fussy older customer into buying a fancier brand with easy confidence. Almost immediately thereafter, we learn that his boss (who happens to be his uncle) wants to make him the store manager. But Marty, a working-class Jewish kid, won't hear of it. He has a singular career goal--to become the world's best-known table-tennis player. His athletic ideal hasn't exactly focused him, however: He walks right out of his uncle's office and into a storage closet with another supposed customer--really his close friend, Rachel (Odessa A'zion)--to make passionate love.

Marty is vivacious, and the film around him is buzzing at the same frequency: itchy, anxious, yet unbearably exciting throughout, each minute defined by some hairpin plot turn. Not long after that raucous first scene, he arrives in London, where he prepares to compete in a global Ping-Pong tournament while complaining about the shoddy hospitality. Like his previous movies--most of them directed in collaboration with his brother, Benny--the filmmaker Josh Safdie makes what soon becomes a high-stress journey palatable by setting off with an exhilarating level of momentum. Though the film is a hefty 150 minutes, it operates at a careening pace, barreling from twist to twist. The audience is kept handcuffed to a protagonist who's possessed by undeniable skill and moxie, but simply can't get out of his own way.

Marty Supreme is Safdie's first solo effort since splitting with Benny; their last work together was the fractious, nervy hit Uncut Gems. Benny also directed a sports drama this year on his own: The Smashing Machine, a much more muted effort that swerved from the Safdies' jittery style. Marty Supreme indicates that Josh may have been the chief engineer of that approach, as evidenced by both the movie's style and its story. The first act does the important work of establishing Marty's desire for sports superstardom as well as his penchant for getting himself into ridiculous entanglements. The film initially seems like a familiar sports story: Loosely inspired by the real-life table-tennis player Marty Reisman, the tale follows an underdog rising through the ranks and brushing up against immortality. But Safdie, as always, seeks to challenge convention. Marty's attempt to break out of postwar poverty, for example, feels modern; it's even set to a pulsing soundtrack full of '80s-New Wave hits.

Read: Only Timothee Chalamet could get away with this

Marty Supreme's ensemble is similarly colorful. During his odyssey around the world, Marty encounters an array of other frenzied creatures: There's Milton Rockwell (Shark Tank's own Kevin O'Leary), a cruel businessman who wants to bankroll Marty; Milton's wife, Kay Stone (a magnificently frosty Gwyneth Paltrow), an actor with whom Marty pursues an affair; and Ezra Mishkin (the director Abel Ferrara), a scuzzy figure whom Marty accidentally double-crosses. He makes friends, too, including the Ping-Pong-playing cab driver Wally (Tyler Okonma), who helps his pal with a moneymaking scheme. Marty's mentor, Bela Kletzki (Geza Rohrig), is a former table-tennis champion who gently tries to dissuade his protege from chasing his overblown goal. But everyone in this movie, rich or poor, seems to be on the edge of polite society, working their own angle while our hero strives for greatness.

In the hands of a lesser actor, Marty's difficult personality might make him tough to root for. But he so perfectly matches Chalamet's spirited, try-hard charisma--the same presence that made him a comfortable fit playing such varied roles as the fanciful Willy Wonka, a renegade young Bob Dylan, and Dune's super-powered mystic Paul Atreides. Even as Marty's quest veers off course, Chalamet imbues the character with an irresistible passion. Marty isn't getting mixed up with criminals and flirting with married actors on a self-destructive impulse, like Adam Sandler's gambling addict in Uncut Gems or Robert Pattinson's petty criminal in Good Time, another pulse-quickening Safdie-brothers production. Instead, the director portrays the nightmarish baggage that comes with fighting to achieve victory outside the mainstream.

Much like Marty himself, Marty Supreme conjures a sense of being on the outside looking in. The story unfolds on a Hollywood scale, with a huge budget and close attention to period detail, but Safdie has managed to keep the indie ethos that powered his prior successes. This is a movie that, among its other quirks, is laden with unusual performers--the playwright David Mamet; the retired basketball legend George Gervin; the magician Penn Jillette; and even the New York grocery magnate John Catsimatidis. As a holiday-viewing experience, Marty Supreme stands alone: Unlike the heroes of this season's glitzy blockbusters, Marty is a superstar only in his own mind.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/12/marty-supreme-review-timothee-chalamet/685462/?utm_source=feed
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Is Victor Wembanyama Too Tall?

Why it's hard to watch the NBA's most promising young talent

by Ross Andersen

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




In middle age, some sports fans become reactionaries. Due to dwindling neuroplasticity, or some general souring toward the world, they can no longer appreciate how a game evolves. It's similar to when a music fan stops checking for new artists and plays only albums that they loved in high school. As an aging NBA fan, I'm trying to stay vigilant. I never want to catch myself ranting endlessly at the bar about the inferiority of younger stars. When I watch them on the court, I look for fresh expressions of basketball beauty. And yet, despite my best efforts, I'm having a hard time getting into Victor Wembanyama.

Wembanyama, the league's most promising young player, is only 21 years old and he's French, but I don't hold either of these things against him. Nor do I resent him for playing for San Antonio, a rival of my beloved Lakers. In fact, his fiery desire to improve reminds me of a young Kobe Bryant. I enjoyed his off-season jaunt to China, especially the 10 days that he spent at a Shaolin temple, learning kung fu. And at a time when NBA stars tend to be overly friendly with one another, Wembanyama has an entertaining tendency to needle his rivals. As a player, though, he leaves me unmoved.

Read: LeBron James and the limits of nepotism

Part of it is that he's not especially relatable. In the parlance of sports fandom, Wembanyama is a freak. He ranks among the most unusual-looking players to ever grace a basketball court. Even in a league populated by giants, he is preposterously lanky at 7 foot 4 inches and 235 pounds. Other players have been given nicknames that suggest the strangeness of their physiques: Giannis Antetokounmpo, the Milwaukee Bucks' muscled 6-foot-11-inch player from Southern Europe, is known as the "Greek Freak." Wembanyama, for his part, has been likened to a praying mantis. Before he was drafted, LeBron James called him an alien, and the nickname stuck.

Every professional athlete is an extreme outlier in terms of their body type, skill, ability, or all three. NBA teams seek out men of monumental stature; some 300 players in the league have been at least 7 feet tall. But even in this context, Wembanyama stands alone. Most 7-footers have been used as shot blockers; when they scored, it was almost always due to their extreme size. Wembanyama has mastered the skill sets of much smaller players. He can dribble through his legs; once I even saw him dribble through the legs of his defender. He can fluidly pull up and shoot from well behind the three-point line. It's not a stretch to say that Wembanyama moves better with a basketball than anyone ever has at his height. "In all other instances, a 7-footer dribbling the ball up the court means that something has gone wrong," the author and Spurs fan Shea Serrano told me. But when Wembanyama dribbles, Serrano finds it "good and right and holy."

Read: Air Jordan is finally deflating

Wembanyama may possess preternatural grace for someone of his size, but he is still a coltish presence on the court. He seems to have stolen a taller man's legs. Much of what he does comes easily on account of his enormous size, like a teenager having his way with a younger sibling's Fisher-Price hoop. In a half-court offense, Wembanyama is never more than two (giant) strides from the basket, and when he arrives, he needs just a bunny hop to bring his forehead even with the rim. He can catch a lobbed ball with his back to the basket and execute a reverse dunk before he lands. For anyone else, these alley-oops would be spectacular, highlight-reel plays. For Wembanyama, they look like chin-ups.

As every sports marketer knows, identification is at the core of fandom. It is easier for us to bask in the glow of a great player if we can imagine ourselves executing their moves. Brands that endorse athletes count on people to buy into this fantasy of attainable greatness; they come right out and say so.

But it's difficult for anyone to imagine doing the things that Wembanyama does, because he plays the game at such a high altitude. No normal person could ever match the skills of smaller NBA players either, but that fantasy is more accessible. Steph Curry, the league's all-time record holder for three-pointers, has a degree of eye-hand coordination that is at least as freakish as Wembanyama's height. But because Curry is just 6 foot 2, and I am nearly that, I can at least delude myself into thinking that with enough practice, I, too, could hit some of the shots that he does. It's no accident that Curry, Michael Jordan, and other players whose physiques more closely resemble the everyman's tend to have more fans, and more signature shoe lines. We look at Jordan and pretend that we can be like Mike.

Do people want to be like Wembanyama? Maybe so. He might be the front wave of a new era. The NBA may soon be stacked with even ganglier players who have all-world ball-handling skills and deep shooting range. Maybe my eyes will eventually adjust to them. Football fans needed time to accommodate themselves to Patrick Mahomes's sidearm throws, as did the baseball fans who at first recoiled from Hideo Nomo's tornado windup.

Either way, Wembanyama won't be bothered. In his first season, he was named Rookie of the Year, and in his second, he would have been named best defender had he not been injured. This year, he looks even better, and Nike has already given him a signature shoe. A special logo is emblazoned on the heel and insole: an alien.



*Sources: Jim Poorten / NBAE / Getty; Chris Coduto / Getty; Stephen Gosling / NBAE / Getty; Adam Hagy / NBAE / Getty
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Netflix vs. Paramount

Whoever wins... we lose?

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




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

If Warner Bros. Discovery was only a movie house, it would have had one of its best years ever. Two of its films (One Battle After Another and Sinners) are front-runners for the Academy Award for Best Picture, and it had a string of critical hits and box-office successes with Superman, Weapons, and A Minecraft Movie. But the company is a media conglomerate that counts HBO and CNN among the brands it owns, and it took on lots of debt; its box-office success in 2025 is not enough to make up for its financial struggles.

This year, the company found itself up for auction. After over a hundred years as a major Hollywood studio, Warner Bros. fate seemed unclear. Now months into a process that Netflix formally won, Paramount still hopes to come out on top with a hostile bid. This week even, the billionaire Larry Ellison, whose son, David, controls Paramount, offered a personal guarantee for the deal.

The bidding war for Warner Bros. Discovery is a business story that morphed into a future-of-entertainment story and then recently took an ominous turn into politics. President Donald Trump weighed in, saying he would be "involved" in deciding who wins, which put every party on alert that Trump might be particularly watching what happens to CNN, a cable network he has called "the least trusted name in news" and a "political arm of the Democrat Party."

Trump has sued ABC News, CBS News, the BBC, The New York Times, and The Wall Street Journal. His administration has federally defunded PBS and NPR, and put pressure on networks to cancel late-night shows. In the Warner Bros. Discovery bidding war, Trump has hinted that he leans toward Paramount, and this week brought new claims of political interference of the news at the Ellison-run Paramount. 60 Minutes pulled a segment on the harsh conditions at a prison in El Salvador where the Trump administration deported hundreds of Venezuelans earlier this year. Bari Weiss, the new head of CBS News, said the story needed more work even though it had apparently been fact-checked and legally vetted, not to mention promoted on air.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to the Atlantic film critic David Sims about what the outcome of this deal might mean for movie lovers, especially those who hope to keep going to movies in theaters. And we talk to our staff writer Frank Foer about Trump's increasing influence on the media landscape and his subtle campaign to disappear CNN.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I know we're months from the Oscars, but will you name your top-three picks for Best Picture?
 David Sims: In terms of who I think may well win?
 Rosin: Mm.
 Sims: Or who I want to win?
 Rosin: Mm.
 Sims: (Laughs.)
 Rosin: I think I'm gonna go with want. I think I'm gonna go with want. That's--
 Sims: I've got the same pick for both, honestly, is I do think One Battle After Another will win out; I would say Sinners and Hamnet are the other sort of big players right now.
 Rosin: I was hoping you would say One Battle After Another and Sinners, only so I could have a smooth transition into the conversation I want to have with you.
 Sims: Absolutely.


[Music]

Rosin: One Battle After Another and Sinners, two front-runners for the Oscar for Best Picture, both came out of the same studio this year: Warner Bros.

Sims: Those are movies from very established filmmakers with big stars in them.


Leonardo DiCaprio (as Bob Ferguson in One Battle After Another): My name is Bob Ferguson. I don't know if you've ever heard of me, all right? I was part of French 75.


Sims: But they were for grown-ups. These are R-rated movies.


Michael B. Jordan (as Elijah "Smoke" Moore in Sinners): Y'all Klan?
 
 Jack O'Connell (as Remmick in Sinners): Sir. We believe in equality and music.


Sims: They were going up against more established franchise stuff, and they dominated the conversation.


Rosin: This is Atlantic movie critic David Sims.

Sims: They did well in every kind of space.


Rosin: It was also the same studio that made Weapons, Superman, and A Minecraft Movie-- critical hits, along with box-office successes--movies for families and movies for families who like Paul Thomas Anderson.

Sims: They had the kind of year studio executives dream of.


Rosin: So what better way to end a banner year at Warner Bros. Pictures than by selling it?

This fall, Warner Bros. Discovery--which includes all of its movie studios, HBO, DC Comics, and a bunch of other things--announced that it was on the market.

An initial front-runner was Paramount.

Sims: So Paramount was there--it was an existing movie studio, recently bought by David Ellison after he spent years trying to take it over. He's the son of Larry Ellison. He's a very, very rich tech billionaire.


Rosin: But their bid was rejected. So Paramount kept submitting more bids, and those were all rejected too.

Meanwhile (Netflix sound effect plays.) Netflix was also interested and swooped in.

Wolf Blitzer (from CNN): New this morning, Netflix has inked a deal with Warner Bros. Discovery to buy the iconic TV and movie studio and its streaming assets, including HBO. We should mention--


[Music]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. The bidding war for Warner Bros. is a business story that's morphing into an entertainment story and then took an ominous turn into politics.

President Donald Trump: So we'll have to see what happens.


Rosin: Recently, President Donald Trump weighed in on the matter, suggesting that he was personally interested in the outcome--which adds a whole new layer of complication.

Trump: And I'll be involved in that decision too. But they have a very big market share.


Rosin: Paramount and Netflix have been back and forth these last few weeks, each trying creative moves to outdo the other. On Monday, for example, Larry Ellison offered a personal guarantee for the Paramount deal, which means that one of the richest men in America is on the hook if it fails. That's the business part.

For those of us who care more about the movies? The truth is that both options might make them a little worse--for different reasons.

And for those of us who care most about democracy? It would not be the first time that the president has inserted himself into the business of media. We'll talk to staff writer Frank Foer about that later.

But first, critic David Sims on what he pays the most attention to: What does this Warner Bros. Discovery deal mean for the movies when the number of big movie studios just keeps shrinking?

Sims: Obviously, this is a looming nightmare that Hollywood has been worried about for longer than the last few months. And for the last few years, Warner Bros., which is one part of a big conglomeration of TV networks and other stuff has been a company that's sort of laden with debt and has had some bad corporate owners in the past, that's been passed around, so a lot of people have been waiting to see who will swoop in to sort of salvage the company or transform it. And the fear's always been, It'll get sucked up too. The Hollywood studios will continue to sort of condense into a bigger and bigger blob, which, really, it means nothing good for art, unfortunately.

Rosin: Okay, well, slow that down 'cause you said "fear"--you're separating, already, in your answer quality from financial stability. So it was a studio that made good movies but was financially not stable, I guess, for a while, so why "fear"--why don't we see this as rescuing Warner Bros.?

Sims: Well, Warner Bros., the movie studio itself, there's not a huge profit issue there. That's the sort of jewel of the company, along with HBO, which is part of this corporate consideration.

It's the other stuff that's been the problem, and David Zaslav, who's been running the company for a few years at this point, since it merged with Discovery, has been trying to cut fat. He's laid people off. He's canceled whole movies outright. He's been running it pretty lean, and I think everyone in the industry has been watching and sort of noting that he's clearly preparing to get acquired.

Now, in the old days, Warner Bros. used to be owned by AT&T. Before then, it was owned by AOL. Back in the day, Coca-Cola used to own one of the movie studios. Big companies would own movie studios 'cause it was fun to own a movie studio--you would get to be a player in Hollywood, and you would have glitz and glamour. But now, it feels like the only companies that want these movie studios are other movie studios.

Rosin: So let me ask you: If, for years and years, big companies have owned movie studios, why is this moment such a big deal? Why do people like you talk about it with trepidation in their voices--nd "people like you," I mean people who love movies and movie theaters and just the whole tradition of Hollywood? Why is this any different than Coca-Cola or anybody else?

Sims: Well, so it feels like there's two outcomes to this Warner Bros. deal, it seems, and both of them are causing agita for different reasons.

[Music]

Sims: If Paramount, which is another big studio, had bought Warner Bros., you have what happened to Disney and Fox, probably, happening again, so Fox still exists in some form, as a sort of subsidiary of Disney--t releases a few movies a year--but you've kind of dried up one of the wells of big movie production in Hollywood. If that happens with Paramount owning Warner Bros., once again, you feel the pool of big movies shrinking in Hollywood. You feel this sort of competition shrinking.

Now, Netflix is this kind of different beast because they operate a different model. They've made money a different way. Obviously, they're all in on streaming. So far, they've sort of communicated publicly, like, Oh, no, no, no. Warner Bros. is a different business than ours, and we wouldn't wanna kill its theatrical industry. But because Netflix has been so uniquely aggressive about sort of getting their movies onto TV rather than in theaters, there's this just huge anxiety amongst people like me and people who make movies that the movie-theater industry just cannot survive losing that many movies a year, if that's where this is going.

Rosin: Why are theatrical--this is not obvious to me. It seems to me--what I care about is that good movies get made. Why is theatergoing the lifeblood of good movies? Does it change the incentive structure of what kind of movies you make and how good or creative or original they are?

Sims: Possibly. Look, Netflix has made good movies, but there is a sort of style to a lot of Netflix movies--the more sort of generic stuff that they put out: the rom-coms and the sort of medium-size dramas, whatever--that feels like the movie's a little more designed to be ignored.

Rosin: Mm.

Sims: Now--

Rosin: Ah, now I understand it. (Laughs.) That feels like a real concern--if you're creating movies that you know people are going to be checking their phone while watching.

Sims: I think when you talk to the sort of older guard in Hollywood, who are especially worried about the mortality of theaters, there's also just this feeling of, like, When it's gone, it won't come back.

[Music]

Sims: And all of those companies are--they've been battered by COVID, they were hurt by the strikes, which really reduced the amount of output lately, and they're kind of hanging on by a thread right now.

Big movies will come out and do well and kind of demonstrate that audiences are fine going to the theater for something they're interested in. But it's tougher for a sort of mid-sized or smaller movie to break out in the ways that they used to--which is why, again, one reason that something like Sinners or One Battle, those films catching on with people is heartening to see because it kind of defies the prediction that companies like Netflix are making of, Ah, well, that old model, that's sort of dinosaur stuff, and people prefer to just have an a la carte selection at home of whatever they can watch.

Rosin: So we've been discussing the Netflix outcome. Tell me what happened with Paramount and what's the Paramount outcome. How do you see that differently than what you've just described?

Sims: I think one reason the Netflix bid seems to have won is that Netflix was cool with Warner Bros., the company, sort of splitting up and its cable channels--these sort of less profitable units--getting spun off and turned into a division that can be dealt with elsewhere or sold off or who knows. And Netflix would take control of kind of the big properties: Warner Bros., HBO, things like that.

Paramount seems to want the whole kit and caboodle; they want everything. They're willing to pay a lot for it. And it's a little harder to understand why, outside of, I guess, just this notion of, We need to be as big as possible to compete.

Paramount on its own used to be a very venerable--it's still venerable, but now they don't have a Marvel, and they don't have the kind of streaming service that Netflix or HBO is. So if they can just kind of grow by acquisition, grow by expanding into new areas of storytelling--they can make more comic-book movies, whatever--that's their argument for: This is the best way to survive.

That might be true for Paramount. It might lead to a lot of layoffs and a lot of consolidation as well. There's literally just less movies in theaters than there used to be. And so consolidation, you imagine more of that.

Rosin: Right. So whatever the details, you see this as a lose-lose for Hollywood.

Sims: Oh God, I hate to be so pessimistic. I'm usually not the pessimist, I will say. But it's tough for me to see either of these being smooth. Both of these will be strange corporate maneuvers.

It currently seems like the Netflix thing will happen. But, obviously, Paramount's exploring this idea of a hostile bid. Combining Netflix and HBO, you've got two of the biggest streaming services--that's a whole mess that maybe regulators won't object to. There's the Trump factor of terms of he maybe prefers a bidder--maybe he doesn't, though? A lot of the reporting seems to suggest maybe he wasn't as swayed by the Ellisons as the Ellisons thought he would be. Who knows?

All of this is very difficult to foresee. And I think Warner Bros. did not really see this coming. The old rumor was that they wanted Universal, who's another studio, to get them, and those two powers would combine into something very, very powerful. This is weird in a new way, and it's kind of like the story of Hollywood of, every year, there's sort of a new evolution of weird that everyone in the industry just has to wrestle with.

Rosin: David, thank you so much for joining us today.

Sims: Happy to. Anytime.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, Frank Foer on what happens if Trump does intervene on this deal.
 
 And remember: Warner Bros. Discovery isn't just in the movie business. They also own CNN.

[Break]

Rosin: The movies are just one part of this Warner Bros. Discovery deal. As we'll hear from staff writer Frank Foer, politics is another.

According to a recent report from Bloomberg, President Donald Trump privately told people that he wanted this deal to be a competition, to have one side bid against the other for his approval of the deal.

Frank Foer: Because, ultimately, in order to get a merger of this size through, it needs to be blessed by the U.S. government. And it seems like the biggest condition that he's laid out there is CNN.

Rosin: CNN. Okay, so you think that's his main interest. What does he want from CNN?

Foer: So Warner Bros. owns CNN, and I think that he hates CNN, that he says it's run by corrupt, terrible people, and he wants to see them out. Does that mean that he wants to see CNN kind of left on the side of the road to wither and die? Does it mean that he wants the new buyer to come in and renovate CNN in the same sort of way that the Ellisons have come in to CBS News and installed Bari Weiss and to turn that into a different type of news-gathering organization? It's unclear. I don't think Trump knows. I think he's waiting for the bidders to come and present him with the best prize.

Rosin: Okay. I think I need to understand how unusual this level of intervention is. What is the president's usual official role in a big merger like this?

Foer: So the whole United States government is set up to avoid this type of direct political meddling.

[Music]

Foer: We have agencies like the Federal Trade Commission and the Federal Communications Commission, which were set up almost a hundred years ago, or more than a hundred years ago in the case of the FTC. And they were supposed to be independent agencies, where you had a set of commissioners--you would have three from the party in charge, two from the out party--where they would make decisions in a relatively bipartisan, technocratic way, in the best interest of the government, so that you didn't have presidents coming in and picking winners and losers.

But I think it's pretty clear that, in the end, he's got a little bit of a rooting interest for Paramount, but he doesn't wanna make it seem as if he's putting his thumb on the scale, because that would be bad--that would send bad signals to the world, bad signals to the market. And so, even if he may gesture in the direction of Paramount, I think even Donald Trump knows that he needs to make it look like an open and fair competition.

Rosin: Got it. So he's, basically, somewhat aware of the kinds of criticisms that a person like Frank Foer at The Atlantic might make, is, This is inappropriate.

Foer: Right. This is a transaction, and so Warner Bros. has shareholders who have to approve a merger themselves and sign up for a deal; they initially signed up to give their company to Netflix. And really, there is a bidding war going on, and part of the bidding war is that--what Paramount says that it brings to the table is that it can get the approval of the president of the United States; it can make it a much more painless transaction than the Netflix purchase.

Rosin: It's like they've already acceded to a world in which the president's approval or disapproval actually makes a difference in how you do business. It's like we live in that world now.

Foer: Yeah, yeah. And Netflix understands that too; that's why Ted Sarandos went and visited--the CEO of Netflix went and visited Donald Trump in the Oval Office himself. This is the world that we live in.

Rosin: So let's play out the scenario under Trump. What moves has he already made to exert influence over media?

Foer: Right. So we could look at what's happened to The Washington Post.

[Music]

Foer: During the first Trump term, Jeff Bezos bought The Washington Post--or he bought it before Trump--but he recreated the paper, essentially, as a resistance paper: Democracy dies in darkness.

Jeff Bezos: It is a mistake for any elected official, in my opinion, to attack media and journalists. I believe that-- (Audience claps.)


Foer: And Trump sees this happening, and he sees the Super Bowl ad they make.

Tom Hanks (in a Washington Post commercial): Knowing helps us decide. Knowing keeps us free. (Music swells.)


Foer: And he starts to tweet about how Jeff Bezos is a corrupt guy and that he's gonna take revenge against Amazon, which he says is doing all sorts of unfair things.

TV anchor (from CNBC): President Trump going after Amazon again, this time in a series of tweets. He writes: "So many stories about me in the @washingtonpost are Fake News. They are as bad as ratings challenged @CNN."
 Lobbyists for Amazon--


Foer: So Bezos sees this happening and he, I think, either consciously or subconsciously, decides that he's gonna walk away from this resistance persona, and he's gonna recreate the editorial board of The Washington Post, which he more directly controls, as being something that's more politically sympathetic to Donald Trump.

TV anchor (from CNN): --after the publisher announced that the newspaper will not endorse a candidate for president. That's the first time they have not done so in 36 years of presidential elections. The Post itself--


Foer: Or to take another example, we saw the way in which Brendan Carr, the [chairman] of the FCC, said stations that were carrying Jimmy Kimmel--that because of everything that Jimmy Kimmel had said about Charlie Kirk, that they were gonna pay a price.

Brendan Carr (on The Benny Show): --changes that we've seen, but, frankly, when you see stuff like this--look, we can do this the easy way or the hard way.


Foer: And it turned out that a lot of these companies were in the process of undergoing mergers and consolidations--they had a lot of deals sitting in front of the Trump administration--and so they heard his message, and they said, Okay, we're pulling Jimmy Kimmel from the air.

Rosin: Right, although they did say the decision to pull Kimmel wasn't actually influenced by FCC communication. But, okay, so let's overlay those dynamics onto the Warner Bros. sale. What does it look like? Play out what it could look like.

Foer: So we've talked about CNN, which, I think, is kind of the most vulnerable asset there. I think that--

Rosin: Wait, so what happens to CNN? Just--this is hypothetical.

Foer: Right. So, hypothetically, they could either say that, We're gonna buy CNN as part of this deal, and we're just gonna kill CNN.

Rosin: Paramount could, if Paramount--

Foer: Paramount could do that.

Rosin: --or Netflix.

Foer: Or Netflix. Netflix doesn't do news, and so they could just say, You know what? If it's a cost of doing this transaction that you're forcing us to buy CBS--anything is possible in this sort of world where these types of sums of money are on the table, and there's an enormous amount of flexibility.

The other scenario--and we're seeing this with CBS News, which is kind of what I'd call the Orbanification scenario, where Viktor Orban is the head of state in Hungary, and what he's done is, essentially, ensured that the biggest media properties in that country are sold to his allies and cronies, who, in turn, neuter those networks or turn them into propaganda apparatus. And so there's some possibility that that happens. But if Paramount decided to go through with that, it would be painful for Paramount.

Rosin: But why? We just had a perfect model for that, which is: Bari Weiss takes over CBS; Erika Kirk is the first interview. Plenty of people got fired, but it happened.

Foer: It happens; it's not unthinkable. But CNN is different than CBS. CBS News is something that aims to be straight down the middle. CNN, I think, aims to be straight down the middle, but is, in fact, kind of an anti-Trump network.

Rosin: I see, so it would be more obvious and much more of a fight.

Foer: Yeah. You would lose more viewership that way. You'd lose hosts who, I think, have built personas around criticizing Trump. It would be messy.

Rosin: Right. Okay, so that's instability for us who work in this industry. But do the shifts in journalism matter for anyone else?

Foer: Right, so if you take The Washington Post.

[Music]

Foer: The Washington Post editorial page had limited reach. But in terms of kind of national voices, there were three national newspapers, three editorial boards. You have The Wall Street Journal, which is already kind of right-wing, and then you take another one and you make it right wing, you've changed a substantial portion of the opinion space in national newspaper land.

There are only three meaningful cable networks. One of them is already pro-Trump. You take another one off the table--you're changing a substantial percentage of cable news.

A democracy is basically only as good as the information that its citizenry gets, and so we are undergoing this long-term crisis where the quality of information that citizens get has been diminished--it's more likely to be manipulated by algorithms or by outside actors--and that, if we ever have any chance of having a democratic revival in this country, we need there to be quality sources of information.

Rosin: Sometimes I think back to the first days that Jimmy Kimmel was fired and what a shock that was to the country because that was the first time that such an overt pressure happened from the administration, which had such an obvious consequence for a well-known media figure. But then he was reinstated. So is there any hope in that?

Foer: Yeah, I think that there is hope in that, because there was a public backlash. I think that it was a moment where they pushed too hard, and they went too far, and I think a lot of people who may have otherwise cowered or turned away felt compelled to push back.

But, on the other hand, I just look at things relative to where they were in the first Trump term and the whole tenor of conversation. And in the first Trump term, I think a lot of media looked at outrageous things, and they responded with outrage. And here, this is not just because of all these larger economic tides that we're talking about, but there is a greater numbness that, I think, prevails. It's less red-blooded. It's less full-throated. It's more numb.

Rosin: Thank you, Frank, for joining us today.

Foer: My pleasure.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited and engineered by Kevin Townsend. Rob Smierciak provided original music. Sam Fentress fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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How to Follow the Right Star

The ancient Christmas story of the Magi contains a message that can guide your modern search for happiness.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




A much-loved Christmas story tells about the journey of the Magi--the three Wise Men who came seeking the baby Jesus in Bethlehem. "Where is He who has been born King of the Jews?" they ask. "For we have seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him." The essence of the tale is their unshakable faith in a worldly sign--a star in the sky--which the Magi trusted would guide them to the savior of the world.

This story has inspired Christians for more than two millennia to believe that they can find metaphysical truth and eternal life by following something tangible--the words in a book, say, or a physical sacrament. For some nonreligious people, this belief might seem nonsensical or superstitious. Yet almost everyone acts in some analogous way in their regular life--just as almost everyone wants to be happier.

The problem is that striving for happiness directly, in the abstract, is not possible. Instead, you must choose proxy goals: metaphorical stars in the sky that you can see and judge to lead you to the greater well-being you desire.

This sounds right, but is it true? Is the star you choose really the one that marks the stable you hope to find? Consider the risk that your stated goals are a mirage and lead to nothing--or, worse, to unhappiness. This column is about how you can tell whether you're following the right star.

Proxy goals are important because they create a sense of direction, without which you cannot make progress, which is itself a source of great satisfaction, at least temporarily. Psychologists have shown in experiments that when people set concrete goals, life feels more manageable, especially for those experiencing depression or anxiety. In fact, goals can be protective against adverse life circumstances: If you don't like your current employment, professional goal-setting can make your job more bearable.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to make the most of bad gifts

To improve your long-term well-being, however, not all proxy goals are created equal. They must align with your internal values and interests, which psychologists call "self-concordance." Self-concordant proxies have three basic characteristics, which bear careful consideration.

The first is that a good proxy goal is non-zero-sum: Achieving it does not mean that someone else cannot also achieve it. An example of a zero-sum goal would be striving to become the CEO of your company: If you're the CEO, no one else can be (until you quit or get fired). Nothing wrong with wanting to be the leader--but a better, non-zero-sum goal would be an honest assessment of how interesting and challenging you find your work. These are qualities of a role that can be enjoyed by anyone else, not just you. Why is this better? A researcher in 2006 found that non-zero-sum goals such as this raise life satisfaction, whereas competitive, zero-sum goals lower it. You could be a happy CEO, but holding the corner office per se isn't the star directly over your true aim.

The second criterion for a good proxy goal is why you strive for it: This should be approach, not avoidance. You should follow your purpose for positive reasons, not negative ones. For example, say that to improve your quality of life, your proxy goal is to raise your employability through education. This can be defined as a positive, approach-oriented goal, such as "I want to learn a bunch of new skills." Or it can be a negative, avoidance-determined goal, such as "I don't want to wind up poor or unemployed." As the author of a 2022 research paper in Psychological Reports found, you are much more likely to achieve life satisfaction if you approach this task positively.

Third, the best proxy goals tend to be non-positional, meaning that they are not set to create social comparison. Say you want to buy a house: A positional goal would be to have a house that impresses others; a non-positional goal would be to have a place to raise your family with love and joy, whether or not anyone else is impressed by the place. True, people do get some temporary satisfaction when they are envied by others (we're only human, after all), but as research has shown, the more important this comparison is to you, the less happy you will end up. Learning to eschew social comparisons is itself a worthy proxy goal for well-being.

Happiness is not a goal you can chase directly. You have to shoot for more tangible proxy goals that you can see and pursue. But not all of these goals will lead you to the happiness that you seek; they have to possess certain characteristics. Here are three axioms to follow that will steer you in the right direction.

1. Focus on people, not things.
 As I've written previously, happiness is love. If there were a three-word summary of the entire science of happiness--which, fortunately for this columnist, there is not--that would be it. Love is best defined as "to will the good of the other" as judged by the other, meaning that such loving is reserved for living beings. Love is inherently non-zero-sum; it is infinite. It is always positive and, when sincere, not based on any social comparison. Follow stars such as the quality of your relationships and your service to others, and you will be right over the target of happiness.

2. It's about you and your inner direction, not about how others see you.
 We are prone as a species to seek status and rise in social hierarchies. This is probably an evolved trait, because higher status in times of scarce resources usually means a greater likelihood of survival and finding a mate. But as noted, social comparison doesn't lead to happiness at all, especially today in the age of social media. If your proxy goals revolve around how you compare with others or how others see you, you aren't on target.

Arthur C. Brooks: A seasonal guide to better well-being

3. Make a happy journey your goal, too.
 The Magi, of course, went on a literal journey. Yours might be a metaphorical one, but in either case, your objective should be to enjoy it. One danger in the pursuit of life goals is the assumption that once you hit them, the satisfaction you attain will last forever. This is called the arrival fallacy, and it's a major impediment to happiness; it explains, for example, why champion athletes commonly suffer depression after a long-sought victory. To be sure of a happier outcome, following the three criteria for the right goals helps a great deal, but you should also take care not to disregard the journey itself--and to take joy in it as much as you can. So, for instance, make college attendance about the learning, not your graduation or diploma. Make your dating experience about learning to love someone deeply, not just getting to the altar.

One last point: There will be times in life when you'll need to deviate from your goals, even if they are perfectly thought out. Circumstances change, typically in ways you don't like that are beyond your control. Maybe your relationship ends, your employment ends, or someone you love dies. In such adverse circumstances, I'd offer a fourth axiom to keep in mind.

4. Stay flexible, and be ready to find another way.
 Your proxy goals today may be outstanding, but they might not work for your happiness tomorrow. Always be ready to look for new ones, without remorse or hesitation. The Three Wise Men followed the star and found the infant Jesus, as promised. But their journey back home was another story. God warned them in a dream that King Herod was lying in wait for them, hoping to interrogate them about the whereabouts of the Messiah with the intention of harming him. The solution? "They departed for their own country another way."
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So This Is Why Trump Didn't Want to Release the Epstein Files

The latest batch includes many new references to Trump--and enough ammunition for Congress to keep pressing.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Nearly two years ago, Donald Trump kicked off the presidential-campaign season with a declaration: "I was never on Epstein's Plane, or at his 'stupid' Island," he posted on Truth Social in January 2024. Reports to the contrary, he insisted, were the fault of AI--and of his political rivals: "This is what the Democrats do to their Republican Opponent, who is leading them, by a lot, in the Polls."



But this week, the documents released by Trump's own Justice Department--including flight logs and emails--told a different story. Federal prosecutors determined in January 2020 that Trump had been a passenger on the notorious private jet owned by Jeffrey Epstein--who would later be charged with sex trafficking--far more often than they had realized.



Many of the flights on what came to be known as the Lolita Express took place "during the period we would expect to charge in a Maxwell case," a federal prosecutor in New York told colleagues. Epstein's co-conspirator Ghislaine Maxwell was subsequently convicted and is now serving a 20-year prison sentence for her role in the sex-trafficking operation, including using the plane for "transporting a minor to participate in illegal sex acts."



There are many other mentions of Trump. The president's name appears more than 100 times in files released yesterday as part of the DOJ's compliance with legislation requiring it to disclose everything it has on the Epstein case. Trump fought Congress's demand for transparency for months before abruptly pivoting and endorsing the bill once he realized he had lost. Although many references to Trump are clearly from news reports or from seemingly unverified tips to the FBI, one conclusion from the files is that Trump's relationship with Epstein, a former friend, was of interest to federal law enforcement for years.



A White House official told me that Trump was never contacted by law enforcement regarding his interactions with Epstein during the time period for which Epstein and Maxwell were charged. The president has denied wrongdoing, though his characterizations of his relationship with Epstein--including about his presence on the plane--have shifted over time. Abigail Jackson, a White House spokesperson, declined to answer questions about the discrepancy between the president's prior statements and the material released by the DOJ but said in a statement, "The truth remains: Donald Trump did nothing wrong."

Read: The Epstein files only get worse

Trump has also insisted that he knew nothing of Epstein's criminal activity--though his critics have questioned how that could be true given their close relationship and history of chasing women together. Members of Congress from both parties have said they will continue to probe the issue in the upcoming year. Representatives I spoke with told me their takeaway from reading the files is that top officials in the Trump administration have not been honest about what was in them, and that they intend to press Attorney General Pam Bondi and FBI Director Kash Patel for more information.



"Although the files are overly redacted, they've already demonstrated that the narrative painted by Patel in hearings, Bondi in press statements, and Trump himself on social media wasn't accurate," Thomas Massie, the Kentucky Republican who co-authored the Epstein legislation, told me. "A complete disclosure consistent with the law will show there are more men implicated in the files in possession of the government."

Representatives and staff on the House Oversight Committee told me they were drafting subpoenas in response to the documents released yesterday, seeking more information related to law enforcement's identification of 10 alleged "co-conspirators" shortly after Epstein's arrest in July 2019. The case that prosecutors were building related to those unnamed co-conspirators appears to have been substantial. One document released yesterday is a November 2020 overview presented to the deputy attorney general from an acting U.S. attorney titled "Anticipated Charges and Investigative Steps." But what, if any, next steps were taken remains a mystery: The rest of the page is redacted.



Oversight Committee members are also drafting a contempt resolution to penalize Bondi for not ensuring that the DOJ fully complied with the law. The resolution, spearheaded by Massie and Democrat Ro Khanna, will give Bondi 30 days to fully release all of the remaining Epstein materials, then fine her $10,000 each day that she doesn't release them after that. They told me they expected to introduce the resolution when Congress returns in January. They are also moving ahead on articles of impeachment for Bondi, and said they were optimistic that they could get them passed in the House.

Khanna told me that there was an emerging "coalition of the right and left to fight for justice." That alliance, he added, "has proven to be the kryptonite that marks the beginning of the end of the Trump era."

Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away'

The files released yesterday--and Trump's prominence in them--appear to have changed the calculation for senior Democratic Party leaders as they prepare for the midterm elections. Party leadership had previously sought to convince junior members not to focus on Epstein. But this week Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer said he will push for the Senate to hold the DOJ accountable for not fully complying with the legislation, citing a missed 30-day deadline for all files to be released and excessive redactions in those that have been.



"The Department of Justice needs to shed more light on who was on the list, how they were involved, and why they chose not to prosecute. Protecting possible co-conspirators is not the transparency the American people and Congress are demanding," Schumer said in a statement.



The Justice Department has acknowledged there are still many more files to be released--and the known backlog grew longer today when the DOJ announced that the FBI and New York prosecutors had uncovered "over a million more documents related to the Jeffrey Epstein case" and that the process of reviewing them could take "a few more weeks." Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche had earlier said on Meet the Press that the delay was due to the need for additional redactions in order "to protect victims." Behind the scenes, his office has requested additional "emergency" help from U.S. attorneys' offices to continue reviewing and redacting Epstein-related material over the Christmas and New Year holidays, CNN reported.



The DOJ did not respond to my questions, but on X, the department's public-affairs office has sought to downplay mentions of Trump in the files, saying that yesterday's documents "contain untrue and sensationalist claims made against President Trump that were submitted to the FBI right before the 2020 election. To be clear: the claims are unfounded and false, and if they had a shred of credibility, they certainly would have been weaponized against President Trump already."



When asked if the president still has confidence in his attorney general's handling of the release of the Epstein files, Jackson said, "The president's entire Cabinet, including AG Bondi, has done a great job implementing the president's agenda."



Survivors of Epstein's abuses reacted with both excitement and anger as they reviewed the new files, lighting up group chats. Some were working retail jobs on one of the busiest days of the year; others were caring for children home from school. Lisa Phillips told me that there were still too many unanswered questions, but that the months of work she and other Epstein survivors had put into lobbying Congress were finally delivering results. "This is the first news that has made me feel like we are making headway," she told me.



Sigrid McCawley, an attorney who represents several of Epstein's victims, said it would take time to know the true impact of the "avalanche" of new documents released yesterday. But she told me that one thing is clear: "These brave survivors were absolutely correct that the government was withholding critical information from the public."



Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting. 
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An Idiosyncratic Christmas Playlist

A roundup of songs that evoke a new nostalgia

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 24 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.


Christmas has always made me nostalgic, but I have come to realize, with something of a jolt-- perhaps because I just turned 65--that my sense of nostalgia is not what it used to be. When I was younger, I happily got all wistful when hearing Johnny Mathis or Perry Como because I would think of my parents and the Christmases I knew as a little kid. My folks were still around, and it didn't seem all that long ago that I was hoping to find new accessories for my beloved Captain Action doll under the tree.

When you're very young, you're enveloped in the memories and traditions of the adults around you. But my parents have been gone for many years, and the house I grew up in, where my mother would lovingly tape every Christmas card to the walls, has changed hands at least twice since their passing. So I now find myself comforted less by the songs of my childhood and more by the music I came to love as a teen and young adult--just like my parents did in the 1960s, when they were dreaming about the 1940s. I now want to remember my contemporaries, not those of my parents. Perhaps that's how time and memory work; I still have fond recollections of my childhood, but I also have a kind of newer nostalgia.

So yes, when I hear Vince Guaraldi, I still think of being bundled up in my pajamas with a mug of hot chocolate and A Charlie Brown Christmas. But if you look at my Spotify list of Christmas songs, you'll see that these days I am truly nostalgic not for Percy Faith but for ... Billy Joel and the Alarm. I will always love Judy Garland's "Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas," but think of this: In 2025, we are now as far away from the Waitresses' "Christmas Wrapping" as we were from Meet Me in St. Louis when I was in college back in the early 1980s.

My list does not include a hundred versions of "Last Christmas" and the earworm known as "All I Want for Christmas Is You." Allow me to offer something a little more, ah, idiosyncratic.

"Christmas Wrapping," released in 1981, has become a charmingly offbeat holiday mainstay for decades. It shouldn't work at all as a holiday song. It's a tale of harried urban singledom--with an admittedly happy ending--half-sung and half-rapped by the late Patty Donahue in her trademark flat-affect voice. When I was in college, the first jingle-jingles of "Christmas Wrapping" on Boston's FM stations meant that school was done, and that I was going to go home to see my family. The song has always marked, for me, the beginning of the season.

The rest of my list, however, isn't very upbeat. (Notable exception: "Christmas Won't Be the Same Without You," a great 2008 sing-along by the Plain White T's and proof that I listen to a few things from this century.) In fact, most of these songs are rather melancholy. Perhaps the theme among them is something I try to remember at Christmas: "There but for the grace of God go I."

Greg Lake, of the group Emerson, Lake & Palmer, didn't really mean to write a Christmas song when he released "I Believe in Father Christmas" in 1975. Lake's song, composed with lyricist Peter Sinfield, laments the loss of his childhood wonder at the holiday; he describes feeling betrayed because "they said there'll be snow at Christmas ... / But instead it just kept on raining." I get that feeling; I am a man of faith who nonetheless knows that Christ was not born on December 25, who no longer believes in Santa Claus, and who feels mournful when it rains on Christmas.

"Circle of Steel," a 1974 song by Gordon Lightfoot, is also lovely but depressing. Lightfoot tells three stories of inner-city Christmas despair, as reminders that life is a roulette wheel--a circle of steel--where many lose, and the rest of us should count our blessings. More than a decade later, Sir Bob Geldof, co-writer Midge Ure, and a bevy of top British and Irish artists collectively recording as the group Band Aid would do the same with a song titled "Do They Know It's Christmas?"

Ironically, the people who made "Do They Know It's Christmas?" aren't crazy about it, despite the song's success in raising money at the time for famine-stricken Ethiopia. "It's not a great song," Ure said in 2014. "Had we known it would end up side-by-side with 'Silent Night' and 'White Christmas' we'd have tried to write a better track." Geldof said in 2010 that it was one of the "worst songs in history," but he has since softened his view, noting a "guileless innocence" that resulted in something that is "so English, spotty, scruffy."

Geldof, Ure, and Band Aid created a brutal, if melodic, reminder that in some places, Christmas bells are the "clanging chimes of doom," and not everyone is choosing between turkey and ham while drinking good wine and exchanging expensive gifts. "Tonight," the Irish singer Bono, of U2, howls, "thank God it's them instead of you."

I have a special affection for the song because I bought it as a 12-inch-vinyl single in 1985 and discovered a gem on the other side: A long version with all of the stars wishing you (as the British say) a happy Christmas, including a gentle remonstration about world hunger from David Bowie. Sure, I have some quibbles with it: For one thing, Ethiopia, the epicenter of the 1984 famine, is a nation with a large population of my fellow Orthodox Christians, so yes, they did in fact know it was the Christmas season. But even I am not enough of a curmudgeon to dislike a Christmas song that wraps a classic Brit-pop sound and the instantly recognizable drumming of Phil Collins around bushels of real sincerity.

Other songs on my list, I admit, make for oddball listening. "Snoopy's Christmas" was a goofy but adorable--and extremely catchy--novelty hit by the Royal Guardsmen in 1967, in which our canine pal encounters the "Red Baron" in combat on Christmas Eve, and instead of fighting, they enjoy a chivalrous truce.

The thing is, such truces did happen in World War I, so after you smile at Snoopy, listen to "Christmas in the Trenches," a 1984 song by the American folk singer John McCutcheon. McCutcheon's gentle ballad opens with British and German troops hearing each other as they sing carols in their trenches while celebrating Christmas. Soon--as actually happened in some places during the Great War--they tentatively venture out into no-man's-land to shake hands, "share some secret brandy," and play soccer by flare-light. As morning comes and the war resumes, the men return to their trenches but wonder: "Whose family have I fixed within my sights?"

You might notice that my list includes some real clunkers. Why did I include "Wonderful Christmastime," by Paul McCartney? (Because it was released during my first year of college; that's why. I know it's terrible. Shut up.) The sticky gunk from Neil Diamond and Faith Hill is there because I'm old enough that even the 1990s can trigger nostalgia. And I have to listen to the boys from South Park do "Merry F**king Christmas" as a kind of palate cleanser now and then, despite my wife's exasperated sighs.

I hope that whatever your faith or tradition, this season you find some joy, and that you take a moment--as the young people in Band Aid sang so long ago--to "pray for the other ones" and remember our common responsibility to them. I know this has been a tough year, but remember, as Judy Garland promised us in 1942: "Let your heart be light," and hope, as we always do, that "next year, all our troubles will be out of sight."

Merry Christmas.

Related:

	The most haunting--and most inspiring--moment in A Christmas Carol
 	The most beloved Christmas specials are (almost) all terrible.
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What I Lost When I Gave Up My Catholicism

By Xochitl Gonzalez

Few experiences in modern life are as wondrous as a really good Christmas Vigil Mass. It's a full sensory encounter: the sight of the chapel, decked out for the holidays; the smell of the incense; the sound of the choir singing "Adeste Fideles" or "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing"; the taste of the Communion wafer; the heavy feel of the chalice when you sip your Communion wine. The message, every year, is that no matter the state of the world, goodness can be born anew.
 I don't remember the last time that I let myself experience this.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Thomas Chatterton Williams: The other way the "super woke" left discriminates
 	ChatGPT needs more cowbell.
 	The writer fueled by life's randomness
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Examine. Why did we ever watch To Catch a Predator? A new documentary (streaming on Paramount+) probes the influential Dateline series--and the titillating nature of true crime itself, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Listen. Growing up, Anna Holmes's holidays were profoundly shaped by the sound of a Charlie Brown Christmas.

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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Why Has Comedy Become So Right-Wing?

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s Helen Lewis on the Riyadh Comedy Festival, why comedians are attracted to conspiracy theories, and the rise of the right-wing comedy-podcast industrial complex. Plus: the importance of NATO and David's reflections on Edith Wharton's <em>Autres Temps</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 24 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 Trump administration's hostility toward NATO. David discusses why NATO was created, what it does, and why we should care about it. David also analyzes the United State's global leadership role and why so many bad actors advocate for isolationism.

Then David is joined by his Atlantic colleague Helen Lewis to talk about the proliferation and importance of right-wing "comedy" podcasts. They discuss why some comedians seem to go right-wing and why a growing audience is drawn to their uninformed rhetoric. Lewis also addresses the complicity comedians and their audience share in the rise of MAGA.

Finally, David closes the podcast with a discussion on Edith Wharton's Autres Temps and how it speaks to moral panics, social pariahs, and so-called cancel culture.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to another episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be my Atlantic colleague Helen Lewis, and we'll be talking about comedy and politics, and how the two combine. My book this week will be not a book but a short story: Autre Temps, by Edith Wharton.

Before I turn to either, I'm going to anticipate something that will be said in the dialogue with Helen Lewis, where she talked about one of our challenges in the face of the way modern media works is to keep rediscovering old truths. And so I wanna open this show this week by talking about an old truth.

If you've been reading in the news, you [may have] seen that the NATO alliance is under even more intense pressure than ever before. The Russians are demanding from the Trump administration not only that Ukraine not be invited into NATO, but that NATO actually step back. And the Trump administration is very hostile to NATO, the vice president even more than the president. [Donald] Trump has often speculated about quitting NATO entirely. And the new National Security Strategy published by the Trump administration is seething with hostility to Europe and NATO allies. So I thought today, I would talk about NATO, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and a little bit of rediscovering the old truths: How did it happen? Why was it a good idea? What's it for? Why do we care?

Well, let me recapitulate a little bit some history that, probably, we all know somewhere in our brains but have lost sight of. At the end of World War II, Europe was in ruins, and the Soviet Union was the dominant military power on the continent of Europe and in the Middle East and Asia too, was menacing, threatening, and aggressing against the shattered remains of a war-torn continent. Americans realized they had two urgent tasks if they were to ever enjoy any peace, security, and prosperity for themselves: They had to rebuild the economy of their defeated enemies, Germany and Japan; they had to rebuild the larger economies of Europe and northwest Asia; and they had to provide some measure of security because the last thing anybody wanted was to get Europe and Northwest Asia back into the game of arms racing for security, army against army. America would provide security for all, guarantee security for all, prevent the rise of independent security threats within these zones, and would use peace as a way to bring prosperity and use prosperity as a way to secure peace. And so NATO came into being.

It was formally declared in April of 1949, and originally, it had 12 members: Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United States. This group pledged that an attack by any one of them would be an attack on all of them. Now, this was a very unequal pledge. Obviously, if the United States were attacked, it would be nice to have Luxembourg by your side--everyone would appreciate that--but it wouldn't help. But if Luxembourg were attacked, it would make a great deal of difference to have the United States by its side. So although it was a defensive pledge of mutual aid, because, in 1949, the United States was the only nuclear power of the group--United Kingdom would soon follow--but in 1949, the United States was the only one, ultimately, NATO was a one-way military guarantee: American power, including American nuclear weapons, would protect the other members of the alliance.

NATO gradually grew, and along the way it grew, it took on new forms. In 1952, Greece and Turkey, neither of them on the Atlantic Ocean, joined. And NATO then sent a message--Greece and Turkey had been historic enemies, and NATO now became an institution that said, Not only are we defending our members against the threat from the Soviet Union, but we're also pledging that we're going to impose peace and security on our members, that Greece and Turkey are coming in together to signal that they may not love each other any better than they used to do, but there will be no more hostilities between them. And indeed, except for a brief clash in 1974, NATO has done a pretty good job of keeping the peace between Greece and Turkey with so many historical grievances between those two countries.

In 1955, West Germany joined, and NATO was saying that the enormous strength of West Germany--indispensable to European security but also a potential threat to people who remembered fighting the Germans in two world wars--West Germany would come in and join a collective club, and that NATO would become a way for the strength of some to become a resource and a source of security for others and not a threat to them. You didn't have to fear German power if West Germany belonged to the same alliance that was guaranteed by the United States.

In 1982, Spain joined. Spain had been a dictatorship since the Spanish Civil War, until the middle of the 1970s. Then Spain made a transition to democracy. When NATO was founded in 1949, there was one nondemocracy among the 12 members; that was Portugal. But from then on, NATO said--it became a rule: You can't be a NATO member unless you're a democracy. And Spain had to wait until it democratized to become a NATO member, which it did in 1982.

NATO achieved its greatest triumph in 1989 with the end of communism in Central Europe and the beginnings of the peaceful reunification of the continent. After 1991 and the end of the Soviet Union and the breakup of the Soviet Union into its constituent republics, Russia and others, NATO became a way to secure the loose nuclear material, to make sure that there were no bombs that went off. The Soviet Union at [the time of its] breakup, I think, had something like 50,000 nuclear warheads, very poorly secured, and many scientists who had nuclear know-how that could be sold. NATO became the instrument by which the warheads were secured--many of them were converted into peaceful electric power--and the scientists were provided with gainful employment so they would not be tempted to sell their skills to some bad actor.

In 1999, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland joined NATO, as if to say that Europe was no longer accepting the border imposed on it by the Stalinist division of Europe at the end of World War II, that Central Europe would join Europe and would be protected by Europe in the same way that other European democracies were.

In 2004, NATO got its largest expansion, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia, and the three Baltic republics: Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. Now, this last, the joining of the Baltic republics, is now a big MAGA talking point, that Newt Gingrich and Donald Trump will say, It was so terrible that we allowed Estonia to join. They forget that, in 1994, the biggest advocate of those countries joining was Newt Gingrich. In fact, letting Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania into NATO was point No. 6 in the 1994 Republican Contract With America. They listed 10 things they wanted Bill Clinton to do, and No. 6 was admit Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania into NATO--forgotten now, but important to remember. More members joined: Albania and Croatia, Montenegro and North Macedonia, and, in 2022, Finland and Sweden.

Now, the record of NATO is that once you're in NATO, you are safe, home free. You no longer have to fear the Russians. Those Russian neighbors, Georgia and Ukraine, who were not admitted to NATO were both attacked: the Georgians by Russia in 2008 and Ukraine first in 2014, when the Russians took Crimea, and then again in 2022, when they made their lunge at Kyiv and tried to take over the whole country.

There are people who wanna forget all this history and forget the incredible achievements, and they're usually motivated by two things. I get it, that the leaders of Russia and China prefer to see their neighbors isolated, weak, and defenseless. And I get it too, unfortunately, that there are people in the United States, in allied countries, and certainly posing as Americans and Europeans on social media who want the Russians and Chinese to have what they want: isolated, defenseless, vulnerable, weak neighbors.

But I think there's something that is going on that is much less obvious, much less rational, and much more sinister. And that is, there are people in American life, American politicians, including at the highest levels of this country, who say--one of the things that happened when the United States became committed to defending freedom abroad after World War II was it became committed to reforming itself at home. During the civil-rights movement, it was again and again an argument for why the United States had to end racial segregation inside the United States: How could the United States champion democracy abroad, which all Americans in 1962 wanted to do, if it defended segregation and the denial of the vote based on race at home? And so the need to defend democracy abroad, the shared consensus that the United States should do that, led to social changes at home that made America a freer and more equal society. Well, supposing you wanna undo those changes, supposing you think the United States is on the wrong track and it needs to be more authoritarian, more reactionary, more hierarchical, more oppressive at home. Well, obviously, then, just as the desire to project and protect democracy abroad led to social changes at home, the undoing of those social changes at home requires withdrawal from those commitments abroad.

And so it's not an accident that isolationism and reaction and authoritarianism go together; they're the same project. And when people are attacking America's obligations, both through NATO to European allies and through other treaty agreements--Japan's not a member of NATO, but there's a NATO-like treaty with Japan; Australia's not a NATO member, but there's a NATO-like treaty with Australia, ditto New Zealand. And the United States is drawing closer and closer to countries in Southeast Asia, and many are contemplating some kind of collective-security agreement for that region too. With the people who are opposing all of this, they're not just saying, I wish China would rule the world. I wish Russia could dominate its neighbors, although some of them think that. What they're saying is, I don't like the kind of country America is going to have to be if it's going to be a force for freedom in the world. I want a different America, a more brutish America, more reactionary America, more authoritarian America, more racist, more sexist, more corrupt America. And in order to achieve that end, I need to unravel the foreign policy that is pressing us to do more and do better.

So when you defend NATO, you're not just defending the peace and security of the world, although you are. And when you speak for NATO, you're not just speaking for the ideals of collective security that have made this planet such a better place since 1945 than it was before 1945. You are upholding and vindicating the best American ideals for Americans here at home, and those who are on the other side are trying to unravel the best American ideals for Americans here at home.

And now my dialogue with Helen Lewis.

[Music]

Frum: Helen Lewis is the author of two books: Difficult Women, published in 2020, and the Genius Myth, published in 2025. A graduate of Oxford, a past deputy editor of The New Statesman, she joined the staff of The Atlantic in 2019, where we are all very proud and pleased to call her a colleague.

Earlier this year, she attended the Riyadh Comedy Festival, and that is going to be the jumping-off point for our discussion today.

Helen, welcome to The David Frum Show.

Helen Lewis: Thank you very much for having me.

Frum: So, okay, Riyadh--

Lewis: (Laughs.) Yes, Riyadh.

Frum: --never been there. It's probably more exotic in my imagination than it is in real life.

Lewis: I think it was more exotic about 20 years ago. I talked to our colleague Graeme Wood, who, obviously, interviewed Mohammed bin Salman, the crown prince, for the magazine a couple of years ago, and he's someone who's been to the region a lot, and he talked about the speed of the transformation. So when I was there, yeah, it felt very particular, but it felt very different in ways I wasn't expecting.

So I was expecting, for example, for it to be a very conservative Islamic country. So the standard Saudi dress for men is a long white robe and a headdress; the standard Saudi dress for women is either a full-face veil or a hijab and covering, like, all of your body in an abaya. But the thing I wasn't quite expecting was that, obviously, there's been a huge influx of migrant workers. So actually, what you also have is a class of Indian, Bangladeshi, Pakistani, perhaps, men who are dressed in what you think of as kind of Western dress, but are all of a particular age and obviously all male, there to work on the huge amount of construction projects that are happening. And that really underlined, to me, the fact that this is a country that is trying to do something--it's trying to "speedrun modernity", one of my interviewees put it.

Frum: Yeah. Did you see unveiled women?

Lewis: Some--very occasionally. Okay, so you see tourists who are unveiled who are moving around, and, of course, one of the reforms by Mohammed bin Salman is that he's stepped down the religious police so you don't get hassled. I didn't get hassled. I walked around--I initially turned up with everything, just on the basis that you wanna be as respectful and discreet as possible when you're reporting, and then I realized it wasn't really necessary. And very occasionally, you do see a Saudi woman with her face, although not her hair, usually, uncovered.

Frum: Yeah. And at the comedy festival, was alcohol served?

Lewis: No. No. Well, I'm sure it happens privately, but that's the one big Sharia taboo that has not been bust open publicly, along with, of course, famously, the two rules for comics performing at the festival, right? One: We don't criticize religion. Although, actually, Louis C.K. had a few pops at Catholicism, so what we really mean is: We don't criticize Islam. And two: We don't criticize the royal family. Although I noticed that my royal family came in for some stick; that's apparently fine.

Frum: Yes. Now, remember the old Cold War joke about the American saying to the Soviet, I can criticize the president of the United States, and nothing happens to me, and the Soviet replies, I too can criticize the president of the United States, and nothing happens to me, so the same way. Although the lopsidedness of which religions you can criticize applies outside Saudi Arabia as well as inside. (Laughs.) Were the comedians as funny without alcohol?

Lewis: (Laughs.) That's a very good question. I don't drink very much anyway, but I do think there is a reason why comedy clubs have a two-drink minimum, and it's not just to get their profits up, right? It's to get everybody kind of loosened up.

The atmosphere was odd. It was held in the box arena in Riyadh. I's an in the round, so like a wrestling arena, essentially, 360-degree audience. It was a bit like people were just excited to be there, that it was happening, which, I guess, imagine being a 21-year-old in Saudi today, and there's huge bursts of Western cultures coming at you from the outside--you can probably get it through a VPN--and now, for the first time in your country, you're gonna be able to hear a stand-up comedian, even when you can remember from your childhood what Saudi Arabia was like. People were laughing.

I mean, Louis C.K.'s set was one of the most morbid comedy sets I've ever heard. (Laughs.) It was all about death and decay. So I felt that was a real challenge if you turned up your big night out in Riyadh.

Frum: But this is a large venue.

Lewis: Mm, yeah, several hundred people.

Frum: So it doesn't have that kind of intimate feel that we sometimes associate with comedy clubs in New York or Los Angeles.

Lewis: Right, and it could not have been less underground. Andrew Maxwell, who performed there, described the fact that he and Louis C.K. went to a Riyadh comedy club the night before, and they listened to comics performing. But this was more like a kind of classic arena show, more Madison Square Garden-type feeling, which have always got a slightly odd feeling, those shows, right? Because it's people who've come for a kind of big night out, rather than people who are massive comedy fans, basically.

Frum: Were women allowed to perform?

Lewis: This is the funny thing. There were a couple of women who did perform at the festival, not very many, but then, you could say that about American comedy clubs, to be quite honest. I looked into the gender ratio of guests on Joe Rogan's show, and it's less than one in 10 of them were women. Comedy in the podcasting circuit that spun off comedy--the Saudi Arabian gender ratio, actually not that different to what you might see in Austin or Los Angeles.

Frum: Well, that's actually the main thing I wanted to talk to you about. So I am not a big comedy consumer; I get most of my comedy insights secondhand, from members of my family who like it more than I do. It isn't that I dislike wit and humor, but I don't like the sort of the constraint of it and the idea that I'm a consumer of your wit, which may or may not be witty, so, it's not been my thing. Bt I'm interested in it as a social artifact because, believe it or not, not so long ago, it wasn't a big deal in North American culture, and suddenly, it is. The idea of filling a stadium that I would think of as a music venue with consumers of spoken-word performance like this, that would not very often have happened when I was younger.

Lewis: Oh, right. Yeah. It didn't seem that strange to me, because I grew up on people already doing comedy tours, but you're right. It was more, when I grew up, more people touring kind of regional venues rather than some of the kind of mega, mega--I mean, one of the reasons that this has happened is that Netflix, for example, has a whole strand called "Netflix Is a Joke" that they pour huge amounts of money into. They had Dave Chappelle performing for that. Just the amount of money--I think, particularly, as DVD sales have cratered, and everything's gone to streaming, live performance has become more and more important to people. So part of that does account for the rise of, I think, comedy in the culture.

And the second thing is the growth of this kind of alternative, "anti-woke"--I know that's a phrase that will probably make some people want to claw their eyeballs out--but the kind of anti-woke comedy scene that has formed in Austin around Joe Rogan.

Frum: Yeah, that's, I think, the main thing I wanna talk to you about today is--and something has happened, and it's hard to come up with a vocabulary for it. But I used to be a quite frequent guest on the Bill Maher show; I haven't been on for a while. And I don't have the dates at hand, but I'm guessing I would've started in the late '00s and appeared for the last time sometime before COVID. And one of the things I became aware of, over time, was that I had begun to be invited on the show as sort of a token Republican, and by the time my appearances on the show came to an end, I was noticing that Bill Maher was frequently much more right-wing than I was.

And now, partly, I had shifted in some of my political views, but so had he, and I don't think he was shifting alone. And maybe right-wing is not the correct word, because Maher remains very forceful in his opposition to President Trump, but I notice with many of the comedians--and maybe COVID was the decisive moment or maybe "wokeness," whatever we mean by that--something happened in the second half of the 2010s, where suddenly, comedy became something you would categorize as of the right, rather than of the dissident or the left or the progressive or some other form.

Lewis: Yeah, I've been thinking about this because I think my career probably tracks that change exactly. When I first started writing, in the 2000s, that was the time in which your view of Republicans was, they were family-rights conservatives, you know? It was kind of finger-wagging, very churchy guys who were telling you that gays were going to hell and women should kind of be stay-at-home. This is very offensive to you, as somebody who was around the Republican Party at this time--I'm not saying that was a true and accurate depiction; I'm saying that's what it felt like to somebody who was 18, 20 at that time, right? That the Democrats were the cool party of Bill Clinton and maybe smoked a little pot, whereas the Republicans were very straight-laced--they were the party of eating your greens and starching your shirt.

And then what's kind of flipped--and I think we can discuss what we mean by "wokeness"--was that we went through a period where the kind of cultural dominance of the left meant that you had this hyperfixation on kind of purity and in people getting canceled, which I know is still something that people will deny ever happened. But the example I would give is maybe the ur-example of this. Shane Gillis is a comedian, incredibly funny, just naturally very, very funny guy, and does some extremely good material about what it's like to get a bit older and start kind of complaining and grumbling about stuff. He says he has this worry about "early-onset Republicanism," where you get very annoyed about the fact there's a Black guy in every advert. And so he's not coming from a particularly right-wing point of view, but when he got hired for the cast of Saturday Night Live back in, I think, 2019, 2020, they found some old sketches in which he had put on kind of, I think, a sort of comedy Chinese voice. And so what he did was he went away, and he built up a podcast, and it became Matt and Shane's Secret Podcast--phenomenally successful, maybe one of the top-earning ones on Patreon. He then got offers from Netflix to do his specials there. He performs a lot at the Comedy Mothership. And sure enough, what happened? He was invited back, maybe a year ago now, to host Saturday Night Live. So he describes that arc that we're talking about, where, actually, the mainstream became--the kind of bit that young people maybe felt was preachy became the left.

Now, I think the people who disagree with me on this, the people from that sort of more Bluesky-ish tendency, would say what's actually happened is that a lot of these guys have hit middle age, and they're very rich, and they want lower taxes, or they don't like being talked back to. And I do think that is not an unfair criticism in some of these cases. Some of these guys have just had a lot of fame and attention and money, and you would kind of expect them to get a bit more annoyed with the youth of today, shaking their fist like Grandpa Simpson.

Frum: Well, you raise a lot of points there. As you said, there's a story that I think a lot of the people in this world would like to tell, which is: It's not about left versus right; it's about conformity versus nonconformity. It's about the hypocrisies of society versus the dissent and truth-telling, and just whoever's in charge, we're against them. So when the people who in charge are--and it was never thus, but let's pretend it was thus, and it was important to some people: If the church lady is in charge, I'm against the church lady, and when the wokeist scold is in charge, I'm against the wokeist scold, but I'm still me; I'm the same person, same pot-smoking, norm-defying Lenny Bruce figure I always was.

Lewis: Right.

Frum: And I don't wanna say that that's completely wrong, but I think one of the moments--again, I'm overprojecting from my Bill Maher experience--but one of the moments where I soured on the whole experience of being on the program was I was there with my elder daughter, who, much missed, and she was in the audience, and Maher had a whole bit where he was just railing on young people.

And what was going on here was not just a rebellion against the wokeist scold. It was also something, as you say, what happens when you get older. And it's not a universal rule, because I find, as I get older--and I'm a pretty materially comfortable person, and I don't like paying taxes; I do it, but I don't love it--is, as you get older, you also can become more sympathetic to the struggles of the young, as you get more distant from Who are you? What are you gonna do on this earth? Who are you going to do it with?, all those problems that you, one hopes, have settled in your life by the time you're in your 50s and 60s. And you then have a little bit more scope for compassion for those who are not settled in these situations in their 20s--i's very hard not to know who you are and what you're doing and who you're going to do it with--and you can go in that way too. But there seemed to be sort of a mood of not going that way, of being contemptuous and disdainful. And then sometimes, the young, like anybody else--I mean, we had a big story in The Atlantic about how the young in America are much more anti-Semitic than the people over 60; that's not good. But sometimes, they also are telling you about new things that you need to know about, whether you like it or not, and it's worth listening.

Lewis: Yeah, I think you capture exactly the debate and where it is, and so you have to be very careful about picking apart what the different currents are. I do think it is probably true to say that the people who are most likely to be offended--when I kind of came up, one of the big things that happened here was Jerry Springer: The [Opera], and the people who were protesting against that were, essentially, fundamentalist Christians.

And then I think now, when I think of stuff getting protested, actually, it's probably more likely to get protested by radical trans activists, for example, who think that perhaps you shouldn't have a cisgender actor playing a trans character or whatever it might be. That's the feeling of balance that I think has happened to the arts. You had the rise of sensitivity readers, where, essentially, a kind of professional class of witchfinders, who were all one person designated to be the representative of an entire swath of a minority group, came in and ruled on what language was acceptable and what wasn't. You had the rise of this kind of "Own Voices" in young-adult literature, which was the idea that nobody, really, should write stories about people who weren't like them. And so I do think there was a movement where lots of artists found that their creative freedom was being impinged upon. And now, maybe some of that, like you say, some of that was justified. It wasn't particularly great for American comedy when Saturday Night Live was only written by white men who'd been to three universities, right? It's actually benefited enormously from expanding the pool of its talent. But with that did [come] what people experience as a kind of finger-wagging censoriousness, undoubtedly so.

And one of the things, to go back to Riyadh, that really struck me was that a number of people who were there taking the Saudi money were kind of the canceled comedians--so Dave Chappelle being a really obvious example, somebody who had literal protests outside Netflix because of his special; Kevin Hart, who was ditched from hosting the Oscars because of past homophobic comments; Aziz Ansari, who went on one very bad date and got MeToo'ed in a way that I think almost everybody now acknowledges was a massive overreaction to what actually happened, as described by both people in that situation. So I think people felt that they'd been exiled, and there was no way back. And actually, what was waiting for them was the warm embrace of a whole new ecosystem, particularly through YouTube, even Rumble, that was gonna make them very, very, very good money, and they didn't need to ask Lorne Michaels or whoever it was for permission to be a comedian anymore.

Frum: Well, we all prefer applause to criticism; that's true. (Laughs.) And we tend to feel more warmly toward people who applaud us than to people who don't, and that's understandable. And we can also, if we're not careful, become more like the people who are applauding us. So if the people who are applauding us are very anti-vaccine, if they are "just asking questions" about World War II, then we find ourselves being drawn, as some comedians have been, into the anti-vaccine crackpot world or, in some cases, outright Nazi apologetics or, worse, outright pro-Nazism, and that is something that you see too. There's this conveyor belt from anti-woke to outright demented, crazy.

Lewis: Yeah, and I think it was a really good example of that. What you're describing is this feeling like if people are telling you not to do something, that that itself is a reason to do it. I think that became a really toxic and poisonous thing, as is the idea that if everybody's against you, and the establishment is against you, you are, by default, Galileo [Galilei]. And again, both of those are very intensely narcissistic things because they're all about putting you at the center of this.

So I think what happened during COVID--again, that's kind of important to this story too because some of the things that Americans, and British people too, were being told actually didn't have a great deal of scientific reckoning behind them; they were the best guess at the time. But people experienced them as very illiberal. And that tipped over into sometimes just actual quack stuff. But it was this kind of valorization of, as you say, they call it "JAQing off": "just asking questions."

Frum: Well, lemme just say something about Galileo. So the reason Galileo is Galileo was he was the greatest astronomer of his time, and the repressive apparatus of the church, for its own reasons, said, We want you to recant some of your theories. But what if Galileo were not the greatest astronomer of his time? What if he were just some guy, and all the astronomers were saying, You're out of your mind. Then you're just a crank. It's one thing to say, I'm gonna defy the government or the church on vaccines, but when you say, I'm going to defy everyone who knows anything about vaccines on vaccines, you're not a brave truth teller. You're somewhere on the spectrum between an anti-social menace and just a crackpot crazy person. But you probably don't know what you're talking--you can't pass the exam in grade-10 biology and you're telling the head of the National Institutes of Health that he's wrong.

Lewis: Yeah, yeah, yeah. I have a whole chapter on this in The Genius Myth--which, you might have noticed, I'm subtly advertising behind me--

Frum: Good for you.

Lewis: --in exactly this point, which is, there's a great quote from Hans Isaac about Isaac Newton, that people often fancy themselves the Isaac Newton of science, and they actually find themselves the Isaac Newton of alchemy. Even very smart people do make these catastrophic errors. And they have a saying in the social sciences: When you hear hoofbeats, think horses, not zebras. But that mythology--that, like, I am John Proctor; I'm Galileo, saying, I am Ignaz Semmelweis, the guy who believed in a germ theory of disease and got laughed at--is so potent for a class of people who already had fairly large egos, have been through some kind of rejection or trauma by what they see as the liberal establishment. And then, if you're now presented with a chance to say, Maybe they're all wrong, and I'm the only one who's right, I think that is why so many of them went bananas during COVID.

Frum: Do you follow comedians under the age of 40--the next generation? Can you make any comments about the future trends?

Lewis: One of the things that's really interesting is, obviously, the move from, sadly--well, you're embracing the brave new video world, but some of us are still very text-based, and the move from consuming text-based content on the internet to video is one of the most profound shifts of this kind of current decade we're living through. Comedy is very well placed to take care of that.

So I'm gonna butcher both their names, but Vittorio Angelone, who's an Irish comedian, has become very popular through that short-form video. In the U.S., there's a guy called Gianmarco Soresi, who posts lots and lots of stuff online, is incredibly popular. And the thing that's interesting about them is that they're both under 40, I think--I wouldn't classify them as either kind of woke or anti-woke comedians. They are people who are of the generation where this argument has sort of already happened for them, right? They know that Donald Trump is a menace, and that's kind of taken for granted. But they also know that the kind of people who make you sit in a pronoun circle are very annoying.

And one of the reasons I like comedy is that it is a way of testing where people actually are. I don't know if you do this when you write a long feature--when I write a long feature, I always try and have one word in my mind that is the kind of uniting theme. And for Riyadh, that theme was complicity. Because when you laugh at something, you're complicit with it. If someone tells a racist joke and you laugh at it, you have signaled that that's okay, right? An anti-Semitic joke, you've laughed--the comedian has brought you into a communion with them. And then I felt the same thing about taking money from Mohammed bin Salman to kind of whitewash the reputation of his country: It's complicity. And that's why comedy poses these quite big ethical questions.

And there's also a really good test of whether or not it's any good, in a way that there isn't-- theater, maybe you can rate how many people have fallen asleep by the end, but a comedian is either funny or not. And so they're either in tune with the mood of their audience at that particular time--and it dates so incredibly quickly that it's always kind of contemporary and energetic.

Frum: You helped me understand why I don't love it so much. I don't like the idea of being in a big hall with people, and someone says something, and you say, That's the signal--you're all to laugh. Everybody here, laugh. And I was like, You're all laughing? And maybe I'm now guilty of the same thing [as] the anti-woke people: I need to take my time on this and think it over. I'll laugh at what I damn well please to laugh at and not what the crowd tells me to laugh at. And so maybe I am my own narcissistic anti-woke monster all on my own.

Lewis: No, but I think that's probably why you--not to, sorry, put you on the couch and psychoanalyze you here--but I think that's why, unlike a lot of people in your intellectual milieu, you ended up being very early and very strongly anti-Trump in an uncompromising way, because you just didn't want to be one of the crowd and do things for the easy life, right? I know exactly that feeling you mean, because I feel it too. I always sit there like the guy in Life of Brian, like, We're all individuals!, and I'm like, I'm not!

Frum: (Laughs.)

Lewis: That's often how I feel about comedy. I feel like I'm sort of resistant; I'm fighting it--which is why, when it's good, I appreciate it more.

Frum: Yes. So were you able to talk to any of the people who'd been at the Riyadh festival? Did they give you their thoughts on your one word, complicity?

Lewis: I talked to Andrew Maxwell, who I knew already; he and I have both appeared on BBC shows. One of the things that I always try and do for The Atlantic is give you the best version of the opposing argument. Now, I wouldn't go to Saudi Arabia and take government money in order to perform there. I think, as a moral thing, I just wouldn't do it. But I wanted to hear, in good faith, from somebody who had done it what their rationale for doing it was. And clearly, for some of them, it was just like, I'd like to redo my conservatory or get a new patio or pay off my fifth ex-wife, or whatever it might be.

But Andrew did make a very sterling case, which was: Saudi Arabia's changing fast in a more socially liberal direction--it's becoming less overtly misogynistic, for example; it is becoming a more normal Gulf Arab country by that metric--and I want to help that process. I want to be part of the enlightenment, I guess, reaching there, people hearing that, actually, you can keep pushing and pushing and pushing and push a tiny bit and push a tiny bit. And maybe, one day, they'll be making jokes about Mohammed bin Salman over there without getting locked up. It's not gonna be immediately, that's for sure.

Frum: Well, that's so interesting because if they had had the Riyadh concert music festival, and you were interviewing a great concert musician, they could legitimately say, Look, I'm an artist. I don't do politics. If people wanna hear music, I will go, and I obviously have to make a living, but I also wanna share the unspoken language of the arts, the nonpolitical message of the arts. And you think, That's not a crazy thing to think.

But the whole point to comedy is, because it's spoken, because it's a commentary on human life, it inevitably has social and political content. And so these so-called political podcasters, these so-called comedy podcasters whom you described at the beginning, they are some of the most important political voices. And they play a double game--I think Jon Stewart invented this--where, on the one hand, they're holding people to moral standards in a kind of irreverent way, but then, when anybody says, Well, what about your moral standard?, [they say,] Oh, I'm just telling jokes. None of the rules I'm applying to others apply to me. And so you get the Joe Rogans and others who are encouraging people not to take lifesaving vaccinations. And then when you say, You're doing a really bad thing here. If people die of measles, you have an important part of the blame, [they say], What are you talking about? I was just asking questions or making jokes.

Lewis: Yeah, that's the bit where I get up on my moral high horse, definitely. Red Scare, which is one of these very popular podcasts, had Nick Fuentes--the Groyper leader and anti-Semite in chief--on, and they said, Oh, we're such big fans of you, and there's this kind of nihilism, this kind of "LOL, nothing matters," as if this is all happening purely at the realm of discourse. And someone asked me about it, and I got into a small rant about the fact that it is only two generations since young American boys were dying on the beaches of Normandy in order to stop Europe succumbing to Nazism. How unbelievably disrespectful is this to the incredibly comfortable life that you have that you can't even hold yourself back from criticizing some weird virgin on the internet. You're not being asked to storm Normandy; you're merely being asked to not to do podcasts with an avowed anti-Semite, and even that is too much to ask of you. I find it--

Frum: Well, we notice something else about Nick Fuentes. I saw that he did this clip with Piers Morgan where Piers Morgan asked him a bunch of questions about his sex life--and so when you call him a virgin, it's based on that--where I don't think what Piers Morgan understood when he was doing that grilling was Nick Fuentes was playing the part of a podcast comedian. That Nick Fuentes, every time he answered a Piers Morgan question--Do you think women should vote? Do you think Black people should be property? Have you ever touched a woman?--that, if you watched it, you realized that Fuentes was doing an ironic double spin, as if to say, Maybe this is true; maybe this is not. What is happening here is, I'm in the comedic zone, where there are no moral implications to my words, and this old duffer doesn't understand the game that is being played on him. He's trying to take me as if text still mattered, as if words still mattered, when what we all know is that it's only affect that matters.

Lewis: Yeah, that's that [Jean-Paul] Sartre quote about how difficult it is to debate with anti-Semites, right, because they don't have to be sincere. Everything for them is a joke and a game, and you're the one who's left kind of trying to enforce standards and rules. And you do see that across that pod--when we talk about podcast comedians, I guess the sphere that I'm talking about is Joe Rogan; Lex Fridman, who was a researcher at MIT, is now a very popular podcaster; Theo Von. (Laughs.)

Frum: Yeah, Theo Von. But aren't Candace Owens and Nick Fuentes basically doing comedy too? When Candace Owens comes before the courts of law to say, You owe the Macron family so much money for your outrageous lies,. isn't that going to be, ultimately, her fallback, to [say,] I was engaging in satire?

Lewis: Yeah. I spent the first 10 years of my career writing about feminism, and a there was a lot of Oh, can't you take a joke? from people who were playing that exact double game. There was a whole, like, Oh, get me a sandwich. And it was always kind of like, No, no, the joke's on you if you take it too seriously that we mean this seriously--but we do mean this seriously, and we are trying to intimidate you out of public life. There's a huge amount of that that goes on.

And you're right, there's another thing that happens--I call it wounded baby bird syndrome--where someone like a Joe Rogan or a Lex Fridman will interview Trump, right; both of them interviewed him in the run-up to the election. So they are performing the role of a journalist interviewing a politician--and on some of the most popular platforms in the world, more popular than the platform that you or I have. But they will still act like they're just in their little shed, like they're a kind of mom-and-pop store, right? This kind of, Oh, little old me, I can't be expected to do any research or prep. I'm just a podcaster. I'm just a little birthday boy. And I find that so despicable as well. Take this job seriously. Take your audience seriously, and be respectful to them. And don't kind of constantly say, Why is everybody attacking me? I'm just doing my best.

Frum: Yes, yes. So that's back to your one word, complicity, because you first make the audience complicit--

Lewis: Well, also, there was something that was embarrassing about all that Trump podcast tour, right, which was, it was just sort of celebrity mutual masturbation in the sense they were just excited to have Donald Trump on the show, like, I get to sit next to Donald Trump, which is, as a journalist, is just--I think we should really bring back that being very uncool, right, just being overawed by your subjects. You're there to do a job. If you're going to be a plumber, you don't get to kind of act like this.

Frum: There's an audience failure here too because, in the end, the audience doesn't demand more--what we all thought was the check, what one would've thought in, if you were a host on 60 Minutes in 1985, and you were interviewing a candidate for president or vice president, and you didn't do any research, didn't do any preparation. But now, the politician comes on, the host doesn't know anything, hasn't read anything, doesn't ask any serious questions, and the audience says, We love this. We love this a lot more than we ever did having the hard question asked.

Lewis: Yeah, I think being amateurish is taken as being more authentic, and that is just a kind of cultural reaction against very high-production, very choppy news--the intense artificiality, I think, of a lot of TV journalism--that this is seen as being more authentic.

And you know what? There are things to be said for it. I will defend the Theo Von interview of Trump because he didn't try and massively press him on his potential tariff policy; he talked to him about his overbearing, violent father and his alcoholic brother, who seemed to be quite sensitive, and what an effect it had on a young boy to watch his sensitive older brother get bullied by a father and then die of alcoholism. And I, actually, from that, I understood a little bit more about the psychology of Donald Trump.

Frum: But look, I agree with you about the artificiality. In the olden days, there was a lot of: Politician comes in and says something, and then the interviewer, using a host of recent college graduates, produces the video montage that says, But you said something completely different 16 years ago in Schenectady. And you think, So what you're punishing the politician for is not saying exactly the same thing at exactly all times, at exactly all places, for not being even more of a robot than they already are? That's kind of a dumb gotcha and not a helpful gotcha. Because, in the olden days, the host would never admit to having any standards, never believing that free trade is better than protectionism, the only way you could hold a politician to account was by discovering some inconsistency with the politician's own views, and then the response to that was to become a super-robot.

So that was bad. And there was a point where you needed the host, actually, to be willing to at least implicitly say, Protectionism is bad, and free trade is good, and that's why we're going to ask you these questions about tariffs. And if they won't do that, then it's useless. But we've now drifted into a world in which most people who get most of their information are getting it in these ways, from these sort of found experiences with people who pridefully don't know anything and are often intoxicated while not knowing anything.

Lewis: I was really surprised, actually--I was looking at Joe Rogan's daughter's Instagram feed, for various reasons. (Laughs.) And there's a photo of her and her sister and her mom and Joe Rogan in the Oval Office, and they're all grinning 'cause they've been invited in by Trump. And I find this kind of fascinating, and I guess it's something that, as journalists, we have to reflect on: what of our failures led us to this moment. But I constantly hear, Journalists are far too cozy with power, so cozy with power. And so we've been usurped, or replaced, by people who are literal friends with the people that they're reporting on--the new Pentagon briefing room that's full of MAGA influencers, whose only qualification for that job is access, right, is groveling that leads to access, or the mad, influencer-only briefing that Karoline Leavitt had where she got asked kind of questions that were sort of like, By how many percentage [points is] tractor production up this year, Great Leader?

Frum: Or that incident with, speaking of complicity, where MAGA influencers came to the, I think, the White House to receive binders about the Epstein files and to pretend that there had been some release, when what was in the binders was old information, and everybody knew it was old information, and they agreed to be props in a fake show of fake transparency by a White House that was actively engaged in covering up President Trump's connections to [Jeffrey] Epstein, about which we continue to learn more and more all the time.

Lewis: Yeah, I think that was quite a sobering experience for some of them because they were publicly humiliated--an experience that happens to many people who come into the Trump orbit, right, which is that you think other people are the marks, and then you discover that you're a mark as well. And sure enough, most of them just pivoted straight back to doing the con job themselves.

Frum: Well, I've been stressing this point about audience responsibility, so for people who enjoy comedy more than I do and who enjoy these podcasts, if you're going to keep watching them, how do you become a better consumer of them? Is it just a matter of smoking less, or is there a filter you can put on the end of the cigarette to make it less harmful?

Lewis: I always try and consume both content and the opposition to that content. I think that's a quite good habit, right? You wanna consume the popular content and the best criticisms of it. And what's kind of a fascinating dynamic that's happened is, if you go on Reddit, quite a lot of the Subreddits, the forums that discuss these particular shows, have really turned on their hosts in a way that's really quite lively and energizing. The Lex Fridman Subreddit, someone--who can say who--moderates that in an incredibly North Korean style, so any criticism of him is removed. But the Joe Rogan Subreddit is just full of people going, Why are you such a sellout? We came to you because you were anti-establishment, and now you're sucking up to this guy? What's happening? So I find, that's--

Frum: Is that opposition, or is that just intensification? Like: Joe Rogan, the problem is, you're doing too much homework--

Lewis: (Laughs.) No, the great challenge for all of them was that they presented themselves as anti-establishment, and they've become the new establishment, right? That's--

Frum: I'm sorry--I'm asking not about them; I'm asking about their audience. Isn't the challenge for their audience to say, You know what? You're not actually going to go read The New England Journal of Medicine yourself, but if you wanna know what's in it, you should get your information from people who really do take it seriously? And not that it's always right, because it's often wrong; that's the nature of science. But the challenge is not to complain about Joe Rogan for not being stupid enough, defiant enough, indifferent enough, but to say, How do I, as a user, connect myself to something true and deep and written by people who are not bad-faith actors?

Lewis: Yeah, and I think the other thing that's gotta happen--and it's quite painful, and don't know about you, but I feel quite resistant to do it--is that people who are coming from that more mainstream point of view have got to go and fight for questions that they thought, maybe, were long settled. I know you've written this in relation to anti-Semitism; I've written this in relation to just the prosecution of sex crimes--

Frum: Yeah. Was Hitler bad? We're debating, Was Hitler bad? (Laughs.)

Lewis: (Laughs.) Yeah, very, very fundamental questions that we may have thought were long settled: Do vaccines help more people than they harm? Very simple things. And there's a guy called Dr. Mike who is very good at doing this and, actually, just fundamentally acknowledging that what we thought was settled questions aren't settled and they have to be relitigated, which, for me, has been a kind of painful thing to accept. But the gatekeeping is over, is broken, and who has the most compelling story and is competing in the arena is going to win. So people who believe in the things that I believe have gotta get into that arena.

Frum: And I would say the true counterculture--and I think that's a little bit why I'm doing this thing that I'm doing here today and why I wear a necktie when I'm doing it, is to say--the real counterculture is to say we have to rediscover some--one of the comments on this podcast that I saw, one of the comments that I really treasure, he said, When I watch this show, I feel like it's 1963 again. (Laughs.) I'm not sure whether he meant that in a bad way or a good way, but there's a part of me that says, I think I understand what you mean, that the way we're going to deal with the Theo Vons and Joe Rogans is not by mocking them for not being ignorant enough or being cozy when they shouldn't be cozy. It's to say, You know what? We want real information, and we want good faith, and we wanna--

Lewis: There is a real hunger for that. Of everything that I've done in my career, the most instantly, wildly virally successful thing I've ever done was that 2018 interview I did with Jordan Peterson for GQ, something like 70--

Frum: And that's seen by tens of millions of people, right?

Lewis: Seventy million views on YouTube, the last time I checked. And that was, like, an hour and a half of two people from incredibly different perspectives having a serious, sustained, engaged podcast conversation. And sure enough, people did actually--you couldn't pay me to watch it back again--but people craved it, and they wanted it; they wanted to hear the articulation of both sides and those sides interacting. So I don't think we should write off the audience.

And I also agree with you, for me, having a good life is having your own experiences that aren't mediated through a corporation, have friends who you're actually friends with, where you eat meals with them, where you do activities with them. Not everything is making somebody a profit at some point. And that, to me, is my kind of new-year message of how to reclaim your life: just to kind of live actual, real life, rather than providing content or money for social-media companies.

Frum: What a great place to pause. Let that be the last word; that's fantastic. Thank you so much, Helen. Thanks for making time today.

Lewis: Thank you.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum:  Thanks so much to Helen Lewis for joining me today on The David Frum Show.  For the December 17 episode of The David Frum Show, I selected as my book of the week Joseph Conrad's Lord Jim. Lord Jim is a novel that addressed themes of duty and courage and their failure. The selection was inspired, I said, by early eyewitness reports that Australian police had been slow or even reluctant to act against the two gunmen who carried out the anti-Semitic massacre on Sydney's Bondi Beach. I recorded the day after the massacre, when information was still fragmentary. I cautioned in the episode that these eyewitness reports were collected in the immediate aftermath and must be handled with care. The world now has a fuller picture of the shooting and the police response.

From beginning to end, according to Australian police reports, the shooting lasted about six or seven minutes. Multiple police officers exchanged fire with the gunmen. One of the gunmen was killed by a police officer. Two police officers were seriously wounded in the gunfight. The officers were armed only with sidearms and had to aim carefully so as not to injure innocent people.

It's important to do justice to the police officers who faced deadly danger that terrible day, and so I here correct the reports I referenced in my book discussion of December 17.

And now, this week's book: Edith Wharton's Autres Temps.

And I chose it because I anticipated that the dialogue with Helen Lewis would bring up the subject of cancellation and its consequences, and this short story is a precursor on that very theme. Autre Temps, "Other Times," is a long short story. It was originally published in 1911 in a magazine, and then it was revised and published in book form in 1916. As I go, I think you'll see the relevance, but I'll circle back just to pound the point home.

It tells the tale of a woman named Mrs. Lidcote, who is a wealthy expatriate New Yorker, now resident in Florence, and she's been traveling the world. She has made trips to Siam, and she's made trips to India, but Florence is her base. We meet her on board a ship, hastening back to her native New York City, just a few days out of harbor, and she's on an emergency mission because her daughter, her only child, is in trouble--or so she believes. And she was responding to a telegram that she received that has summoned her back from her travels to go comfort her daughter.

And the trouble we discover is this: Mrs. Lidcote is an expatriate because, although this is never quite made explicit in the story, 18 to 20 years before, she left her husband for another man. She never married the other man; that's why she's still Mrs. Lidcote, the name of the husband she ran away from. And she caused an enormous scandal in her world of upper class, capital-S New York society--so much so that the only thing for her to do, when whatever relationship she'd entered into failed, was to leave the country.

Now her daughter has broken up with her husband and has remarried another man, and Mrs. Lidcote knows exactly what to expect, knows how terrible this is going to be, knows how it destroyed her own life. Here's Mrs. Lidcote on board ship, as she's getting ready to meet her daughter.

"When she was alone, it was always the past that occupied her. She couldn't get away from it, and she didn't any longer care to. During her long years of exile, she had made her terms with it, had learned to accept the fact that it would always be there, huge, obstructing, encumbering, bigger and more dominant than anything the future could ever conjure up. And, at any rate, she was sure of it, she understood it, knew how to reckon with it; she had learned to screen and manage [it] and protect it as one does an afflicted member of one's family.

"There had never been any danger of her being allowed to forget the past. It looked out at her from the face of every acquaintance, it appeared suddenly in the eyes of strangers when a word enlightened them: 'Yes, the Mrs. Lidcote, don't you know?'"

But something strange begins to happen, even on ship, even before she returns to New York. There begin to appear clues that her daughter's experience, in fact, will be very different from her own. The first clue is, she catches a conversation among some wealthy people who are also in first class on the boat with her, and the name of her daughter comes up. And she catches one of the other Americans in first class, a snatch of conversation, where this woman says of her daughter, "Leila? Oh, Leila's all right." That phrase, "all right," and the implicit contrast between Leila and Mrs. Lidcote will recur again and again through the story.

Leila has, in fact, remarried the man she ran off, with and no one seems to take it amiss. And the phrase "all right" recurs again and again through the story. Everybody says it's "all right," and everything is "all right," except for Mrs. Lidcote herself. And Leila's new husband--maybe this helps--comes from a wealthy family. He's on his way to a diplomatic career, assisted by an uncle who has a place in the Cabinet. And when Mrs. Lidcote is finally escorted to the couple's country house, the friend of the daughter who escorts her explains the house is modest; it has "only 10 spare bedrooms," and we learn that Leila is having her marital pearls reset and that her portrait will be painted by [John Singer] Sargent.

And as truth dawns on Mrs. Lidcote, she gives vent in her interior monologue to a little bit of bitterness: "If such a change was to come," she thinks to herself, "why had it not come sooner? Here was she, a woman not yet old, who had paid with the best years of her life for the theft of the happiness that her daughter's contemporaries were taking as their due. There was no sense, no sequence, in it. She had had what she wanted, but she had had to pay too much for it. She had had to pay the last bitterest price of learning that love has a price: that it is worth so much and no more. She had known the anguish of watching the man she loved discover this first, and of reading the discovery in his eyes. It was [a] part of her history that she had not trusted herself to think of for a long time past: she always took a big turn about that haunted corner. But now, at the sight of the young man downstairs"--that is, Leila's husband--"so openly and jovially Leila's, she was overwhelmed at the senseless waste of her own adventure, and rung with the irony of receiving that the success or failure of the deepest human experiences may hang on a matter of chronology."

So other times, other customs, other ways--the world is different in 1910-ish than it was in 1880-ish or 1890-ish, and Leila gets away with what doomed the mother. And here's the kicker to the story: It turns out that, while Leila is forgiven, Mrs. Lidcote is not. No one anymore quite remembers why she was so scandalous; they just remember that she was so scandalous. And while visiting her daughter, with all these people who are completely at ease with her daughter having left one man and married another, that company of younger people still continue to snub and slight and disapprove of Mrs. Lidcote for reasons that they don't know why. The other time has not just passed in time; it also remains present.

And that's the reason that I wanted to circle back to the story in light of my conversation with Helen Lewis. America went through a moral panic, sometimes called "wokeness"--you can call it "cancel culture"; you can call it a lot of things--but over that period of time, people lost careers, who were sometimes made pariahs, lost friends, lost families, for reasons that, in retrospect, don't seem very substantial, often seem quite outright crazy, often seem as harsh and unjust as the reasons that led to Mrs. Lidcote's banishment from New York society. But that change of mind doesn't change anything for them, even after the moral panic subsides. You probably know your own version of Mrs. Lidcote. Ask that person their story; you may hear a tale out of literature.

Thanks so much for watching or listening to The David Frum Show today. I hope you'll subscribe and share the program on whatever platform you like best. Remember, always, that the best way to support this podcast is to subscribe to The Atlantic; you can support the work of all of my colleagues that way. I hope you will consider following me on social media: @DavidFrum on both X (Twitter) and Instagram. And I so appreciate you being here, and I wish everyone who celebrates a very happy Christmas. Be sure to join us next week for another episode of The David Frum Show.

[Music]
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Stop Defending Bari Weiss

It is impossible to take her actions at face value given the context in which she is operating.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




The year is 2029. President Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, having spent years raging against Fox News as a propaganda organ whose very operation is illegal, has found a pressure point to control it. She enables its sale to owners who are friends of hers, and whose business depends on regulatory favors she has made a practice of doling out to allies. As the new editor in chief of Fox News, the owners install Tim Miller, a skeptic of conservatism who has never previously worked in television news.

But then AOC complains that her friends at Fox News aren't moving fast enough, and the network is still running critical coverage of her. Days later, Miller kills a long-scheduled report showing how AOC may have flouted the Constitution in order to have people tortured.

It is safe to say, I think, that conservatives would be upset.

What's more, they would probably not care whether Miller's stated reasons for pulling the report had any journalistic merit. Their concern would be the authoritarian nature of the government wielding its power to hand control of major media properties to its allies. And they would be right.

Adam Serwer: Cancel culture's boomerang effect

This analogy, as you've no doubt guessed, describes what has happened at CBS News. In October, Donald Trump openly boasted that Larry and David Ellison--the father-son duo that now owns Paramount, CBS's parent company--are "big supporters of mine, and they'll do the right thing." He implied that he expected more positive coverage from CBS News and its newly appointed editor, Bari Weiss. He was right to expect as much, given that Larry Ellison reportedly assured him that he and his son would make Paramount more conservative, according to reporting from The New York Times.

Then, just last week, Trump expressed frustration on Truth Social that despite his relationship with the Ellisons, "60 Minutes has treated me far worse since the so-called 'takeover,' than they have ever treated me before," adding: "If they are friends, I'd hate to see my enemies!" Days later, Weiss pulled down a scheduled report on 60 Minutes about the Trump administration's deportation of migrants to a notoriously harsh prison in El Salvador.

But conservatives are not critical of the maneuvers that placed the network in the hands of businessmen who rely on Trump's favor, and who are seeking the president's support in a hostile bid to edge out Netflix to acquire Warner Bros. Discovery. Nor are conservatives concerned about Weiss's suspicious timing in abruptly shelving a report about the president's aggressive deportations. Instead they are defending her judgment.

Noah Rothman, an anti-anti-Trump conservative--a member of the tribe more devoted to calling out Trump's opponents than the president's abuses--defends Weiss in a column in National Review. The most amazing thing about Rothman's column, which echoes arguments other conservatives have made on X, is that it does not mention anywhere the abuses of power--Trump's insistence of favorable coverage from media-owning friends--that led to Weiss running the network. It focuses instead on the merits of her critique of the CECOT story. "Weiss said the report glossed over the administration's fuller legal rationale for its deportations, which amounts to a journalistic sin of omission," he notes. "Weiss questioned the report's credulous restatement of the claim that almost no detainees had criminal records, and she sought clarification about the charges against them that might have been dismissed."

Weiss only wants to make the story stronger, conservatives say. What's the problem?

Well, there are three problems. First, Weiss's specific complaints run the gamut from plausible to badly misguided. As Ryan Goodman and Tom Joscelyn explain in a carefully reasoned article in Just Security, Weiss's memo misconstrued the legal arguments involved in these deportations. Although the segment in question was about how the administration sent Venezuelan immigrants to a Salvadoran prison without due process, she insisted that "there's a genuine debate" about the legality of the deportations. Yet the administration has consistently argued that these men are not due "judicial review," and on Monday a federal judge in Washington, D.C., further undermined Weiss's hopeful deference by ruling that the government itself has not contested that these detainees "received inadequate process prior to their removal."

Weiss is following a long-standing instinct to turn every Trump abuse into a debate, a generosity she does not afford targets on the left. She herself has sometimes been a fierce and effective critic of Trump. Still, The Free Press, which she continues to edit while running CBS News, publishes obsessively and unremittingly negative coverage of New York Mayor-Elect Zohran Mamdani, but holds symposia on Donald Trump. In defending the administration's actions as debatable, she has misrepresented just how heedless it has been with the Constitution.

Second, the process by which she imposed her will on this story seems odd. It makes the most sense to ask basic questions about the structure and tone of a news story while it is coming together. Instead, Weiss reportedly missed many of the screenings, and intervened only after the story had been vetted, slated to air, and promoted on social media.

Third, even if Weiss's objections were completely merited and followed procedure, it is impossible to take them at face value given the context in which she is operating.

Read: Bari Weiss's audience of one

Scott Alexander once wrote a classic essay titled "Beware Isolated Demands for Rigor." Alexander was describing a common trick among partisan intellectuals: Insist that your ideological opponents meet the highest standards of proof, demand that every piece of evidence they cite be as rigorous as possible, and permit far more laxity from your allies. This method is so effective because it looks like you're upholding high standards while actually acting in bad faith.

Weiss claims that the CECOT story fails to "advance the ball" because many of its central facts have already been reported. This mania for insisting that every new story introduce breaking news was nowhere to be found when she was airing a town hall with Erika Kirk, Charlie Kirk's widow, whose talking points have not exactly suffered from underexposure.

Liberal democracy is the proposition that democracy requires more than mere voting. It needs a set of neutral rules governing the state and civil society to prevent ruling parties from becoming entrenched in power. Trump's maneuvers to influence CBS blatantly violate even the most minimal guardrails of liberal democracy. Those blunt abuses of power matter a million times more than the specific content of a particular 60 Minutes segment.

Conservatives would never accept a left-wing government using regulatory favoritism to pressure conservative media into softening their coverage of a Democratic administration. They may delight in the new editorial direction of CBS News, but they cannot defend the process that led to it. So they pretend it didn't happen; offer narrow, pointillistic defenses of Weiss's editorial pretext; and deftly dodge the authoritarianism that enabled it.
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A Gravitational Lens

Day 24 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Day 24 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Gravitational Lens. Galaxies in this James Webb Space Telescope image appear to be stretched into arcs and lines, their appearance warped and magnified by powerful gravitational lensing in Galaxy Cluster Abell S1063, which bends the light of more distant galaxies as it passes through on its way to Earth.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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The Other Way the 'Super Woke' Left Discriminates

Race and gender aren't the only categories that determine who gets special treatment.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Progressives often follow a particular pattern when they want to dismiss a phenomenon that challenges their beliefs. The writer Rob Henderson summed it up in a tweet in 2021: "Step 1: It's not really happening Step 2: Yeah, it's happening, but it's not a big deal Step 3: It's a good thing, actually Step 4: People freaking out about it are the real problem." This was the left's archetypal response to any number of excesses and abuses perpetrated under the banner of social justice, including cancel culture, the outbursts of violence during the so-called racial reckoning of 2020, and the violations of even basic fairness at the peak of the #MeToo movement.

The cycle kicked off again last week in response to a viral article by Jacob Savage in the online magazine Compact. Savage's essay, like one he wrote earlier this year, argues that white Millennial men seeking work or recognition in prestigious cultural fields such as media, publishing, and academia have faced structural discrimination. Starting around 2014, Savage writes, "in industry after industry, gatekeepers promised extra consideration to anyone who wasn't a white man--and then provided just that."

Savage is correct: Women and people of color really have received preferential treatment in many elite industries in recent years. But he misses a crucial part of the story, which goes beyond gender and race. Being Black (or any number of protected identities) affords you special privileges only if you think and speak how gatekeepers believe you're supposed to. As I've witnessed and experienced throughout my career, there is a right kind of Black and a wrong one.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: The left's new moralism will backfire

Savage marshals ample data to make his point. In 2011, he writes, white men occupied 48 percent of lower-level TV-writing positions; in 2024, they filled 12 percent. Out of 45 tenure-track hires in the humanities and social sciences at Brown University since 2022, he says, just three have been white American men. Since 2015, according to Savage, 70 Millennial writers have been named finalists for National Book Awards; once again, he writes, only three have been white men. Two of these men were minorities of another kind: military veterans. (Neither Brown nor the National Book Awards immediately responded to a request for comment; I did not independently verify these figures.) An executive at the foundation that administers the award told one of them--Elliot Ackerman, a veteran, contributing writer at The Atlantic, and friend of mine--that he must have been really good. As Ackerman relayed to me at the time, the executive told him that the foundation made sure the judges were "super woke," and the selection process was not designed for people like him to become finalists.

Despite the extensive figures that Savage cites, prominent voices on the left found ways to reject or decry his argument. Nikole Hannah-Jones, a MacArthur fellow and the reporter behind The New York Times Magazine's "1619 Project," wrote on Bluesky that the essay is statistically dubious and confirms "a deeply held grievance amongst an apparently large % of our white colleagues that they are the victims of rampant discrimination." The writer Moira Donegan, who created the "Shitty Media Men" list and was forced to pay a settlement to a man who sued her for defamation, posted in response to the Compact article: "Really kind of dispiriting to realize how many men in my world see the women and people of color in their lives as thieves and obstacles to their thriving."

Matt Bruenig, of the People's Policy Project, used census data to argue that the institutions Savage points to "employ approximately 0% of the US population, but their transformations plus DEI rhetoric plus an internet community aimed at negatively messaging about it all can generate the impression of something much bigger going on." Bruenig concludes with a textbook illustration of step four in Henderson's cycle: "What appears to have happened is a lot of empty talk, no real significant change, and backlash that is causing real harm."

Bruenig is right that Savage examined a rarefied segment of the U.S. labor market. And even though the essay is full of shocking numbers, they are almost certainly the result of some degree of cherry-picking. And of course it's true that for most of American history, men who were deemed white tended to be afforded privileges and opportunities not available to others. But over the past two decades I have seen firsthand the dynamics that Savage describes. The gatekeeping apparatus that he identifies is real, but it often serves a specific subset of marginalized groups. Gender and race were not the only characteristics that determined who captured the cultural and economic windfall that wokeness wrought. Ideology played an outsize role too.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Is wokeness one big power grab?

As a member of various selection committees and recruitment initiatives, I have been privy to conversations in which gatekeepers have passed over white men in part because they were white men. These gatekeepers have typically favored women or members of racial minorities, but only those equipped with a prix-fixe menu of progressive values and beliefs. Many of these favored candidates spoke in esoteric codes and espoused beliefs that put them at odds with the majorities of their respective ethnic and gender cohorts, as polling on progressive shibboleths such as police abolition, pronoun innovations, and jargon like Latinx has consistently shown. Some white candidates speak this way too. As one source said to Savage, they adopt "a kind of protective coloration, allyship mindset, to get through the door." These applicants were likely in a far stronger position to thrive in DEI-driven institutions than the minorities who checked the right identity boxes but contradicted the prevailing orthodoxy of the post-2014 era.

As a Millennial man of so-called mixed-race ancestry (my father is Black and my mother is white), I have no doubt that I have sometimes benefited from the trend Savage highlights. But at other times I've had the maddening experience of being categorized as the wrong kind of Black. Because some of my affiliations and views don't align with today's progressive consensus, I have been ostracized, been denied some opportunities, had other opportunities rescinded, and been explicitly discriminated against in media, publishing, and academia.

No one is entitled to a particular job or award. And no one wants to hear complaints from someone like me who has found compensation in competitive fields. But the fact remains: Well-meaning men and women who have had the temerity or naivete to nominate me for a prize or board seat have told me, with some embarrassment, that they were later informed that my perceived views on matters such as my own privilege and the primacy of open debate had essentially rendered me ineligible.

A similar process played out when I tried to find a publisher for my latest book, which criticizes the excesses of 2020's fury. My views, I was told, did not align with the kind of Black perspective that presses wanted to publish. (This had also been the case with my previous book, which came out in 2019, though notably not with my first one, which was published in the "before times," all the way back in 2010.) Sympathetic editors who read my book proposal and expressed preemptive interest returned from meetings with their colleagues chastened. "It was a blood bath," one editor wrote. My incredulous agent told me that the controversy around my submission reminded him of the one surrounding Salman Rushdie's The Satanic Verses.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: To see how America unraveled, go back five years

I'm not alone, of course. My late friend, Stanley Crouch, the brilliant contrarian, was anti-woke avant la lettre. Even though he skewered progressive dogma, he nonetheless won a coveted MacArthur genius grant in 1993. As far as I can tell, however, no Black person who has publicly opposed anti-racist or progressive ideology in any sustained way has won the fellowship since then. (In 2011, the Harvard economist Roland Fryer secured one, but that was several years before he published research showing a lack of racial bias in police shootings, which many progressives found unwelcome.)

If minorities were simply elevated tout court, as Savage's article implies, one would expect to find at least a modicum of parity at elite institutions between young Black intellectuals who criticize modern progressivism and those who embrace it. But this is not the case. Consider the Black 29-year-old Coleman Hughes, who has already written incisively on questions of race, reparations, religion, and international politics. Institutions ought to fight over a prodigy like him the way that Silicon Valley firms compete for top engineering talent. Instead, he focuses his attention on podcasting and public speaking, precisely the kinds of fields where Savage argues that enterprising white Millennial men have gone to stand out: refuges for which "institutional barriers to entry didn't exist." The only college where Hughes has held a teaching post, the University of Austin, is avowedly heterodox. The same is true of The Free Press, the publication whose website hosts his podcast.

Savage's essay describes a set of elite institutions that for years have adhered to a very specific consensus about what kind of people they want to invite in. That consensus is not simply a matter of race and gender; its discrimination is more sweeping, and not always so obvious. But if you happen to notice, you are the problem.
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Why Did We Ever Watch <em>To Catch a Predator</em>?

A new documentary probes the influential <em>Dateline</em> series--and the titillating nature of true crime itself.

by Sophie Gilbert

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




The year 2004, situated after 9/11 and before the election of Barack Obama, might have been the one that best summed up the excesses and cruelties of the George W. Bush era, particularly on television: The Apprentice, Nipplegate, 60 Minutes' report on atrocities at Abu Ghraib, The Swan. The overarching theme was exposure, followed by ensuing cycles of shame, recrimination, and (often) profit. Reality TV, having cycled through its anthropological social-experiment phase, was now balls-to-the-wall invested in spectacle--the more lurid and indefensible, the better. In March 2004, MTV debuted I Want a Famous Face, a reality show that featured people having extreme plastic surgery to look more like their favorite celebrities. Late in the year, on Dateline NBC, the debonair investigative journalist Chris Hansen premiered a new series of special reports targeting adult men who were trying to have sex with underage teenagers they'd met on the internet.

To Catch a Predator ran for three years, and its unique selling point seemed to be that it was, as Jimmy Kimmel once jokingly referred to it, "Punk'd for pedophiles." The series touted its noble intentions--identifying and exposing people who might prey on children--but the format of the show clarified that its main focus was entertainment. Unwitting men who'd chatted online with adults pretending to be children would be invited to a house rigged with cameras, where actors ("decoys," in the show's parlance) who were over 18 but looked younger would welcome them in, chat chirpily in Mickey Mouse helium voices, and then disappear so that Hansen could take over. "How are you?" he'd ask in a faux-friendly tone, before revealing the cameras, the chat logs, the scale of their reprobation. To Catch a Predator was, essentially, a prank show with a monstrous twist, Candid Camera with the prospect of prison time and a spot on the sex-offender registry. "When a TV show makes you feel sorry for potential child rapists, you know it's doing something wrong," Charlie Brooker argued in The Guardian in 2008. (A few years later, possibly in response to the NBC show, he wrote one of the darkest episodes of Black Mirror, in which a cheery host tortures and humiliates a woman accused of child predation while audiences cheer.)

Predators, a documentary by David Osit recently released on Paramount+, homes in on that feeling of reluctant empathy, where we're forced to confront multiple truths at once: Yes, To Catch a Predator was targeting men who were trying to doing something monstrous; yes, the show was raising awareness about the grooming of children online; yes, it was also doing so in a way that turned personal transgression into public drama, appealing to our basest desires to see people disgraced, from the comfort of our couch. By 2004, this kind of "humilitainment"--a term that the law professor Amy Adler devised to describe the fetishization of punishment on camera exemplified by Abu Ghraib--wasn't just "the master narrative of reality TV," as Adler put it, but "a template for contemporary culture."

Read: The cruel social experiment of reality TV

Watching Predators, I thought of Janet Malcolm's observation that "every journalist who is not too stupid or full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible." Osit is interested not only in the moral complicity of exposing someone on camera but also in the technical aspects of how that exposure is carried out, from the camera angles and lighting setups right down to the interviews and signed release forms. The documentary begins with a segment from the Dateline show: We hear a phone call, as an unnamed man charms a girl, calling her "so sweet" and telling her that he has to stop at Walmart to pick up some things "so I don't get you pregnant." As the conversation plays out, we see the house being staged as a set, lenses being adjusted, the zipper on a girl's hoodie being pulled up. We're led to wonder what it means to capture the worst day of someone's life on camera, how banal the preparation is, and how guilty Osit is himself in re-airing the show's footage.

To make a documentary is to have a kind of godlike power over someone else's narrative, Predators suggests, and yet it's an authority that To Catch a Predator wore extremely lightly. The series followed a tight formula: introduction, preamble, revelation, and then the absurd coda, during which Hansen would tell the ensnared man, "You're free to go," only for police officers to ambush him outside as he tried to leave. The moment that the subjects realized they'd been caught was the instant around which the show was constructed, as we watched them register their new reality with horror, denial, and--often--desperate pleas for clemency. "What you're seeing is effectively someone else's life end," Mark de Rond, an ethnographer interviewed for Predators, tells Osit. "And they realize it." Early in Predators, we see a man in a Red Sox hat weep and clutch his face while Hansen remains wholly unruffled, almost unresponsive, the consummate TV professional whose mien does not falter. He's calm to the point of serenity; in some episodes, he undeniably seems to be enjoying his part in the proceedings.

The question throughout is how anyone could ever have been entertained by such a grim presentation, as Osit splices in footage of the show being lauded by Oprah Winfrey ("I don't understand why the guys sit down and talk to you!" she jokes to Hansen, while her audience laughs), Kimmel, and Jon Stewart. Predators also gestures at the pop-cultural fixation on girls that underpinned this particular era: Britney Spears, the Olsen twins, Vanity Fair's "It's Raining Teens" cover from 2003. One particularly caustic moment in the documentary shows the TV host Joe Scarborough interviewing Hansen about an episode of To Catch a Predator that led to one man's death by suicide--the man shot himself after local police and a Dateline crew surrounded his house as part of a pedophilia sting; NBC eventually resolved a subsequent lawsuit claiming wrongful death--right before Scarborough mockingly teases an upcoming clip about Spears's second trip to rehab. Awkward? Yes. Self-aware? Not in the slightest. The media ecosystem of the 2000s thrived on exactly this kind of cognitive dissonance, as talking heads scolded the very women they relied on for clicks and ratings.

But worse was still yet to come. Osit follows up his examination of To Catch a Predator by considering the internet copycats who came after it, embedding with a particularly puffed-up and dystopian YouTube personality who calls himself Skeet Hansen, in tribute to his predecessor. At first, Skeet Hansen's efforts seem ludicrous. His "decoy," "T Coy," is transparently not a teenager (even the men she invites into a motel room seem unconvinced on that front), and his operation is so ham-fisted that he occasionally dresses his friend up as a police officer, with a makeshift badge and a walkie-talkie. But Osit's interview with T Coy is revelatory. She was abused as a child, she tells him, and that's why she's so committed now to helping punish people who might hurt children. It's the first time anything in Predators has felt clear-cut, and when Osit, later in the movie, shares a revelation of his own that sheds light on his interest in the show, it's all the more destabilizing.

The fact that the first six minutes of Predators are essentially taken wholesale from To Catch a Predator, with the presumption that the footage will land very differently than it did in 2004, seems to suggest progress. Osit is relying on contemporary viewers--who have lived through the public demonization of so many fragile women and the bad-faith deployment of "save the children"-style campaigns--to have a quite distinct reaction to the show two decades later. (The woman subjected to dozens of death threats after being caught on Coldplay's kiss cam might have a very different read on how far we've actually come.) To really want to protect children, Osit insinuates, would mean having to try harder to understand the perpetrators of abuse, not just vilifying them for cheap gratification. The final scene of the documentary, open-ended and unsettling, implies that Predators hasn't achieved the kind of enlightenment its director hoped it would. But for how it illuminates a truly strange and callous moment in culture, it's one of the best documentaries of the year.
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What I Lost When I Gave Up My Catholicism

Can the Church bring back the formerly faithful?

by Xochitl Gonzalez

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Catholicism is hot right now. The new American pope is popular for speaking his mind on political subjects such as AI and the death penalty. On Instagram and TikTok, Catholic influencers rank local Masses and their favorite Christmas hymns, and priests go viral for DJ'ing raves, while others protest ICE raids. The Catholic Church is at the center of the new Knives Out film, which premiered at No. 1 on Netflix this month. And more and more young people are going to Mass.

Today's youth aren't particularly religious. The Pew Research Center reports that 44 percent of 18-to-29-year-olds are unaffiliated with a faith. Yet at the same time, Catholic Gen Z is showing up strong. A new survey from the Catholic Leadership Roundtable found that members of Gen Z are now the most engaged Catholics--attending Mass, confession, and parish functions more frequently than any other generational cohort. (They are followed closely by Millennials.) Young people are also driving a spike in conversions. The National Catholic Register reports that many American dioceses are seeing annual increases in conversions of 30 percent, 40 percent, and even higher.

Many converts discover the faith on social media. Catholicism--with its stained glass and embroidered robes--is particularly well suited to a visual medium that sells beautiful imagery. But clergy members are also meeting the moment, evangelizing to young people where they are. Father Mike Schmitz, a handsome priest in the diocese of Duluth, Minnesota, has popular YouTube and Instagram pages and hosted a podcast called The Bible in a Year. Bishop Robert Barron runs Word on Fire, an online ministry that claims to reach "millions of people to draw them into--or back to--the Catholic faith."

The Catholic Church is almost 2,000 years old. Its origins trace back to the Pentecost of the Upper Room in Jerusalem, and its earliest followers are believed to be the disciples of Jesus himself. About 500 years later, the Church gained strength in the chaos that followed the collapse of Rome, where a weak emperor had led to a power vacuum. The Church offered order. Leadership. Community. Ritual. Beauty. Education. Transcendence. These are the same values that young Catholics today cite as drivers of their devotion. The Church offers an answer to the synthetic remove of AI and digital culture, the isolation of contemporary culture, the disorder of government and institutions.

If more young people turn to the Church, Catholicism may finally see an end to its long decline in America. (Catholicism isn't alone--the ranks of Christians in general have dwindled since the 1960s.) A 2023-24 Pew survey found that for every person who had converted to Catholicism, 8.4 Catholics had left the faith. Nineteen percent of Americans are Catholic; another 13 percent are former Catholics. The most recent big decline in church attendance began in the 2010s, right around the time that I stopped going to Mass.

Few experiences in modern life are as wondrous as a really good Christmas Vigil Mass. It's a full sensory encounter: the sight of the chapel, decked out for the holidays; the smell of the incense; the sound of the choir singing "Adeste Fideles" or "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing"; the taste of the Communion wafer; the heavy feel of the chalice when you sip your Communion wine. The message, every year, is that no matter the state of the world, goodness can be born anew.

I don't remember the last time that I let myself experience this.

Many Catholics can't tell where the Church ends and our families begin. The values and customs of the Church are as tied up in our identity as language and nationality. I was raised Catholic, as were my mother and father, and their mother and father before that, going back so long, time ceases to matter. We simply were as we always were: Catholic. Every week, we went to Mass. College threw me for a loop logistically, but I never had a crisis of faith. I was back in the pew in my young adulthood.

My break with the Church began, as it did for many, in 2002, when The Boston Globe published the story of priests preying on children that led to an avalance of heartbreakingly similar stories of sexual abuse and systemic cover-up. I was 25 and repulsed. But it was the Church. And these were a few bad eggs.

I met a nice Catholic boy and we married in a Brooklyn basilica. I even befriended the priest who married us. When he retired, I'd visit him in the old-age home for priests and we'd talk about books. And the stories of abused children kept coming.

In 2008, I got divorced. Committed a sin. And was told that for a $5,000 annulment--a sum I neither had nor wanted to spend--the Church could act like the marriage had never happened. And the stories of abused children kept coming.

I continued to go to Church. My cousin, who is gay, had recently moved to Brooklyn. Week after week, I was told from the pulpit that he shouldn't have a right to marry. And the stories of abused children kept coming.

I was sitting in Mass as a sinner--a divorcee, unable to receive Communion. My nearest kin was unwelcome because of whom he wanted to love. And a Church whose own sins I was trying so hard to ignore kept telling me how to vote: always for the candidate who would best protect the lives of unborn children. I kept thinking, But who will protect the children from you?

I left Mass and the Church and can count on my fingers the number of times I've returned since.

But the Church never left me. I am secular, liberal, upper-middle-class--I've tried yoga, transcendental meditation, and other faiths, and nothing reaches me in the same way as those old smells and bells. My brain is wired Catholic. So I reconciled myself to this detached spiritual life--one where, to quote Sojourner Truth, "I talk to God and God talks to me."

Then, this fall, I was at a book festival where the Italian American author Adriana Trigiani defended her Catholic faith as part of her cultural inheritance--a shaping force in her life as important as being Appalachian and working-class and Italian. I realized that this is what I gave up: communion and Communion; quiet genuflection and ritual; a cultural practice that had been in my family for generations. My grandparents are dead now--I gave up one of the last activities we shared.

Not out of laziness. Not even because of politics. I gave the Church up because, when it betrayed those children, it betrayed us all.

The Church reacted to the revelations at first with denial and hostility, and eventually with payouts and apologies. In 2018, Pope Francis issued a letter expressing remorse  to all of the "people of God" who had been hurt by the decades of sexual abuse and cover-up. Still, until 2019, Church leaders in New York State attempted to block the Child Victims Act, which extended the statute of limitations on victims of child abuse so they could come forward (the Church withdrew its opposition after the law was broadened beyond the Church to include victims of abuse by members of public institutions). When, earlier this month, then-Cardinal Timothy Dolan announced that the New York archdiocese would sell off property to help compensate about 1,300 victims, he sounded exhausted by apologizing: "As we have repeatedly acknowledged, the sexual abuse of minors long ago has brought shame upon our church," he wrote in an email. "I once again ask forgiveness."

Repetitive apologies are not the same as penance, which many Catholics feel has never happened. I find myself almost envious of these Gen Z Catholics, who were too young to experience the abuse scandal as a betrayal, and who can receive all the goodness and glory of the Church without my ambivalence or resentment.

Anthony Gross is 22, a recent graduate of Washington University, and one of the new Catholic influencers online. He grew up in a suburb of Milwaukee and has been documenting on Instagram his recent move to New York City, including his effort to attend and rank the best Catholic Masses in Manhattan. The videos are charming, and often conclude with Gross tucking himself in at night, just beneath the cross hung over his bed.

Gross is, like me, a multigenerational Catholic. Unlike me, he has recommitted to the faith. When we spoke this month, he told me that he thought, "It's time to start acting like a man." He wanted to be more disciplined, more principled, more of a leader, and thought, "God is a big part of that." (Church is also, he admits, not a bad place to meet like-minded young women.)

Young men are more religious than their female counterparts today. In an article called "How Catholicism Got Cool" in The Free Press, Father Charles Gallagher of Washington, D.C., said that the internet priests of the Church provided an answer to the "false prophets" of the "Manosphere." The article also quoted a 21-year-old man and recent convert who said that the Catholic Church doesn't "shame you for being a man," and that he's found both a wanted discipline and a brotherhood through the Church.

The priests Gross has encountered online and in real life, he said, have helped show him the kind of man he wants to be. When I point out that this feels ironic because they themselves won't marry, the statement seemed to perplex him. "Priests are normal human beings," he said. "It's tough because there's so much pressure put on them to be this perfect human being. And I feel a lot of empathy for them because they are human, just like every other person, and they screw up all the time, just like me and you."

In that moment, I remembered that Anthony Gross hadn't even been born when the Boston Globe story came out. His relationship with and appreciation of the priests he's met and what his faith has done for him are not tainted by the pain of broken trust. And I could take that and dismiss it. Or I could remember the Gospel according to Matthew: When the disciples argue over who will be greatest in heaven, Jesus says, "Unless you turn and become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven."

Pope Leo XIV has an opportunity to bring Catholics like me back into the fold. He has not softened the Church's pro-life stance, but has taken pains to make the sentiment more consistent: noting that pro-life relates to immigrants and gun control as much as the unborn. And, in a moment when many American Christian political figures are abandoning empathy, Leo has spoken out against political leaders using Jesus to justify cruelty. Many lapsed Catholics are taking notice.

Still, the Church's sins keep surfacing. Just this past week, the diocese of Grand Rapids, Michigan, released a "complete accounting" of 51 priests accused of sexual misconduct since 1950. Whatever gesture comes next--whatever buildings get sold or apologies issued--it won't be enough. Perhaps the Church will never be able to stop apologizing, and the scandals will never stop coming to light.

But also, perhaps the Church is not really the priests or the pope. It's the people. It's the young people looking for solace and a place to commune in a reckless, violent time. It's generations of family members loving one another as they'd like to be loved, offering kindness to strangers, and opening the manger to whoever needs shelter and warmth.

This Christmas, after many years away, I've decided that I'm going to go to Mass.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/12/what-i-lost-when-i-gave-my-catholicism/685434/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Writer Fueled by Life's Randomness

Rabih Alameddine, who won the National Book Award last month, has described his idiosyncratic approach as "childish rebelliousness."

by Lily Meyer

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




"When I'm told I should write a certain way, I bristle," Rabih Alameddine wrote in a 2018 Harper's essay. "I even attempt to write in opposition to the most recent book I finished. If my previous novel was expansive, I begin to write microscopically; if quiet, I write loudly. It is my nature." The 66-year-old artist and novelist has, over the course of a nearly three-decade career, turned this urge, which he self-deprecatingly calls "childish rebelliousness," into a varied and sophisticated body of work.

His 1998 debut, Koolaids: The Art of War, juxtaposed the Lebanese Civil War and the AIDS epidemic--two tragedies that shaped the author's early life--in a furious, fragmented tale, as if the book itself were shattered by its anger. Since then, Alameddine has continued to invent his own forms, but also drawn on more venerable ones: He's written a novel made entirely of first chapters and another that uses camp to riff on the Thousand and One Nights; his seventh and latest, the National Book Award-winning The True True Story of Raja the Gullible (And His Mother), employs drag as a central metaphor that informs both its story and its layered structure. The only quality uniting his books, it can seem, is their literary fearlessness. For Alameddine, no storytelling challenge is too great.

And yet fear is among his recurring themes. Each of Alameddine's books, dissimilar as they otherwise may be, is an attempt to wrestle with the terrifying arbitrariness of fate. This preoccupation seems to emerge from Alameddine's personal understanding that the unpredictable swings of history can change a person thoroughly, irrevocably, and without warning. In "How to Bartend," a wrenching yet humorous essay about living through the AIDS epidemic, Alameddine describes testing positive for HIV and his subsequent terror of getting sick, which did not happen. The piece concludes, "I did not die and I did not recover." Sometimes his characters are frankly afraid of this fact; sometimes they treat it as a cosmic insult, a cruel joke, or, less often, a potential relief.

No matter the emotions he's channeling, though, Alameddine maintains a sense of levity, one perhaps born of his feeling that, as he told NPR earlier this year, our society is "too earnest." How do we deal with terror, he went on, if we can't "laugh about it?" His writing style, which is relentlessly playful, matches this belief. In 2016's The Angel of History--perhaps Alameddine's saddest novel--Jacob, a gay Yemeni poet living in San Francisco, conjures friends he's lost to AIDS and rages at the homophobia they faced as they died; he wrestles with deep survivor's guilt and despairs at the next generation's lack of interest in the pandemic.

Alameddine injects a spiky humor into Jacob's shattering grief: In one scene, Jacob recalls exploding at a younger gay writer for his generation's willingness to embrace straight culture in a monologue that begins, "All AIDS books are out of print because of you," and ends, "We refused everything, rejected their heavens and their hells, and you turn around and accept both." Jacob's accusations are deadly serious; the first one about AIDS novels is also very funny. Together, they represent Alameddine's preferred territory: the sliver of overlap between humor and rage.

Even Alameddine's most frightened narrators make light of their situations. Raja the Gullible begins in the present day but tunnels back in time to the Lebanese Civil War, during which the then-teenage protagonist, Raja, was kidnapped and held hostage by a militiaman. Alameddine uses a mock Christmas carol to show time passing by: "On the first day of my captivity," he writes in Raja's voice, "my jailer brought to me a manousheh," and so on to the sixth day, when "my jailer brought to me a sack of rice, a can of tuna, and three bottles of Pepsi Cola, and I hated cola, so I screamed at him for thirty minutes that just because he liked cola didn't mean I did." This comically petty and foolishly brave outburst is classic Alameddine, and would seem completely out of place were it not for his work's overarching conviction that we may as well poke fun at even our worst, most helpless circumstances.

In Raja the Gullible, Alameddine writes a character who treats the capricious twists of his life--some huge and historical, some small and personal--not just lightly but with a willful positivity that is somewhat surprising. Never before has he reached for such optimism. Its presence makes humor easy. The novel's anger, in contrast, is more hidden, even to its hero, and yet it is vital to Raja's trajectory. Over the course of the book, Alameddine pushes his protagonist to admit that he can be content with himself and his existence, yet angry at the swings of fate that shaped it; to understand, as many of Alameddine's earlier characters do instinctively, that laughing at terror and tragedy, important though it may be, isn't enough.

Like The Angel of History, Raja the Gullible is about past pain. Both novels follow writers as they look back on the most difficult parts of their lives. But whereas Jacob is instantly furious, Alameddine leads a reluctant Raja slowly to his rage, as if coaxing a small child toward something new. In order to do this, he moves backward from Raja's present as a beloved high-school philosophy teacher, occasional drag queen, and the author of one book--a long essay about roaming wartime Beirut that, serendipitously, has become famous abroad. When Raja is unexpectedly offered a literary fellowship in the United States, it sparks a spiraling reflection on not only his book's surprise success, but the other shocks that have altered him, such as the coronavirus pandemic, Lebanon's 2019 banking crisis and 2020 port explosion, and, above all else, his personal ordeal during the country's civil war.

For much of the novel, Raja refuses to admit that these events not only shaped but harmed him. His equanimity seems buoyed by the good fortune that his literary career represents. He wrote his book not for publication, but in order to practice his Japanese. That he speaks this language at all, despite having never lived in Japan or among Japanese speakers, is one of Raja the Gullible's main instances of a coincidence changing a character's life for the better, a rare occurrence in Alameddine's work.

Raja's relationship with Japanese, we learn, emerged in reaction to his complicated sense of home--meaning both Beirut and his loud, large, excess-loving family. Raja himself is none of those things. He's also not straight, which his relatives all sense when he's young and which none but his mother can tolerate. In high school, not long before the kidnapping, he wanders into his Japanese upstairs neighbors' peaceful apartment, devoid of ancestral clutter and homophobic aunts, and immediately sees in it a place of respite. Loaned a Japanese design book, he grows so entranced by the "banishing of the random, a celebration of order" in the book's photographs that he decides he will learn its language. By adulthood, this study has become a sanctuary from the chaos his country is undergoing. During and after the war, he writes about embattled Beirut in Japanese, "dissociating from his surroundings" through his struggles with syntax and vocabulary.

Usually, any effort an Alameddine character makes to process a story by telling it is a failure. In 2001's I, the Divine, Alameddine's novel made up wholly of first chapters, Sarah, an artist who has lived through a string of haphazard losses, keeps restarting the memoir she's trying to write; she wants to impose order on her life through narrative, but Alameddine won't let her. He arranges the story of her life nonchronologically, in a way that is, of course, calculated and artful on his part, but that underscores the futility of her memoiristic efforts. But in Raja the Gullible, it works. According to Raja, who spends much of the story directly addressing the reader, writing about what happened to Beirut helped him mourn. In his eyes--and, perhaps, in his creator's--that's even luckier than his book's eventual success.

Read: The cure for guilty memories

Raja has not, however, written about his own wartime trauma: his kidnapping, which was a life-defining experience of randomness. In fact, as of the beginning of Raja the Gullible, he has spent decades refusing to tell his own story, even to himself. Slowly, Alameddine makes clear that Raja is fortunate, yes, but he's also determined to see himself as fortunate. His luckiness, like his drag persona, is to some degree a character he creates. But as the novel burrows backward through Raja's memory, remaining resolutely cheery in its tone, the memory of his bad luck gets harder for him to repress. Eventually the kidnapping not only bursts out, but becomes the centerpiece of the book. Alameddine initially casts it as a blundering, droll misadventure--the militiaman was a high-school classmate of Raja's who captured him by mistake while trying to take some wealthier boys hostage. But soon he reveals it to be a profoundly disturbing story: Raja, who was just 15 at the time, fell for his captor.

Underground in a makeshift bunker, the boys built a relationship that was, in Raja's words, both "horrific" and "exhilarating"; to use our era's terms, it was at once consensual and not. Alameddine writes it as a swamp of sex and emotion in which joy and abjection, care and abuse, coexist without canceling each other out. Here, the sensation of wobbling on an emotional knife's edge that characterizes much of his other work roars back as Raja recalls his first love. Boodie, the militiaman, fed and tended to Raja while keeping him in a state of dependency; if Boodie had ever failed to show up, Raja would have starved "to death in grimy darkness." He treated Raja lovingly in bed while insisting that he cross-dress to seem more like a woman.

Interestingly, a similar request appears in The Angel of History, in which Jacob's friend Lou falls in love with "Max the I'm-not-gay carpenter," who demands that Lou "dress in drag or Max wouldn't go anywhere near him." Max loves Lou, but in a way utterly warped by his fear of his own sexuality. By comparison, Alameddine makes Boodie's love for Raja seem straightforward. Raja chooses to recall it as if it were, anyway. He describes the cross-dressing request less as a show of Boodie's power as a kidnapper than as evidence of his power as a lover: 15-year-old Raja was in sexual thrall to Boodie, and if pantyhose made the sex better, then he'd wear them every night.

Reading these scenes is challenging, sometimes wrenching, but they aren't Raja's greatest wartime trauma. Here, Alameddine's attunement to the arbitrary reappears as a refusal to assign meaning where readers likely anticipate it. The event that changed Raja forever begins with a seemingly tiny detail: When the moment arrived for him to escape, he was wearing a dress. Of course, he wasn't going to waste time changing--and, as he recollects, instead of welcoming him home, "people talked, and talked, and wouldn't stop talking about me in a dress."

His relatives spread rumors about him. His own father gave him the silent treatment. "When I was sixteen or seventeen," Raja recalls, "I was told by a student in my class, and for the life of me I can't remember why he did, that the image of me twirling continuously like a dervish with a rising skirt before seated men with machine guns resting between their legs was imprinted in his memory." It is this image, which seemed to spread throughout Beirut, that meant Raja's life "was never the same."

Read: A book that doesn't seek to explain itself

For the adult Raja, the randomness of the kidnapping has no meaning. The randomness of the dress, though, is directly connected to the familial homophobia that has shaped much of his life--including his relationship with his mother, which is, by the time the book begins, by far the closest one either of them has. Precisely because his mother doesn't reject him, their bond has a unique tenderness and strength. After the dress incident, his mother chooses her child over everything else, public opinion and her marriage included; Raja, in turn, chooses his mother over the rest of his relatives. In fact, he ignores them all--he even ignores a persistent rumor that one of his cousins is a lesbian, meaning he may not be alone in his experience of family prejudice--rather than deal with his anger at them.

Alameddine suggests that this willfulness is why his protagonist decides to cut Boodie "out of my memory," as Raja reports triumphantly to the reader, explaining, "I forbade my mother to bring him up. I wouldn't allow him any life in my life." Seen one way, this claim is a victory. Seen another, it's the direct analogue of Alameddine's statement, at the end of "How to Bartend," that he neither died nor recovered.

Of course, it's also not true. Readers know Raja remembers Boodie because, at the time he announces that he doesn't, he's just told us about him in hair-raisingly randy detail. Raja would rather not acknowledge that he's mad at Boodie. But when the other man suddenly reinserts himself into Raja's present--he turns out to be pulling the strings at the mysterious American arts fellowship--Raja gets his chance to express the sort of fury that pours unstoppably out of Jacob in The Angel of History.

Boodie, who now goes by the Americanized "Buddy," has decided he wants closure. He wants Raja to forgive and love him. He wants, in short, the most linear narrative of all: a redemption arc with a romantic happy ending. He does not get it. Raja the Gullible ends as a rejection of the sort of tale Boodie wants to tell, and yet it's still an American story of self-actualization. During their encounter, Raja has no choice but to articulate his emotions--not in Japanese, as before, but in an English-language explosion of rage. He realizes that he could forgive Boodie and return to his status quo of determined cheeriness, but he doesn't want to. Raja's encounter with Boodie shows him that he's proud of who he is, which comes as no surprise to the reader; after all, this is a man who took up drag in adulthood following an adolescence shaped by his family's dress-induced hysteria. Still, the contrast with Boodie, who "chose to kill people who were not like him," is potent. "I should forgive that?" Raja asks rhetorically. "Fuck no."

Raja's declaration of ongoing spite turns into a wider emotional opening. It lets him rebuild familial relationships he's long turned from (see: lesbian cousin) and accept care from people other than his mother for the first time since he left Boodie's bunker. For an otherwise-complicated novel, this is too close to uplifting. It's nearly a happily-ever-after: Raja embraces anger, and anger sets him free. It may be true in life that this is part of the route to recovery from trauma, but as an ending rather than a stop along the way, it's a little neat. If the rest of Alameddine's work is a tug-of-war between laughing and shouting at fate, a tense expression of simultaneous resignation, terror, and mockery, the last portion of Raja the Gullible lets the rope go slack. Or maybe this is one last joke Alameddine is playing on his narrator; maybe Raja the gullible is getting fooled by anger. In that case, the joke's on me too.
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Get Ready to Start Hearing About Aileen Cannon Again

The Florida-based judge is likely to once again play a central role in politics in the new year.

by Marilyn W. Thompson

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Not so long ago, when the FBI raided Donald Trump's 126-room Palm Beach mansion and found scores of classified documents, the notion that the disgraced former president would return to the Oval Office seemed far-fetched to just about anyone paying attention. Just over three years later, Trump is president, and the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of Florida is investigating the raid for being part of what the president's allies have branded a "grand conspiracy" against Trump.



From her quiet courthouse in Fort Pierce, Florida, Aileen Cannon is poised to reprise a role that gave the district-court judge an improbably influential say in national politics. Cannon is expected to preside next month over a special federal grand jury called by Jason Reding Quinones, the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of Florida, that will probe aspects of the FBI's raid--as well as broader allegations of a plot against Trump by Democratic politicians and other government officials. If the grand jury returns indictments, Cannon would be in a position to oversee trials of people Trump has long targeted for retaliation.

Cannon's involvement could change the trajectory of the president's retribution campaign. Trump's efforts to prosecute perceived enemies have thus far rested on thin indictments brought before skeptical judges; cases against former FBI Director James Comey and New York Attorney General Letitia James, for instance, were quickly tossed out. But Trump allies insist that there is much more to come. Cases like the ones against Comey and James were a mere "appetizer," Mike Davis, a Trump loyalist who is close with Quinones, teased on The Charlie Kirk Show this fall. "Just wait for the main course."

Last year, Cannon made one of the most consequential judicial decisions in decades by throwing out criminal charges against Trump related to his mishandling of classified documents. What had once seemed a rock-solid case that could end in Trump's conviction on federal felonies had already been dramatically slowed by Cannon's willingness to entertain even the most fantastical claims made by the former president's lawyers. With Cannon's dismissal of the case, the thicket of legal roadblocks impeding Trump's return to the presidency was suddenly cleared. As liberals despaired, Cannon became a folk hero on the right, a fearless judge who would stand up to a justice system weaponized to force Trump from politics. Conservative luminaries such as former Attorney General Ed Meese, whose brief to the court heavily influenced Cannon's 93-page decision, praised her courage and promise. Trump called her "the absolute model of what a judge should be."

On Monday, an attorney for former CIA Director John Brennan--a frequent target of Trump's ire who was subpoenaed by prosecutors last month--preemptively tried to persuade Cannon's boss, Southern Florida Chief Judge Cecilia Altonaga, not to permit Cannon to hear any case brought against his client. Kenneth Wainstein's request, first reported by The New York Times, cited "judge shopping manipulations that appear to be underway" during an already active Miami grand-jury investigation. Wainstein described the inquiry as a "politically motivated and fact-free criminal investigation." He also questioned why it is necessary to convene an additional grand jury in Fort Pierce--where Cannon happens to be the only judge. The prosecutor, Wainstein wrote, was trying to steer the case to Cannon as part of "the President's mandate to use the courts to punish his perceived political adversaries." Neither Quinones nor Cannon responded to requests for comment.

Trump frequently praises Cannon, which suggests that he's very much aware of what she's done for him--and continues to do. That's why she's emerged as a widely discussed possible nominee for an appellate seat--or even for the Supreme Court. In the five years since Trump nominated her for the district court, her record has been defined by a refusal to follow judicial norms or bend to public criticism. Her colleagues on the federal bench and others who have studied her record tell me that she is meticulous in the extreme. She insists on doing things her own way--even if that means ignoring precedents with which she finds fault or ruling in a manner that appears to give deference to the man who elevated her. When lawyers for a North Carolina man accused of trying to assassinate Trump argued that Cannon should recuse herself from the case because of perceived bias, she denied the motion and responded in October 2024 with typical precision.

"I have no control over what private citizens, members of the media, or public officials or candidates elect to say about me or my judicial rulings," she wrote. "Nor am I concerned about the political consequences of my rulings."

Cannon's critics--and they are legion--find that hard to believe. To them, she is the very emblem of what happens when the law and politics collide.

The grand jury isn't the only way in which Cannon is poised to emerge as a significant judicial figure in the new year. She has been under unusual pressure from an appeals-court panel to decide whether she will unseal the second volume of Special Counsel Jack Smith's investigative findings, a document focused on the classified-documents case that she has kept out of public view for the past year. On Monday, she issued two rulings that made the report less likely to ever become public. She denied a motion from two advocacy groups that asked her to release the report, then issued another ruling giving Trump, the Justice Department, and other parties 60 days to file objections to unsealing the document. Trump's personal attorney has urged her to keep the report secret, referring to Smith as a "so-called special counsel."

Just a handful of people have seen the report. Cannon ordered it delivered to her chambers and ruled on the first full day of Trump's second term that it would remain confidential in order to protect the rights of Trump's co-defendants. It remained sealed long after the charges against them were dropped, which effectively negated her reasons for keeping it confidential. The report could be embarrassing for Trump. It is believed to describe his efforts to retain classified documents after leaving office, including the role allegedly played by the current FBI director, Kash Patel, who was a White House adviser during Trump's first term. Keeping the report sealed prevented public scrutiny of Smith's findings during Patel's contentious Senate confirmation hearing, which critics said was the whole point. "Judge Cannon very purposely sealed the report so that it would never become public," the former appeals-court judge J. Michael Luttig told me.

Read: The man who will do anything for Trump

When Trump nominated Cannon in 2020, even close watchers of the judiciary barely knew her name. At 39, she would be among the youngest district-court judges in the country. Yet her nomination checked several boxes valued by Trump's team: She was Latina, with South Florida roots, connections to the state's Republican political circles, and a Federalist Society pedigree.

Born in Colombia, Cannon was raised in Miami in a Cuban American family shaped by anti-Castro activism and business success. She grew up hearing stories of her grandparents' flight from Havana in 1960. Her maternal grandfather rebuilt his advertising firm into an international powerhouse serving Hispanic markets and more. Her mother, Mercedes, became an activist on Cuban issues, while her father, Michael, an Indiana native, worked in the family firm.

Cannon attended an elite private high school, graduated from Duke in 2003, and earned her law degree at the University of Michigan four years later. In Ann Arbor, she joined the campus Federalist Society, which was reshaping conservative legal strategy and building a bench of future prospects. A colleague of Cannon's who knew her as a summer associate at the top-tier Washington, D.C.-based firm Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher told me that her conservative ideology, particularly on government power and social issues, surfaced even in casual lunch conversations. "She was very solid, very conscientious, and, frankly, at the same time, one of the most ideologically driven people I've ever met," said this person, who, like some others interviewed for this story, spoke on the condition of anonymity to share candid thoughts about Cannon. "She got very animated and agitated about whatever the topic was."

Read: Retribution is here 

After graduation, Cannon joined the firm, where Eugene Scalia, son of the late Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, was a senior partner. Cannon became a regular at George Mason University's Scalia Forum, absorbing the principles of textualism and skepticism of federal power.

By 2013, she had traded corporate law for a prosecutor's job in the U.S. Attorney's Office for the Southern District of Florida. She prosecuted 41 defendants and argued four cases before juries before transferring to the appellate division, which her colleagues said was a better fit. When a slot opened in 2019 for a permanent judgeship in Fort Pierce, few ambitious lawyers stepped forward. The courthouse had a docket heavy with routine criminal cases, including more than its share of disturbing child-pornography cases developed by a federal task force in the city. Yet for Cannon, the position offered a break from the chaos of Miami. Senator Marco Rubio's office encouraged her to apply, according to answers she gave the Senate Judiciary Committee, and by the summer of 2020, she was testifying via video.

Her confirmation hearing drew little notice. Coached by the White House counsel's office, she fielded questions about judicial restraint with textbook answers and assured members of Congress that she would "fully and faithfully" abide by Supreme Court and Eleventh Circuit precedent. Nothing in her soft-spoken manner suggested the storm she would create.

Cannon's inexperience--and a temperament that colleagues would later describe as exacting--surfaced almost as soon as she took the bench. She inherited some long-running civil disputes alongside the usual churn of immigration and street-crime cases. Her Fort Pierce docket includes passport fraud, drug trafficking, health-care fraud, and the occasional high-profile lawsuit. But unlike most district judges, who routinely rely on magistrates to lighten the load, Cannon tended to keep control of most matters. Inside the court, that preference produced friction--and a noticeably slower pace. A report card issued twice a year by the federal courts serves as a kind of public shaming of judges who fall behind. As one district judge explained to me, judges go to great lengths to ensure "that there is a zero beside your name" for motions pending for longer than six months. It is one of the few available tools for measuring judges' performance.

About a year into the job, Cannon reported 40 motions pending for more than six months. Nationwide, other judges had higher backlogs, but not in the Southern District of Florida, where almost all others reported zero. She lagged behind in many later reports, frustrating plaintiffs, defendants, and their lawyers. Two of her law clerks quit, a rarity in the federal system. To explain delays, Cannon usually checked boxes citing unusually difficult cases or "heavy civil and criminal caseload."

Fellow judges sensed that she was struggling, but they told me that she rarely reached out for advice. "She keeps to herself," said one judge who occasionally hears cases in Fort Pierce. At one administrative meeting early in her tenure, when judges discussed COVID-era reopening plans, Cannon sharply objected to district-wide masking and vaccination protocols. Judges, she insisted, should govern their own courtrooms. To some veterans who were accustomed to newcomers showing deference to established rules and procedures, her tone landed as imperious. "This was her opening salvo: anti-mask, anti-vaccine," one judge who was in the meeting told me. "It kind of threw us for a loop."

Privately, lawyers grumbled about her approach, but they feared crossing her. They describe a judge who is ever-vigilant for breaches of decorum and exacting about grammar. Cannon is known to chastise even seasoned attorneys for failing to meet her detailed procedural preferences. She scolded a lawyer in a yearslong civil-rights lawsuit for being unable to immediately produce a document she wanted to review. She dismissed the case of a plaintiff who used a wheelchair and was representing himself in a lawsuit against a city over handicapped access to a pier, saying that even self-represented litigants must meet her deadlines. Long delays on routine motions were coupled with sudden decisions that blindsided lawyers and sometimes reopened cases to appeal or refiling.

Listen: The Justice Department won't break easily

Cannon has shown a willingness to place her own reading of constitutional authority above the guidance of appellate courts, which have admonished her for overreach and for misinterpreting the law in several cases unrelated to Trump. That tendency has set her apart from other district judges, who told me that they would be uncomfortable reinterpreting the limits of executive power. "When the overwhelming authority, including the Supreme Court and other courts, point in one direction, you really don't have the right to throw all that out," the retired federal judge Nancy Gertner told me.

Cannon's sentencing record shows a judge not afraid to lecture defendants about family responsibility, drug abuse, and child exploitation. Although she usually followed recommendations from the U.S. Attorney's Office, she occasionally broke away. In 2022, as threats of political violence escalated nationwide, she showed leniency to Paul Vernon Hoeffer, a Palm Beach Gardens tow-truck operator, who pleaded guilty after leaving vulgar, threatening voicemails for three female Democratic officials--including then-Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi. A prosecutor asked Cannon to give Hoeffer 41 months in prison to reflect the severity of threats "to shoot them in the head, or cut their heads off, and that they were going to die." Cannon gave him 18 months. "Even when political discourse is not especially eloquent or even well-informed, we cherish our constitutional freedoms as Americans," the judge explained.

Since then, Cannon herself has been a target. An Illinois man pleaded guilty in October to federal charges of making violent threats against her, and a Texas woman received a three-year sentence last year for leaving threatening voicemails.

Judges told me that they privately worry about Cannon's safety, particularly after she oversaw the trial of Ryan Routh, who was found guilty of attempting to assassinate Trump at a Florida golf course. Cannon allowed Routh to represent himself after reviewing his psychiatric evaluation, then cut off his incoherent opening statement in less than five minutes. The case was the third she has handled involving Trump. It likely won't be the last.

Cannon first became entwined with Trump's legal fate three years ago, after the FBI raided Mar-a-Lago and seized 33 boxes, including some stacked high in a gilded bathroom. Outraged, Trump brought a civil suit that landed before the judge. His attorneys asked her to appoint a special master to review more than 100 documents marked as classified. The Justice Department warned that such an intervention would be an "extraordinary judicial intrusion" that would drastically slow the case. Cannon sided with Trump. She appointed retired Judge Raymond Dearie, but the review was halted when an appeals panel--including two Trump appointees--ruled that she had overstepped her authority.

When Jack Smith, as special counsel, indicted Trump in June 2023, Cannon drew the case by random assignment. Her early rulings signaled skepticism toward the prosecution. She questioned the scope of Smith's authority and invited outside lawyers aligned with the Federalist Society to challenge the constitutionality of his appointment.

Read: The Bolton case is not like the others

Then, in July 2024, on the opening day of the Republican National Convention, Cannon issued her decision dismissing the case entirely. Drawing heavily from briefs submitted by Meese and others, she concluded that Smith's appointment violated the Constitution's separation of powers--a novel theory that had never before voided a federal prosecution. "She was careful about understanding the law and applying it," Meese told me. Richard Swanson, the president of the New York County Lawyers Association, condemned her decision on his blog at the time and has followed Cannon's rulings since then. "When you take a step back and look at her opinions as a whole, they're devoid from real-world context and concealing, to some extent, her very much strong red-team agenda," Swanson told me.

From the convention stage, Trump called Cannon "a highly respected federal judge in Florida" who had found that "the prosecutor and the fake documents case against me were totally unconstitutional."

Trump continues to praise Cannon, calling her "brilliant" in a March speech at the Justice Department. By then, the Eleventh Circuit had invited her to sit as visiting judge, and she wrote a dense 37-page opinion on birthright citizenship that Swanson calls "a classic example of textualism run amok." Trump's words only fueled speculation that she might soon be elevated to join a higher court permanently.

But for now, she remains in Fort Pierce, more consequential to politics than any other district judge in recent memory.
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ChatGPT Needs More Cowbell

AI struggles to write a good jingle.

by Nancy Walecki

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




You'd be forgiven if you can't hum the 18th-century Cumbrian folk song "Do Ye Ken John Peel." But in 1942, a version of that tune, reworked with lyrics about Pepsi-Cola, was the most recognized melody in America.

Three years earlier, two men walked into the office of Pepsi-Cola's president, carrying a phonograph. They played a demo of what would become one of America's earliest advertising jingles. To the tune of "Do Ye Ken John Peel," it went: Pepsi-Cola hits the spot / Twelve full ounces, that's a lot / Twice as much for a nickel, too. Pepsi-Cola is the drink for you. The jingle became a hit. People played it on jukeboxes around the country; it was translated into 55 languages. Electronic chimes atop a Pepsi-Cola plant in New York rang the first seven notes on the half hour. Other companies recognized the power of hummable commercials, and there were soon so many on the radio that listeners complained. Eventually, The New York Times' radio station banned these "singing commercials," but companies could get around the ban by launching instrumental versions instead.

America has had a love-hate relationship with jingles since, but they've continued to provide paychecks for musicians. Most of the music industry is made up of people in the gray area between "rock star" and "hobbyist," like the session musicians and composers who make not just albums, but commercial soundtracks and jingles. When a report surfaced in October that OpenAI was developing a music-generation tool similar to products like Suno and Google's Lyria, I wasn't worried about the rock stars. These artists at least have their celebrity to trade on. But advertising musicians' work is usually anonymous, and you don't need to be Stravinsky to compose the 800-588-2300-EMPIRE tune. Are the jinglers going to be okay, or will advertising melodies be yet another livelihood cut down by new technology?



Jingle writing has become less of an art and more of a science over the past several decades. There are conventions now that did not exist in the "Do Ye Ken John Peel" era, and conventions could make it easier for the work to be automated.

For starters, jingles have gotten shorter and shorter over the years, morphing from 30-second songs to what are sometimes called "mnemonics," or short sonic tags like the Netflix tudum and Liberty Mutual's "Liberty, Liberty, Liiiberty, Liiiberty." (Liberty Mutual's CMO, Jenna Lebel, told me that they originally tested a version of the song that repeated liberty six times, but they felt that was a bit much and cut it down to four, which went over well.) Sonically, jingles--I just can't get myself to call them mnemonics--are simple. Timothy D. Taylor, an ethnomusicologist at UCLA who wrote a history of advertising music, used to keep a database of every jingle he came across, labeled by genre. "Many of them were written like they were a song for children," he said. "The very simplicity of them was part of the reason they stick in your head."

Read: AI is democratizing music. Unfortunately.

With all of these limitations, jingle writers focus on measurable, proven qualities. "In many ways products like Suno think about music the same way that advertising agencies do--through words about mood and genre, and through references to existing artists," Ravi Krishnaswami, a musicologist who studies AI music at Brown and a commercial-music composer himself, wrote to me in an email. Agencies might give composers a brief asking for a song that feels "curious," "playful," "witty," and "quirky," for instance--the types of descriptors you might see on a Spotify playlist--and then gauge which jingles best evoke these emotions in listeners. In theory, AI could be programmed to create a ditty with these qualities--perhaps producing something as catchy as "Like a good neighbor, State Farm is there" or "I am stuck on Band-Aid" (both of which were composed by Barry Manilow, by the way).

But good commercial music needs to target people's emotions, and AI music is bad at doing that, at least for now. In one analysis by Stephen Arnold Music and SoundOut, a music-testing company, AI generally was not able to deliver tracks that matched the emotions requested by the prompters. Krishnaswami told me that, although AI can produce good jingles right now, "I'm not sure about 'great' yet."

I could see what he meant. When I played around with one generator, it gave me nice-enough music for B-roll in a cat-food commercial. But could AI give me something as delightfully weird as the Meow Mix song? No. I asked for a jingle I could use for a coffee company, hoping it could give me something like the Folgers theme. Instead, it gave me "Brewed Bliss," in which a store-brand Jason Mraz sang of "coffee magic in your soul."

Maybe lyrics aren't its thing, I thought. (We can't all be Barry Manilow.) So I asked the generator for a series of five notes a coffee company could use as its sonic tag. It then gave me a 2-minute-27-second song called "Coffee Chime." A soprano with Broadway-caliber diction narrated the song as it played, actually singing aloud the words "A five-note sequence that feels warm and inviting," and "a rising pitch on a xylophone, ending with a soft chime that lingers, evoking the sound of a spoon stirring in a cup." I tried to make it clear that I wanted something under five seconds that did not include self-narrating lyrics. But I just got another long song, more "sound of a spoon."

Read: Nobody cares if music is real anymore

Many of these jingles were ridiculous; many were deeply average. But the real problem was that I couldn't remember any of them. A good jingle needs to stick with you--Liberty Mutual chose its melody because people could sing it back after hearing it only once, Lebel told me. Repetition is the main way a song can become an earworm, but it also needs to be the right amount of familiar and unusual, Bradley Vines, the director of neuroscience for the consumer-intelligence company NielsenIQ, told me. Memorable songs have a common melodic shape--think of how many pop songs' melodies rise and fall in pitch, forming an arch (so does the tune of McDonald's "I'm Lovin' It"). But earworms usually have a surprising change in pitch, like that satisfying jump in the "Like a good neighbor" melody. "Given that a driver for earworms is the unexpected, an AI system trained on existing earworms may not be able to create a new one" by following what has worked before, Vines said.

The music I generated may have been forgettable because it was either too weird (no common melodic shape) or too bland (no surprising interval or rhythm changes). But research also indicates that people just don't remember AI-generated content as well as the kind made by humans. Vines told me that when NielsenIQ showed people AI- and human-created advertisements, they couldn't reliably distinguish between the two. However, when they looked at AI commercials, the memory systems in their brains were less active. "There was something that wasn't as familiar and relatable in those ads," he said. "There is something at the level of the nonconscious that still distinguishes" between human-created and AI-generated media.

Which isn't to say that advertisers aren't using the technology--they do, but mostly for demos, not the finished product. A composer who is not much of a singer might send a sample track with AI vocals on it. Or someone testing out whether to go with a band or a string quartet for a commercial track could easily try out both, before hiring people for the real advertisement. Part of this is pragmatic: Companies may be afraid of a lawsuit if, say, their prompt for "an upbeat 1960s British rock song with a 12-string Rickenbacker" produces a jingle that sounds too much like the Beatles. "I don't see anybody going, Hey, AI, write me the next Coca-Cola jingle," Jonathan Wolfert, the president of JAM Creative Productions, told me. (Ironically, Coca-Cola's current holiday campaign features AI-generated visuals--but even so, the company has emphasized that the music in the ads was performed by humans.)

Whenever music generation gets good enough, companies will be ready. Liberty Mutual uses AI for voice, music, and sound effects in the early-stage commercials it shows focus groups. Then, it uses humans for the final versions. For now, people generally feel like AI-generated ads are inauthentic, but Lebel told me that Liberty Mutual has been testing them "with the hopes to someday incorporate that in market."



Many people I spoke with said that a great jingle, or any great music, needs a "human touch." When I'd ask them to define it, though, the consensus seemed to be, "I know it when I hear it." But maybe it's simple: AI is not a human. It does not exist in the sensory world, and it's not exposed to the inspiration that daily life provides. Joni Mitchell wrote "Nathan La Franeer" about a real New York City cab driver who took her to the airport. Paul McCartney got the image for Eleanor Rigby's "face that she keeps in a jar" from his mother's cold cream. And the name Rigby, he saw on a sign while visiting Bristol.

Jingles are not Song to a Seagull or Revolver, but the best ones come from those same incalculable leaps of the creative mind. I thought of David Lucas. Now 88, Lucas was a prolific jingle writer from the '60s through the '90s, but by night, he was a rock musician. He was a producer on Blue Oyster Cult's hit "(Don't Fear) the Reaper," and was the one who suggested the song needed a cowbell. (He thought nothing of it until decades later, when SNL did an entire sketch about it, and needs more cowbell entered the cultural lexicon.)

Lucas was once in a meeting about Fanta. He told me about passing bottles of it around with the other advertising guys, laughing, having a good time. As he got into a cab to head back to his studio, he thought, Well, that was fun. And then he got the lyric "It's fun to be thirsty." It's a weird line--who likes to be thirsty? Not me. But after weeks of listening to jingles generated by AI, none of them stuck in my brain like Lucas's Fanta jingle, which I had heard only a single time. And I doubt that AI--or most humans, for that matter--would have thought that "(Don't Fear) the Reaper" needed more cowbell.
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Claudia Sheinbaum's Impossible Dilemma

The threat of U.S. strikes on cartels could upend a century of delicate relations with Mexico.

by Nick Miroff

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




The first 13 recipients of the Pentagon's new Mexican Border Defense Medal squeezed into the Oval Office last week, standing at attention around the Resolute Desk. The awards, issued to soldiers and Marines assisting President Donald Trump's border crackdown, were replicas of military medals given out more than 100 years ago, when American warships shelled the port of Veracruz and General John J. Pershing led U.S. troops into Chihuahua. That was the last time the United States attacked its southern neighbor. The new medals, Trump told the troops, were "a big deal."

The White House used the ceremony to announce a bigger deal: Trump's designation of the synthetic opioid fentanyl as a "weapon of mass destruction." The illegal fentanyl tablets sold on American streets are made primarily in clandestine laboratories in Mexico and smuggled across the U.S. border by Mexican trafficking organizations. Now the Trump administration was comparing the drug to a nuclear or chemical threat aimed at the United States.

Fentanyl's record of mass destruction is not in doubt. U.S. health data show that the drug caused about 400,000 fatal overdoses during the past decade, the deadliest mass-addiction crisis in U.S. history. But in calling fentanyl a "weapon," Trump appeared to further endorse the once-fringe view that Mexico's drug cartels are not profit-seeking Mafias but terrorist organizations, analogous to groups such as the Islamic State and al-Qaeda, and therefore worthy of a military response. "There's no doubt that America's adversaries are trafficking fentanyl into the United States in part because they want to kill Americans," Trump declared. "If this were a war, that would be one of the worst wars." He has threatened air strikes on cartel sites inside Mexico, labeling its traffickers foreign terrorist organizations.

Trump's invocation of war and his revival of a medal from a long-buried era of American military intervention in Mexico leave Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum in a bind. She has to appease Trump enough to avoid air strikes while firmly standing up for Mexican sovereignty and maintaining her own domestic political support. Now in the second year of her six-year term, she has won widespread praise at home for her coolheaded handling of Trump so far: She has kept trade flowing and tariffs manageable while defusing calls for air strikes on Mexico from MAGA elements who view the country as more of an enemy than an ally. Whether Sheinbaum can hold that balance under increased pressure from the White House will be her key challenge for 2026.

I traveled to Mexico City this month and spoke with members of Sheinbaum's administration, who view the coming year with trepidation. Mexico is preparing to co-host the FIFA World Cup with the United States and Canada at the same time that the three countries are conducting a formal review of the United States-Mexico-Canada trade agreement, reached seven years ago after Trump ripped up its predecessor, NAFTA. Security coordination for the tournament has put more attention on Mexico's crime problems amid the trade negotiations.

"We have a president on the Mexican side who is more interested, much more interested, in cooperating than her predecessor was," Roberta Jacobson, the former U.S. ambassador to Mexico, told me, referring to former President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador. "I think she has done an amazing job navigating that minefield." But treating fentanyl as a terror weapon and traffickers as terrorists converts what has been mostly a public-health and law-enforcement issue into a national-security threat, opening the door to a broader U.S.-military response.

Sheinbaum has drawn a red line at U.S. strikes on Mexican soil and said flatly last month that they "would not happen." Her government has set other firm limits on what it considers to be nonnegotiable matters, rejecting the possibility of joint operations that would allow armed U.S. forces to embed with Mexican troops, as the United States has done in Colombia and other drug-war theaters. U.S. and Mexican officials I spoke with told me that Sheinbaum has been willing to expand cooperation on almost everything else.

U.S. and Mexican diplomats spent years developing an approach to bilateral relations that sought to compartmentalize traditional sources of tension--trade, migration, water rights, drugs--so that they would not affect other areas. But Trump ditched that framework during his first term, when he threatened to crash the Mexican economy with crippling tariffs as a way to force Mexico to crack down on Central American migrants headed north.

Read: Fentanyl doesn't come through the Caribbean

Mexican officials suspect that Trump's talk of terrorism and WMDs is a way to gain leverage in the upcoming trade negotiations. Migration and security are at the top of Trump's agenda, one adviser to Sheinbaum told me, "but the economic issue is always what's really behind it."

In the trade talks, the United States is seeking to further limit Chinese investment and influence in Mexico, to broaden liberalization of Mexico's energy sector, and to advance a range of other manufacturing-, labor-, and farming-related goals. Mexico surpassed China in 2023 to become the top exporter to the United States, a result of the nearshoring boom led by U.S. manufacturers moving operations out of China. More than 80 percent of Mexico's exports--cars, appliances, fresh produce--now go to the United States, leaving Mexico more dependent than ever on its northern neighbor, and subject to Trump's whims.

Trump threatened Sheinbaum with more tariffs again this month to force Mexico to send more water from its reservoirs to farmers and ranchers in Texas. Sheinbaum moved quickly to appease him. "He's not someone you can confront head-on, because he responds with more force," the adviser told me. Sheibnaum, he said, "has been very clear about Mexico's position without getting into a conflict."

The adviser added, "This next year is going to be challenging for Mexico."

Raul Benitez Manaut, an expert on U.S.-Mexico security cooperation at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, told me that the CIA, the U.S. military, Homeland Security Investigations, the FBI, and other American agencies have been operating in Mexico with far more latitude than Mexican authorities would like to publicly acknowledge. Polling shows that many Mexicans, especially in the business community, would welcome a more muscular American role in their country, but this remains especially taboo for some members of Sheinbaum's leftist Morena party. "She has to say certain things, for political necessity, to keep her base happy," Benitez Manaut said. "Not unlike Trump."

Benitez Manaut said that there would be major risks to air strikes--with or without Mexico's consent--targeting illegal fentanyl production. The cartels have been moving their labs into cities because rural sites can be detected more easily by satellites, sensors, and other tools, he said. They believe that the government would be too worried about collateral damage to carry out a strike in an urban area. And any U.S. operation on Mexican soil would have to be very careful to "avoid hitting civilians," Benitez Manaut said: "If someone innocent dies--a child, or a cleaning lady--it would be a shitstorm."

On December 6, a pickup truck packed with explosives blew up outside the police station in Coahuayana, a small town in the state of Michoacan, one of the country's bloodiest cartel battlegrounds. The blast shredded vehicles, knocked down trees, and killed six people, including three officers. Video footage of the site showed a charred blast radius strewn with debris that stretched for a block.

In Mexico, the bomb revived fears that drug-trafficking groups, if squeezed too hard, could begin to act like terrorist organizations in retaliation against the Mexican government. A bombing attack outside a World Cup venue would devastate Mexico and Sheinbaum's government. The senior Mexican officials I spoke with told me that they are eagerly cooperating with the United States to share intelligence to avoid disaster.

Mexico's drug smugglers are under pressure. Trump claims that there has been a huge slowdown in drug trafficking at sea since the U.S. began striking alleged smuggling vessels in the Caribbean and the eastern Pacific. The cartels are already contending with the loss of revenue from human smuggling and extortion payments along the U.S.-Mexico border as a result of Trump's border crackdown. In October, handwritten cartel banners known as narcomantas appeared in the tourist resorts of Baja California threatening to kill Americans--signs that suggested a degree of desperation. Fentanyl, which is smuggled mostly by human couriers and vehicles through official crossings along the U.S. border, remains a major profit source for the cartels.

Trump is the first U.S. president to treat drugs as mass-casualty weapons and cartels as terror groups, applying the tools of America's response to the 9/11 terror attacks to the vexing addiction crisis of the past decade. In an effort to draw more attention to soaring drug-overdose rates, public-health advocates calculated that more Americans were dying from opioids than from foreign wars or terror attacks. But the U.S. government had never before used these rhetorical comparisons to create justifications for military attacks.

Read: Trump discovers Maduro's Achilles' heel

Trump has said at least 17 times since September that "land strikes" against drug-production sites and other targets will commence "soon," according to a recent CNN tally. The strikes so far have hit targets at sea near Venezuela. But Trump has said that action will not be limited to Venezuela. "We're going to start hitting them on land, which is a lot easier to do," the president said during the Oval Office ceremony, calling traffickers "a direct military threat to the United States of America" who are "trying to drug-out our country" in similar fashion to the way China's imperial power was undermined by British-backed opium traders in the 19th century.

Mexico's security cooperation with the United States fell to a low point under Lopez Obrador, who lashed out at the Drug Enforcement Administration after U.S. agents arrested a Mexican general and former defense minister at Los Angeles International Airport and accused him of working with traffickers. Lopez Obrador's denunciations tapped into long-standing resentments toward the DEA as a meddlesome presence that wiretapped whomever it wanted, cut deals with cartel bosses, and interfered in Mexican politics. He ordered Mexico's military to shun the agency.

A senior Mexican official and a senior U.S. official told me separately that cooperation has improved dramatically under Sheinbaum and that U.S. agencies, even the DEA, have regained space. Secretary of State Marco Rubio told reporters in September that "it is the closest security cooperation we have ever had." Mexico has extradited more than 50 cartel suspects to the United States since February, including Rafael Caro Quintero, one of the DEA's most wanted men. Mexican authorities have worked with the U.S. to seize more of the chemicals used to make fentanyl and other synthetic drugs and to go after the companies, mostly in China, that ship them.

The senior official in Sheinbaum's government told me that "the reality is that there's a lot of cooperation" and that the Trump administration has "been respectful so far about our red lines."

Sheinbaum and her aides have learned to deal with Trump by separating his political statements and social-media posts from the practical, material matters of what the United States actually wants.

"I don't think they will change their rhetoric, but as long as the actual relationship is good and works between the boundaries on what is acceptable for the two countries, we're fine," the senior Mexican official told me.


U.S. Marines on patrol in San Diego, California, in February, after the Defense Department deployed 1,600 active-duty troops to the U.S.-Mexico border area. (Carlos Moreno / NurPhoto / Getty Images)



The CIA and the U.S. military are working with Mexico's military, especially its elite marine-commando units, as the United States has done for years, passing along intelligence from informants and wiretaps on the whereabouts of cartel bosses and drug shipments. U.S. drones and surveillance aircraft circle Mexico's skies, hunting drug labs. "The basis of that cooperation is: The U.S. can give us intelligence, but the security forces operating in Mexican territory need to be Mexican forces," the senior Mexican official said. Officials at the U.S. embassy in Mexico City declined my interview request.

Mexico faces "constant pressure" from Trump officials, the senior Mexican official said: "I don't expect that to change, to be honest. But I do believe that we have found common ground, and I do believe that a lot of people in Washington understand the nuances, the sensitivities, the complexities of the bilateral relation. And they know that doing some sort of strike within Mexican territory, either in the sea, the land, the air, whatever, would cross a line that it would be very difficult to recover from."

Mexico's navy invited me to visit its command-and-control center in Mexico City, where officials coordinate interdictions with the U.S. Coast Guard and other agencies. The center's commander, Rear Admiral Maximo Rodriguez Villalobos, told me that cooperation between the two countries is "as strong as ever." Rodriguez Villalobos said that the U.S. Coast Guard asked Mexico to respond to the site in international waters, off Mexico's Pacific Coast, where the U.S. had attacked a suspected drug boat. "We reached the site, but we found no one," Rodriguez Villalobos said. "There was nothing left."

In the 1990s, U.S. forces intervened in Colombia, helping its government battle Marxist insurgents and take down drug lords such as Pablo Escobar. I asked the rear admiral if he could envision Mexico embracing a similar approach to Colombia's as a way to avoid U.S. unilateral action, with U.S. agents and troops carrying out joint operations alongside Mexico's security forces. "To arrive at the point Colombia reached at that moment, I don't see it," he said.

Today, Colombia is producing near-record amounts of cocaine, primarily for the U.S. market. The United States maintains security agreements with Colombia, but in October, the Trump administration decertified the country as a reliable drug-war partner for the first time in nearly 30 years. Trump is now threatening to carry out strikes on suspected drug labs in Colombian territory and trading insults with the leftist President Gustavo Petro.

U.S.-Mexico security cooperation reached a high point in the years after the 2008 Merida Initiative, when then-Mexican President Felipe Calderon declared war on the country's criminal groups. U.S.-trained Mexican marines worked with the CIA and the DEA to target cartel leaders in daring operations using U.S.-supplied Black Hawk helicopters. The United States spent hundreds of millions of dollars to help reform the Mexican judicial system as part of an effort to prosecute suspected traffickers instead of killing them.

Back then, U.S. officials were the ones encouraging Mexico to gather evidence and build prosecution cases. The work was difficult and often frustrating to both nations, especially when cases were mishandled and cartel suspects went free. Now it's the U.S. government, under Trump, that appears to favor lethal force over prosecution and building institutions that could stand up to the cartels' influence. I asked the rear admiral if Mexico endorsed that approach and if he thought it would be effective.

He considered his words carefully. "Every country has the right to pursue its objectives as it sees fit," he said.

At the western end of the Paseo de la Reforma, Mexico City's stately central artery, the Altar a la Patria, one of the country's most important civic shrines, rises above the tree line of Chapultepec Park. The memorial consists of six white marble columns arranged in a semicircle honoring the Ninos Heroes (the "Boy Heroes")--young cadets killed in 1847 after they refused to surrender to invading American troops. On a recent Sunday morning, bike riders and tourists posed for snapshots under the looming monument while a man on roller skates looped through the crowd, bopping to Shakira songs on his portable speaker.

Mexico's national identity is deeply entwined with this legacy of U.S. conquest and imperial bullying. The United States took half of Mexico's land in the mid-19th century and periodically intervened in the decades that followed to protect American interests. During the past century of mostly good relations, U.S. politicians learned to work with Mexico by navigating this history with tact and respect.

Arturo Sarukhan, who served as Mexico's ambassador to the United States under Calderon and who still lives in Washington, told me that those urging Trump to strike Mexico "really want to send a message" by taking a hammer to those sensitivities. Even a single missile strike on a fentanyl lab could undo a century's worth of diplomacy.

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

Sheinbaum should redouble efforts to prevent such a scenario, Sarukhan said, first by saying definitively that Mexico's cartels--not U.S. imperialism--are the greatest threat to her country's sovereignty. Such a declaration could relaunch security collaboration with the United States along the lines of the Merida Initiative, he said, including a "boots on the ground" U.S. presence working hand in hand with Mexican forces "under the control of Mexico but in dual coordination with United States authorities."

"That would be closer to the Colombia model they say they don't want to accept," Sarukhan said. "But if you really want to defuse the unilateral use of force, the declaration of organized-crime organizations as foreign terrorist organizations, and now fentanyl as a weapon of mass destruction, I don't see any other way of defanging those in the White House who are itching to drop a missile from a drone onto a lab in Sinaloa."

The World Cup, Sarukhan said, provides an opportunity for Sheinbaum to manage potential political blowback, especially from her own party, because "what you can do is sort of underscore that you're strengthening border security between Mexico, Canada, and the United States" to protect the games.

That approach, with its emphasis on the regional security of North America, would get the countries back to the framework that has aided decades of economic integration--and to a relationship that most flourishes when it's not too fixated on the past.
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The Sound of a <em>Charlie Brown</em> Christmas

Growing up, my holidays were profoundly shaped by the soundtrack to a classic animated special.

by Anna Holmes

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Last week, I wept a little when listening to Christmas music.

Very few works of culture make me shed actual tears. Over dinner after a screening of the new film Hamnet, my friend Nancy told me she was surprised that the movie, which concerns the agonizing death of William Shakespeare's only son, didn't make me cry. "I don't know what to tell you," I said. Then I went home, opened Spotify on my phone, and hit "Play" on the soundtrack to A Charlie Brown Christmas. I fell asleep to the record with wet eyes.

This always happens to me with A Charlie Brown Christmas, which is celebrating its 60th anniversary this year. Getting verklempt, that is. Perhaps it's nostalgia for Christmases past (it was my difficult mother's favorite holiday) or a longing for a Christmas that never was (like I said, it was my difficult mother's favorite holiday). Mostly, I think, it's the mood the album evokes, one that feels familiar but foreign; cold but cozy; festive but reflective; spiritual but secular. The soft piano strokes and wire brushes of "Christmas Time Is Here" convey a lament and a welcoming: sorrow, perhaps, for the difficulty of the season, and the offer of a soft place to land. The descending, twinkling notes of "Skating" impart an aura of quiet wonder. The percussive energy of "Christmas Is Coming" is convivial and anticipatory. The cover of "What Child Is This" isn't bad either.

This might all sound a bit sentimental, but I'd wager I'm not the only person whose experience of the holidays was profoundly shaped by the 1965 Christmas album (and the special, of course). I grew up near Sacramento, California, where it doesn't snow, but our family had a few rituals that helped define the unfolding of the season: buying a fir tree, placing our stockings above the fireplace, and gathering around the television to watch A Charlie Brown Christmas, which transported us to a flat, wintry world where snowflakes fall on kids skating around frozen ponds who will later spiritedly debate the meaning of the holiday.

Things have changed. I no longer live at home, my school years are long behind me, and the collapse of linear television has made communal viewing, of the sort that we did with A Charlie Brown Christmas, largely a thing of the past. When the special first aired, it got a 45 share in the Nielsen ratings, meaning that nearly half--half!--of the households watching TV at that moment in the United States were watching it. As Caitlin Flanagan wrote in The Atlantic, "In those days you had three networks, and if one of them was broadcasting a show for children at night, you can bet that the news had been shouted down school stairwells and across playgrounds, and you can bet that all of us were in position, sitting on family-room carpets and living-room couches, breathing as one, soaking it all in."

Read: Charlie Brown's inside job

Now, thanks to the primacy of streaming services, that collective experience has become a lot more difficult, if not impossible, to accomplish. In 2020, Apple snapped up the exclusive TV rights to the whole Peanuts library, which means that A Charlie Brown Christmas now streams behind a paywall on Apple TV, except for the two days in December when the platform makes it available for free.

Which brings me back to the soundtrack. We might not be able to watch A Charlie Brown Christmas together like we once used to--"breathing as one, soaking it all in"--but we can still listen to it: out and about shopping; at home wrapping presents or sipping spiced beverages. It's the attendant music, I think, that remains most pregnant with communal possibility, a soundtrack to the season that endures as a delightful piece of mid-century pop-cultural history. It is that rare artistic artifact that transcends what it was made to accompany: Though the TV special can't exist without the music, the music can certainly exist without the TV special.






The story of the Charlie Brown Christmas soundtrack starts in Northern California. In early 1965, a producer named Lee Mendelson, who had been commissioned by the Coca-Cola Company to make a Peanuts Christmas special, approached Charles M. Schulz, a Sonoma County resident, to see if the Peanuts creator was into the idea of the project. After Schulz gave the go-ahead, Mendelson hired an animator, Bill Melendez, to design the look, actors to give voice to the characters, and a composer to build a soundscape for the half-hour program.

That composer was the Grammy Award-winning pianist Vince Guaraldi, who'd been engaged by Mendelson a couple of years earlier to score a documentary about Schulz. Mendelson had heard Guaraldi's 1962 song "Cast Your Fate to the Wind" on a local Bay Area radio station as he drove across the Golden Gate Bridge. The documentary never happened, but Guaraldi's sound--"melodic and open," Mendelson said--seemed perfect for the Christmas special, which would be the first of dozens of animated programs inspired by the popular comic strip.

Guaraldi had very little time to write and record the music for A Charlie Brown Christmas. Though he met Mendelson in 1963, he wasn't contracted to score the Christmas special until the spring of 1965. Guaraldi had just five sessions in which to record the music, according to Mendelson's son Jason, the chairman of Lee Mendelson Film Productions (which, alongside Peanuts Worldwide, jointly licenses the exhibition rights for the Peanuts Classic Specials, and is the music publisher of much of Guaraldi's catalog, including the Peanuts-associated music). Benjamin Clark, the curator of the Charles Schulz Museum in Santa Rosa, California, told me that Guaraldi was still recording music for the show in October of that year, just weeks before it premiered on CBS. Talk about cutting it close.

Schulz had also issued an edict for the sound of A Charlie Brown Christmas: no laugh tracks, which Schulz believed were off-putting to audiences. It was, as Clark explained it, "a really kind of out-there idea" for the time, but an auspicious one. No laugh track meant that Guaraldi's music was brought to the fore; its prominence, perhaps more than the sparse dialogue, gave viewers cues about how to feel, or about a particular scene's meaning. (The script for the half-hour show ran only 10 pages.)

Also unusual was the idea that jazz would accompany a children's animated special. CBS execs were reportedly unhappy about the choice. And so, perhaps (or perhaps not?), was Schulz himself. Derrick Bang, a biographer of Guaraldi and a Northern California-based Peanuts historian, told me that Mendelson's choice of Guaraldi was "radical," and explained that, though some Americans at the time still regarded jazz as the "devil's music," the influence of bossa nova on Guaraldi's compositions for the special offered a version of the genre to audiences that felt more gentle. "It conveys emotion beautifully," Bang said of Guaraldi's score. "I mean, have you ever heard anything musically that sounds like falling snow better than the composition 'Skating'?"

Read: The paradox of Peanuts

Perhaps ironically, Guaraldi was a native of San Francisco, where snowfall is rare. But his soundtrack transports listeners to a particular geography; Clark, who, like Schulz, grew up in the Midwest, told me that, as a child of the plains, he thought of the story and its environs as "my thing."
 
 For others, like myself, who weren't raised in those sorts of landscapes, the album rendered more like a whimsical yet pensive reverie, an aspiration to a time of year and a mood that half-existed, if at all. It evoked a place we'd been to but never lived in. It's what a music critic once called "perfect dysfunctional holiday music" with "small, observant miracles," or, as another wrote in the Los Angeles Times in 2012, a demonstration of "how a piano, bass and drums can capture a feeling and character in living color, particularly if those feelings are complex, conflicted or even simply too beautiful for words."



Bang remembers watching the premiere of A Charlie Brown Christmas on December 9, 1965. He was 10, and he remembers that he wore pajamas. He remembers being "transfixed" by the music, and that the end credits rolled very quickly--too quickly, in fact, for him to figure out who had composed what he'd just heard. A few years later, when he realized that the soundtrack was something he could actually own, he went out and bought a copy of the album. He still listens to it, he said, and not only during the holiday season.

In Bang's estimation, Guaraldi will, within a few decades, be as beloved and revered as George Gershwin or Irving Berlin, a part of the American musical tradition. "I defy anybody to listen to an hour of Guaraldi's music without smiling," he said, adding that one of the people he interviewed for his book about Guaraldi told him that the pianist was "the most famous jazz musician whose name most people don't know."

"One interesting test is that when you encounter somebody who says they don't like jazz," you ask them, "'Have you watched A Charlie Brown Christmas?'" Bang suggested. Many, of course, have, and some say that the album was, in fact, their first taste of jazz--a gateway drug, if you will. It was certainly the first jazz music I'd ever heard, though my real introduction would come decades later, when I encountered the pianist Keith Jarrett's The Koln Concert--a very different work that nonetheless imparts its own feeling of melancholy. (I asked Bang for a definitive answer to the question of whether Schulz actually liked the Guaraldi score. He explained that Schulz was a classical-music fan, but that he respected his collaborators' talents and the group did not argue over artistic choices. "That's why they were able to collaborate successfully for so long," he explained. "And, over time, Schulz came to enjoy Guaraldi's style of jazz.")

The soundtrack has become only more omnipresent over the years: In 1998, Starbucks began selling the album in stores; in 2012, the Grammy Hall of Fame composition was recognized by the Library of Congress's National Recording Registry, which deemed it "culturally, historically or aesthetically significant." (A Prince album made it into the registry that same year.) In 2020, more than half a century after its initial release, A Charlie Brown Christmas hit the Billboard Top 10 for the first time; in 2021, Billboard ranked it the greatest holiday album ever.

The year after that, the Recording Industry Association of America certified sales of 5 million units, making A Charlie Brown Christmas the second-best-selling jazz album in history. The top spot goes to Miles Davis's Kind of Blue, but Sig Sigworth, the president of Craft Recordings, told me that the Charlie Brown Christmas soundtrack may surpass Kind of Blue by hitting the 6 million mark as early as next month. I told him this sounds like a big deal. "It's a nice competition," he said. On the day I spoke with Sigworth, A Charlie Brown Christmas was the No. 1 record on Amazon, ahead of Taylor Swift and the K-Pop Demon Hunters soundtrack.



David Benoit is part of the reason. The jazz pianist's 1985 version of "Linus and Lucy," which appeared on his album This Side Up, is said to have contributed to a swell of interest in the original album. Songs from A Charlie Brown Christmas have, at this point, been covered by a wide variety of musicians, including Norah Jones, Mariah Carey, Wynton Marsalis, Dave Brubeck, and Stone Temple Pilots. In 2000, the pianist Cyrus Chestnut released an album-length interpretation of the soundtrack, which he still tours with; he told me that he saw the special when he was only 3 years old, and that Guaraldi was his very first jazz influence. Trisha Yearwood just released a cover of "Christmas Time Is Here," one of what Jason Mendelson told me is more than 24,000 covers of the song. He also has plans for symphony performances of Guaraldi's music next year.

"If I go to a restaurant that has a piano, without fail, somebody plays 'Linus and Lucy,'" said Mendelson, who briefly voiced the character of Peppermint Patty. (He had to stop once he hit puberty and his voice changed.) He told me about driving a group of 10-year-old boys from a Golden State Warriors game in San Francisco to his home in Redwood City a few years ago. The kids were acting up, so he put on some of the music Guaraldi had composed for the Peanuts specials.

"They listened to an entire jazz album with one vocal and the rest was instrumental for 40 minutes," he said. "They're like, 'What's that?'" It "shut up these 10-year-olds and got them to pay attention to jazz."

Benoit, like Bang, told me that Guaraldi isn't quite given the due he deserves, "especially in the world of straight-ahead jazz." Everyone, he said, "talks about Monk and, of course, Bill Evans and Oscar Peterson." But Guaraldi "should be right up there when you speak about the piano greats and the great jazz composers."

And like Chestnut, Benoit, who was 12 when he first saw the special, and who began learning the piano soon after, credits Guaraldi's music for getting him interested in jazz in the first place. "I said, 'That is what I want to do,'" he told me. "I almost owe my career to that show."
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Trump Is Suddenly Looking a Lot Smaller

The president is no longer dominating his party or the country in the way he once did.

by Jonathan Lemire

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




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


Hey, remember April? 



When President Donald Trump marked his 100th day in office at the end of that month, he was on a seemingly unstoppable roll. After taking four years out of office to prepare, he and his team returned to power with a blitz of more than 140 executive orders. He bent the Republican-controlled Congress to his will and dismantled much of the federal bureaucracy. He brought powerful institutions, including prestigious universities and law firms, to heel, demanding that his ring be kissed and his wallet fattened. He upended the nation's economic and diplomatic relations with the world. He hijacked Americans' attention--he was everywhere!--while openly musing about tearing up the Constitution and serving a third term. Moreover, Democrats were in disarray--truly--and their party's future seemed in doubt. Trump stared out from the cover of this very magazine with the accompanying quote "I run the country and the world." Honestly, it was hard to argue with him.



But as 2025 draws to a close, Trump seems a whole lot smaller. His party has been battered in recent elections. His poll numbers on even his signature issues--the economy, immigration--have tumbled. He's seemingly lost touch with what got him elected, instead focusing on projects both petty and self-aggrandizing. As Americans worry about affordability, Trump and his family have profited wildly from his time in office. Republicans have begun to openly and repeatedly defy him. Democrats have started to outmaneuver him. Today, the Jeffrey Epstein scandal once more erupted with embarrassing revelations and unanswered questions. And every now and then, Trump seems to have a hard time even staying awake.



Every president is inherently a lame duck the moment he takes the oath of office for the second time. But many presidents have been at least able to delay their diminishment until after the midterm elections, at which point--political capital largely exhausted, the political world turning to the race to pick a successor--they tend to focus on things over which they still have control, such as foreign policy and legacy building. Remarkably, Trump, not even a full year into his second term, seems to have already gotten there. Intensely focused on winning a Nobel Peace Prize and on striking lucrative business deals, he's hosted a parade of world leaders at the White House while increasing his foreign travel and cutting back his domestic trips. He's also intent on leaving a physical mark on the nation's capital, slapping his name on the Kennedy Center and commissioning the construction of a massive arch (surely the "Arc de Trump") while using gold fixtures and a demolition crew to remake the White House itself.



That myopic focus has worried Republicans, who are now sounding the alarm on a possible wipeout during next year's midterm elections. There has been a wave of congressional retirements and rumors of more coming early in the new year. And among some of those who look to outlast Trump in Washington, there has been a growing willingness to defy him. To be clear, the president still enjoys widespread popularity with the MAGA rank and file, and many GOP lawmakers live in fear of a Trump-backed primary challenge. But arguably, one of Trump's greatest political superpowers--one that has been evident since his hostile takeover of the GOP in the 2016 campaign--was an ability to demand absolute fealty from Republican lawmakers. That is now eroding. And the first, most meaningful, fissure has been about a dead man.



Trump really wanted to stop hearing about Epstein. He snapped at aides who tried to bring up Epstein when storylines about the disgraced pedophile financier began to percolate during the late summer, and he grew furious at some MAGA supporters who wouldn't let the matter go. The president himself was never a full-throated Epstein conspiracy theorist, but he repeatedly intimated during last year's campaign that something was nefarious about the government's handling of the case. Yet he never understood why the matter--and questions about Epstein's prison death, which was ruled a suicide--was so meaningful to some of his supporters: It was not a liberal conspiracy theory; it was largely a MAGA one. Trump admitted to a long friendship with Epstein--the two men ran in the same rarefied Manhattan and Palm Beach circles and enjoyed pursuing young women--but, he insisted, he broke off contact with the financier before he ran into legal trouble. (His accounts as to why they had a falling-out have shifted multiple times.)



Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away' 



Yet it was some of MAGA's loudest voices--Marjorie Taylor Greene and Nancy Mace among them--who defied Trump's efforts to bury the story. And it turned out that they were the harbingers of an avalanche; Trump got rolled by Republicans in both the House and the Senate last month when they voted for the publication of all of the Epstein materials. His hand forced, Trump authorized their release. But every time his administration has tried to make the Epstein matter go away, it's only inadvertently turned up the spotlight. Last week's publication of Epstein materials failed to satisfy lawmakers on both sides of the aisle, and that release focused on former President Bill Clinton, making it appear transparently political. Today's batch--quite the news dump, just before the Christmas holiday--yet again reinforced just how close Trump and Epstein were.



The Epstein question spawned the first widespread Republican rebellion against the president and opened the door for GOP defiance on other issues, including the legality of the Venezuelan boat strikes and tossing away the filibuster. Formerly meek Republicans found their voice to scold Trump for his callous social-media post blaming the filmmaker Rob Reiner for his own murder. They urged him to focus on health-care costs and affordability in the new year.



The White House, which did not respond to a request for comment, insists that Trump is listening. His aides have begun organizing events on housing and prescription-drug prices. They touted the fact that the nation's economic growth accelerated to a 4.3 percent annual rate last quarter, blowing past expectations. After months without any domestic travel, Trump went to both Pennsylvania and North Carolina to (at least nominally) discuss affordability. Aides promise that he'll be on the road often next year, ahead of the November midterm elections. Hill Republicans seem willing to try to tackle health care. Although the chances of getting another sweeping legislative program through Congress may be slim, the West Wing is looking into another batch of executive orders--including rolling back more environmental and business regulations--to goose the economy. And conventional political wisdom has rarely applied to Trump, who still has the time, and power, to pull off another comeback.



But Trump himself displays no sign of a course correction. He has defended tariffs that have raised prices on consumers and previewed plans to ratchet up a deportation plan that polls show voters think is too extreme. He shouted his way through an Oval Office address last week meant to be a reset, seemingly trying to browbeat America into believing that he's doing a good job. (He also recently rated the economy "A+++++.")



And he's eager to show off the designs for the arch that will mark an entrance into Washington and the $400 million ballroom that will be built where the White House's East Wing once stood. Yesterday, he boasted about a new "Trump class" of naval warships that military experts immediately denounced as unnecessary and expensive. He reveled in receiving a "peace prize" from FIFA, the soccer organization, and in hosting the Kennedy Center Honors ceremony. (Next year, he'll surely insist that they be called the Trump-Kennedy Center Honors.) And he proudly showed off the "Walk of Fame" he constructed on the West Wing colonnade, which included insulting assessments of some former presidents (no word yet on what he wrote about Chester A. Arthur) that even some Fox News hosts panned as a childish desecration of a sacred national space.



Read: The talented Mr. Vance



Trump's preoccupations have only reinforced the perception that he's lost touch (as have the several recent moments in which the 79-year-old president appeared to fall asleep in public). None of this has reassured a Republican Party beginning to eye the midterms with dread. As Trump's poll numbers continue to dip, more Republicans feel that a permission structure has been created for them to occasionally defy the president's wishes. And for the first time, some in the GOP are beginning to consider life after Trump. There are deep divides in the MAGA base--many on full display at the Turning Point USA conference this week--but also a willingness by Vice President J. D. Vance and others to take some (quiet) steps toward inheriting Trump's mantle.


 "No Republican had dared even breathing the word 2028 for fear of triggering Trump," one close outside adviser told me. "But that's changing. And the quickest way to become a lame duck is to lose your own party."
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The Epstein Files Only Get Worse

America is in for a confusing, troubling holiday.

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




This particularly cursed holiday week kicked off in earnest last night when my father turned his iPad in my direction. On its screen was a terribly disturbing post on X containing two images. In the first, Jeffrey Epstein was hugging and kissing a little girl. In the second, that girl was bound and gagged on a bed.



Dad was rightly outraged and disgusted. He asked me if I'd seen the photos in my time going through the Epstein files. I immediately recognized the first image of Epstein and deduced that it had been Photoshopped from a widely distributed photo of Epstein hugging Ghislaine Maxwell. The second image seemed to be an AI rendering. (To add to the confusion, images reportedly do exist of Epstein cuddling children.) I let him know that the imagery was fake, and a distinctly non-yuletidy conversation ensued. Yes, Epstein was a heinous pedophile and convicted sex offender. Also, the internet is awash in fake, traumatizing slop that's being used to score points in an ongoing information war. Happy holidays!



Early this morning, the Department of Justice released nearly 30,000 documents related to its investigations into Epstein. A previous batch was released late last Friday afternoon, as mandated by Congress, and was notable for its thorough redactions, its overall lack of material related to President Donald Trump, and the fact that it was incomplete. This latest batch contains far more mentions of Trump, leading the DOJ to issue a defensive-sounding, partisan, and frankly unprofessional post on X: "Some of these documents contain untrue and sensationalist claims made against President Trump that were submitted to the FBI right before the 2020 election. To be clear: the claims are unfounded and false, and if they had a shred of credibility, they certainly would have been weaponized against President Trump already."



As I looked through the documents myself, I realized that many mentions of Trump in this batch come from news stories or documents referencing publicly available information about the president. For example, a random email in the archive includes a link to a story headlined "Trump: Kushner's Security Clearance Is Up to Kelly."



But there are some new, salacious-seeming details. Take, for instance, a 2020 email from an unidentified federal prosecutor alerting an unknown recipient that Trump had taken more trips on Epstein's plane than was previously realized. There are at least two unvetted forms submitted in 2020 to the FBI's National Threat Operations Center tip line that mention Trump's name in conjunction with alarming and unproven allegations, including rape and paying for sex.



The White House did not respond to a request for comment about these new documents and allegations, and instead referred me to posts on X by the DOJ; Trump has previously denied any wrongdoing and has downplayed his past relationship with Epstein.



Another shocking revelation is a copy of a letter allegedly written by Epstein to Larry Nassar, a former U.S.-gymnastics-team doctor who was convicted of possessing child pornography, among other crimes, and who used his position to sexually abuse hundreds of women and girls. The letter was postmarked three days after Epstein's death, in 2019, and makes a reference to suicide. "As you know by now, I have taken the 'short route' home," the letter, which appears to have been signed by Epstein, reads. "Good luck! We shared one thing ... our love & caring for young ladies and the hope they'd reach their full potential." The letter continues: "Our president also shares our love of young, nubile girls. When a young beauty walked by he loved to 'grab snatch,' whereas we ended up snatching grub in the mess halls of the system." The existence of a letter sent by Epstein to Nassar had been previously reported by the Associated Press, but the contents had not been; earlier today, the DOJ posted on X that it had concluded that the Nasser letter was fake, which "serves as a reminder that just because a document is released by the Department of Justice does not make the allegations or claims within the document factual."



These details alone are a lot to take in. That they are just a few needles of newsworthy information in a PDF haystack is dizzying. Blearily tabbing through the files at random this morning, I came across screenshots of what appear to be emails between prosecutors in Epstein's 2008 sex-crimes case, which resulted in Epstein getting a cushy plea deal (almost all of the names in the email are redacted). I can think of no reason that the names of those who afforded him such an arrangement shouldn't be made public. In one of the emails, from late May of that year, one person mentions an unnamed person, presumably Epstein, spending only 90 days in jail. "Please tell me you are joking," the other replies. "Maybe we should throw him a party and tell him we are sorry to have bothered him." Such emails, although redaction-heavy, are the kind of information that journalists and investigators have longed for--they shed partial light on the government's leniency in the case. Still, the release is piecemeal and difficult to comb through; as a result, it paints an unclear picture.



As is often the case online, the messy, public release has at times led to more confusion than clarity. On X this morning, I came across a viral post containing a screenshot of one of the FBI tips from the files that alleges that Trump and Epstein raped a woman. "Now we're starting to see why Trump was hiding the Epstein files, and it probably gets much worse," the post reads. Digging through the files, I've confirmed that the document is real, but the post--which currently has several million views--lacks crucial context. The allegations are not part of a court document or witness testimony; they're transcribed from a 2020 call to the FBI tip line, and totally unconfirmed.



This is a sterling example of the informational chaos here. A disturbing, salacious tip, the credibility of which is completely unknown, printed on an official FBI form: It's perfect fodder for screenshots, reposts, and accusations. The "information" looks terrible for Trump, but it's presented without any burden of proof. That the DOJ would release something so potentially incendiary but redact other information, such as the names of government lawyers, only adds to the confusion.



The Epstein scandal has consumed Washington and dogged Trump's second term, and the release of these latest files is textbook news dump: a massive tranche of individual image files and PDFs, collected with few discernible organizing details, dropped online just before the Christmas holiday. Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche said on Sunday that the partial, phased release is being done in part to protect victims. Although that could be the case, the drip-drop release has the added effect of being frustrating and overwhelming, stringing everyone along during a moment when fewer people are likely to be paying attention.



Ironically, the nature of the release also means that the story will not die. Today's release has only fanned the flames of the conspiracy. It also fragments an important news story such that it becomes hard to get a good sense of where things stand. In one interpretation, it might feel like the walls are closing in for Trump and the White House, where an avalanche of anecdotal evidence--the infamous 50th-birthday-book release in September, a trove of emails in November that mention Trump and his onetime adviser Steve Bannon, last Friday's release, today's--is piling up. But seen another way, this release is also optimally confusing, muddying the waters with as-yet-unverified information that's being disseminated via individual screenshots on social media, making the whole thing easier to dismiss.



Read: You really need to see Epstein's birthday book for yourself



There's a secondary effect for those of us watching, which is that of being trapped in some kind of Epstein holiday purgatory. Family gatherings and Honey Baked Hams are colliding with the slow-burn proliferation of crime-scene evidence related to an alleged prolific sex trafficker who appears to have been close friends with the current president of the United States. Those following the Epstein saga closely are stuck waiting for the next shoe to drop; those with more normal news-consumption habits or who may wish to ignore the sordid affair may be forced to acknowledge it as nauseating details barge into their life while they scroll, channel surf, or talk with a politics-obsessed uncle at the dinner table.



This would be a small price to pay, if any true accountability were to come from this process. But much of the context of the Epstein files is that they are being released by a DOJ that, as my colleague David A. Graham wrote yesterday, has gone to great lengths to politicize itself in the second Trump administration. As Graham notes, the entire Epstein ordeal is a showcase of "compounding failures" by the federal government, from its slowness to act on tips about Epstein many years ago, to the plea deal in 2008, to this administration's questioning of Epstein's associate Ghislaine Maxwell and her move to a minimum-security prison this past summer. And then there is what the files continue to confirm: a moral rot in some of the wealthiest and most powerful people in the world. Combine these things, and the files are a recipe for inspiring potent distrust and resentment.



Those of us paying attention are, for now, stuck--bombarded with enough troubling information and allegations to assume the worst about this conspiracy, but also possessing enough earned cynicism and suspicion to assume that little will change.
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Companies' 'Wrapped' Features Keep Getting Weirder

Metro stops, LinkedIn DMs, and other mundane data points are being packaged for the end-of-year trend.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 23 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 holidays are a time for reflection, but lately I've been overthinking things: Over the past few weeks, I've listened to a playlist of my top songs via Spotify "Wrapped," revisited my summer-long job hunt on LinkedIn's Year in Review, and ruminated on my crossword abilities with The New York Times' Year in Games feature. In 2025, there seem to be more of these data interpolators than ever: The event-planning service Partiful invites users to an After Party, revealing the people they socialized with the most this year. Your Year With ChatGPT lets us see how many em dashes we exchanged with AI. There's also PlayStation's Wrap-Up, Goodreads' Year in Books, and Years in Review for Duolingo, Letterboxd, and Oura. Even Untappd, a social network for beer enthusiasts, has a year-end wrap-up called Recappd.

The wrap-up tradition has been around for a number of years, but what was once a cheeky bit of marketing has now expanded into a full-blown season of its own. In today's internet landscape, personalization is the coin of the realm: Search results, on-site advertisements, and social feeds are all tailored to users' precise desires based on their behaviors. During recap season, those behaviors themselves become the product. Data typically reserved for in-house analytics teams are suddenly interesting in and of themselves--and reviewing those data can be fun, until we're reminded just how much we're tracked, and just how valuable our data are to companies' bottom line.

Because the market for year-end-data visualization has become so bloated, and because consumers now practically expect their digital habits to be condensed and repackaged, products and services that really needn't be "wrapped" are being contorted into the format. For the past few years, the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority has issued a Metro Rewind, totaling commuters' top bus and railway stops. The goal, according to a press release, is nothing less than "transforming each person's transit history into a vivid, shareable snapshot that captures how you move across the region." No data set is too mundane for this treatment: The cloud-storage service Google One sent out a Year in Review telling users how much of their allotted storage they've used up, and reminding them how long they've been subscribed.

But the year-end recaps that seem to work best are the ones that give people something they actually want. In the case of Spotify Wrapped, the promotional blitz is productive both for the company collecting the data and for the user. Wrapped is a glorified ad for Spotify's ability to make money off its users' data, but it also comes with a host of features that are actually useful. I look forward to Spotify Wrapped because it leaves me with a playlist full of my favorite songs of the year and lets me compare my songs against my friends'. But as more companies scramble to turn wonky user data into something slick and shareable, the utility and the joy get harder to see: Do we really need a readout of the Metro stops that our friends are visiting most frequently?

What it does reveal isn't always enjoyable, either. I consider each order placed on a food-delivery app to be a personal failing on my part, but Uber Eats' "YOUBER" attempts to celebrate those late-night moments of laziness and capitulation. At their best, personalized year-end recaps find the fun in data. But the story of a meal--even a memorable one shared with friends--can't be told in flat numbers. And it's a good thing that Strava's Year in Sport is reserved for paying subscribers, since I know I'd bristle when confronted with all of the days I failed to run this year.

Spotify says that "your Wrapped is a reflection of you: unparalleled and unmistakably personal." But the idea that such limited data can offer that level of access is a convenient fiction. These features can also reflect what users want them to: As recaps have become a yearly expectation, some people have found ways to alter their digital footprints, cherry-picking the kinds of media (books on Goodreads, movies on Letterboxd, music on Spotify) that might reflect refinement and taste when it comes time to share. "Just as the machine tailors itself to us, we try to tailor ourselves to it," my colleague Nancy Walecki wrote in a 2023 reflection on Spotify Wrapped. Enthusiasts like to debate when exactly Spotify stops tracking user behavior, and which weeks out of the year might not count for the following year's edition. This year, Spotify tracked listening habits from January to mid-November, which means it's entirely possible that mid-November through December is unsurveilled time. "Safe months to listen to your guilty pleasures," a Mashable article once called this indeterminate period.

In 2025, surveillance is no revelation. We choose to surrender our valuable data to certain apps because we accept that the products are worth it. And, in many cases, when those annual recaps arrive, we welcome them. But it helps when companies give us something to make those concessions a little easier to tolerate. Hence the bargain I make with Spotify each year. Still, I relish what little chance I get to evade the watchful eyes of these data collectors. We have another full week before the tracking for next year's reviews kicks off--and then we'll do it all over again.

Related:

	Spotify doesn't know who you are. (From 2023)
 	Why people love Spotify's annual wrap-ups (From 2018)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Do your parents have a screen-time problem?
 	House Republicans aren't having any fun.
 	Adam Serwer: Cancel culture's boomerang effect
 	Franklin Foer: J. D. Vance fails a simple moral test.




Today's News

	The Justice Department released a second batch of Jeffrey Epstein-related files yesterday that contain multiple references to President Donald Trump--including flight records and a subpoena sent to Mar-a-Lago--and warned that some claims against Trump in the documents are "untrue and sensationalist." The files were briefly taken down from the DOJ website before being reposted late last night.
 	The U.S. economy grew at a 4.3 percent annual rate in the third quarter, the strongest pace in two years, according to a report whose release was delayed by the recent government shutdown, the Commerce Department said.
 	The Trump administration will begin garnishing the pay of student-loan borrowers in default starting the week of January 7; about 1,000 notices will go out first and more will follow, the Department of Education said.




More From The Atlantic

	America's schools are less divided than you think.
 	Graeme Wood: What Bari Weiss got right
 	The next Ozempic is already being sold underground.
 	What the U.S. could learn from an Irish theater
 	Tom Nichols: Trump's vanity fleet
 	The huge problem Waymo didn't see coming




Evening Read


Olivier Touron / AFP / Getty



'It's Very Controversial, but I Love Nick Fuentes'

By Ali Breland

When I rode the escalator into the lobby of the Phoenix Convention Center on Thursday, one of the first things I saw was a two-story-tall picture of Charlie Kirk with his arm reaching out to the sky ...
 AmericaFest has long been one of the biggest events on the right, but this year, the conference saw a record turnout of roughly 30,000. When I asked attendees why they had decided to come, they invariably told me that they were there "because of Charlie." Many of the most prominent influencers and politicians in MAGA world spoke at the event, including Vice President J. D. Vance, Donald Trump Jr., and Steve Bannon. Almost all invoked his memory onstage. When Speaker of the House Mike Johnson spoke of erecting a statue of Kirk in the United States Capitol, the crowd broke out into "Charlie" chants. Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton compared Kirk to Jesus.
 But during my four days at AmericaFest, I noticed that something else was also casting a shadow over the conference. Everyone had come to unite around Kirk, but they kept fighting about Nick Fuentes.


Read the full article.



Culture Break




Take a look. Every story The Atlantic publishes includes art that provides readers with another lens through which they can understand and experience a given subject or idea. Here's a collection of The Atlantic art department's favorite images of the year.

Listen. These are the 20 best podcasts of 2025, Benjamin Cannon writes.

Play our daily crossword.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: The Last of the Year!

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

by Drew Goins

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 3:40 p.m. ET on December 23, 2025.

It's a short holiday week here for Atlantic Trivia; I'll be quizzing you Monday and Tuesday, and then we'll part until the new year.

But note that Anders Celsius developed his centigrade system for measuring temperature on December 25, 1741. The first predicted return of Halley's Comet was observed precisely 17 years later. The keen mind can still accomplish a lot at Christmas.

In fact, who needs presents (I desperately ask as I realize that my online orders will not arrive before Thursday)? Isn't knowledge the greatest gift of all?

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

Tuesday, December 23, 2025

	To promote his new table-tennis movie, the actor Timothee Chalamet recently recorded a video atop what fittingly shaped Las Vegas structure?
 -- From Shirley Li's article on Chalamet's full-throttle press tour for Marty Supreme
 	The Federal Theatre Project was an arm of what New Deal agency that aimed to employ millions of Americans through infrastructure and cultural projects?
 -- From Talya Zax's essay on the democratic value of publicly funded theater
 	What film protagonist played by Saoirse Ronan begins her eponymous movie hating her hometown of Sacramento, the state of California, and even her own name?
 -- From the Culture desk's list of nine non-Christmas movies to watch at Christmas 




And by the way, did you know that those beloved Christmas TV specials of the 1960s were not always funded by the studios themselves, but by corporate sponsors? We have Coca-Cola to thank for A Charlie Brown Christmas, and we owe Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer to General Electric, which kind of makes sense if you consider Rudolph's snout an appliance.

Ironically, How the Grinch Stole Christmas was sponsored by an industry group for banks. I'm guessing the employee tasked with confirming brand alignment had already checked out for the year and skipped right over the message at the story's heart: "Perhaps Christmas doesn't come from a store."

Have a happy holiday, and see you in the new year.



Answers:

	The Sphere. Chalamet hoots and hollers as a drone shows him astride what looks like the world's biggest Ping-Pong ball. There is also, Shirley notes, the matter of the blimp--the Timmy-praising dirigible that has been circling the Los Angeles skies. Amazingly, she writes, Chalamet has managed to make his cocky self-promotion seem endearing, as only he could. Read more.
 	The Works Progress Administration. Zax writes that during the Great Depression, Federal Theatre Project performances reached some 30 million people across the United States. Its work was daring--so, naturally, when the House Un-American Activities Committee came along, it defunded the FTP. But in Ireland, the theater on which the FTP was modeled is still going strong. Read more.
 	Lady Bird. The Greta Gerwig movie is about learning to acknowledge the value of the place you're from--a nice aspiration for holiday travelers heading home. Or you can watch the masked orgy in Eyes Wide Shut. See the rest of our picks.


How did you do? Come back in the new year for more Atlantic Trivia, 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.



Monday, December 22, 2025

	What 41-year-old American downhill skier--the 2010 Olympic women's gold medalist--this month became the oldest competitor ever to win the sport's World Cup?
 -- From Sally Jenkins's story about professional athletes competing into their 40s
 	North of 66deg30' N, the sun stays above the horizon for a full 24 hours at least once a year. This demarcating line is known by what name?
 -- From Shayla Love's story about timekeeping on the Norwegian island of Sommaroy
 	What 19th-century American author was best known for his rags-to-riches stories that he hoped would "exert a wholesome influence on his young readers"?
 -- From Jake Lundberg's story on a new Netflix series about President James Garfield




And by the way, did you know that twice a year in the tropics, the sun is positioned ever so briefly exactly overhead? Elsewhere in the world, the sun never reaches true zenith, but in the band around the equator, its semiannual appearance produces the eerie effect of shadowlessness for objects on the ground.

Look up Lahaina Noon (as it's called in Hawai`i) if you wish to be disconcerted by some apparently levitating traffic cones and parking-lot stanchions. The magic lasts only a jiffy; then you're stuck with the bummer of merely being in Hawai`i.



Answers:

	Lindsey Vonn. The skier's previous World Cup win was seven years prior, Sally writes. Watching Vonn--or the literal grandfather lately throwing touchdown passes for the Indianapolis Colts--Sally wonders how many "gladdening third acts" sports ageism has cheated us out of. Read more.
 	The Arctic Circle. Sommaroy made international news in 2019 when villagers petitioned to make the place a "time-free zone." Love traveled there this summer to spend nine days figuring out whether people can actually buck the clock. Read more.
 	Horatio Alger. Garfield's own unlikely ascendance to his Gilded Age presidency was the subject of Alger's From Canal Boy to President. Jake writes that Netflix's framing of Garfield as "a good man in an age of bad politicians" is "hopeful but perhaps too hopeful for our current moment." Read more.
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The Phone-Based Retirement Is Here

Do your parents have a screen-time problem?

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




A friend of mine had just traveled across the country to see his family when he texted me, deeply concerned. The chaos of holiday travel is always a drag, but usually, it was offset by getting a break and watching his kids spend quality time with their grandparents. But this year was different, he said: "They were just absorbed in their phones a lot of the time, and distant." He wasn't talking about the kids, but the grandparents.



I've heard similar anecdotes in recent years--adult children worried about their parents slipping into screen addiction as they age. Stories like this pervade the internet. (One representative thread from the Millennials Subreddit: "Are all of our parents addicted to their phones?") These accounts are striking in part because they mirror the concerns parents have been expressing for years about their children--that young minds are being influenced and warped by devices designed to seize and capitalize on their attention. Screen-time panics typically position children as being without agency, completely at the mercy of evil tech companies that adults must intervene to defend against. But a version of the problem exists on the opposite side of the age spectrum, too: instead of a phone-based childhood, a phone-based retirement.



Over the past year, I asked people to share their stories with me. "I am constantly begging my mom to put her phone down, every time I see her she is just mindlessly scrolling. I swear her attention span is GONE," one person wrote. Another described a parent as "playing Candy Crush for hours while the grandkids fight for a spot on her lap to play with her because that's 'spending time together.'"



Some described what sounded like an omnipresent sensory assault: "Visiting my folks is very often two TVs blaring in different parts of the house while everyone scrolls their ipads/phones," one person wrote. Many of the messages were quite blunt: "I've had to tell my boomer parents not to be glued to their iPads around our 3yr old."



Many people messaged me privately to express real concern. Most asked me not to use their full name, as they did not want to speak publicly about their family members. Josh, who lives in Ohio, said his father is consumed by vertical-video content on Instagram and TikTok. "I definitely think it's more of a coping thing with him," he said. "He has depression and bad anxiety. Trying to get him to turn to better hobbies."



Others were concerned about scams. "Worry more about him online than I do my 11 yo," a man named Conor said. "Every time I go back home I have to take my dad's iPhone and unsubscribe him from the myriad of scam virus scanning subscription apps he's been duped into downloading from an ad in some word game or something. Had to turn off his ability to download apps from the App Store as a preventative measure." One person who wished to remain totally anonymous said their parent had been spending inordinate amounts of time on Instagram and accidentally reposting NSFW videos to their feed and soothing themselves with brain-rot AI-slop content.

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

These stories aren't just anecdotal: Older people really are spending more time online, according to various research, and their usage has been moving in that direction for years. In 2019, the Pew Research Center found that people 60 and older "now spend more than half of their daily leisure time, four hours and 16 minutes, in front of screens," many watching online videos. A lot of this seems to be happening on YouTube: This year, Nielsen reported that adults 65 and up now watch YouTube on their TVs nearly twice as much as they did two years ago. A recent survey of Americans over 50 revealed that "the average respondent spends a collective 22 hours per week in front of some type of screen." And one 2,000-person survey of adults aged 59 to 77 showed that 40 percent of respondents felt "anxious or uncomfortable without access" to their device.



But usage surveys do not capture the nuance of a person's relationship with their device. It is easy to retreat to broad stereotypes about older adults--to suggest that they're illiterate when it comes to social media or confused by new technology, or to see them as dupes for scams. Reality is far more complicated, Ipsit Vahia, the chief of geriatric psychiatry at Mass General Brigham's McLean Hospital and the director of its Technology and Aging Laboratory, told me.



"There is just a fundamental error in the way we think about older adults, where we classify everyone 65 and over as this one kind of block," he said. Not only are the elderly not a monolithic group, but as Vahia argues, the older a generation gets, the more diverse that generation is. As he sees it, two 5-year-olds are going to have more in common by default than two 87-year-olds are likely to: The older you get, the more opportunities you have for different experiences, and to develop different habits and perspectives. "Our rule of thumb is that if you've met one older adult, well, you've met one older adult."

Listen: Is this the end of kids on social media?

Many of today's screen-time concerns are rooted in the coronavirus pandemic, which drove a noticeable uptick in tech adoption among seniors. "When the alternative is isolation, then the technology becomes a very powerful, positive force," Vahia said. In many cases, he notes, Zoom was the on-ramp. In the early days of the pandemic, families started having Zoom reunions, and churches began Zoom services. The technology became useful for telehealth appointments. All of this helped some older people become more confident using these technologies.



The thing to remember is that not all screen use is equal, especially among older people. Some research suggests that spending time on devices may be linked to better cognitive function for people over 50. Word games, information sleuthing, instructional videos, and even just chatting with friends can provide positive stimuli. Vahia suggests that online habits that might be concerning for young or middle-aged people ought to be considered differently for older generations. "High technology use in teenagers and adolescents is often associated with worse mental health and is a predictor of sort of more isolation and loneliness, even depression," he told me. "Whereas in older adults, engaging in technology seems to be protecting them from isolation and loneliness."



And yet many of the technology-use examples Vahia offered seemed somewhat idealized. Epic Words With Friends sessions or productive Wikipedia binges clearly fall in the less-problematic camp. But many of the people I'd heard from described device spirals that seemed far more depressing. One person who identified herself as a nurse working in the United Kingdom, and who asked not to be identified because she was not authorized to speak about patients, told me in a direct message that in her inpatient ward, many of her older patients are trapped in a cycle of "excessive scrolling," where "the amount of slop they consume on phones and iPads is unreal!"



"Some of it is fairly benign," she said. "And sometimes it's actually been pretty funny, like when folks end up in an autoplay cul-de-sac of Chinese language videos." But the negative effects "are bleeding through more," she said. She pointed to virulent anti-immigration content, "and the conspiracy thinking and medical distrust, too." Spend enough time on Facebook or Instagram and you can probably spot this dynamic in action. It looks like confused comments on AI-slop images from people who don't appear to recognize that what they're seeing is fake. It looks like hyperpartisan pages feeding generated images depicting minorities committing crimes reshared by concerned users who appear to be getting more fearful, paranoid, or polarized. It looks like scams from fake accounts pretending to be a bank or loan provider or a lonely man with some 30 female AI chatbot companions.

From the December 2025 issue: The age of anti-social media is here

Even here, Vahia urged against moral panic: When I brought up the idea of older people soft-brain scrolling AI slop on Facebook all day, he suggested a meaningful difference between active and passive consumption. Who's to say that every old person is necessarily being fooled by slop? Maybe they're making fun of it together or trying to figure out what's real and what isn't. "Slop as giving people a common thing to talk about that might not have too many common things to talk about--now that's a little more nuanced, isn't it?" he said.



Maybe so. There's certainly a bit of projection happening. The anxieties I heard from people who reached out to me--the anxiety I myself have felt--seem rooted in our own tortured relationships with our devices. Many of us are constantly concerned about what we're consuming, how much we're scrolling, and the subtle ways we're all being pushed, prodded, and manipulated online. And we map our individual worries onto others, fair or not.



But Shrimp Jesus and synthetic videos of ICE agents arresting people are meant to confuse or enrage users, along with all the other clickbait clogging social platforms. True, we shouldn't assume that older people are dupes, but this is a system run by tech giants that reward engagement, not quality: For people with more free time than they know what to do with, who may already be struggling with isolation or other mental-health issues, the glowing screen may be an irresistible temptation.



When I asked Vahia about the holiday elder-scrolling phenomenon that I'd heard so much about, he encouraged me to look at it from a different perspective. "Yes, you observe it when you meet them during the holidays," he said. "But the problem is you're not there the rest of the time. Their phones are a big part of their lives, for better or worse, and your arrival is actually the disruption."



It's worth considering, he argues, what the phone is doing when nobody is around. Is it preventing a loved one from sinking into depression? Is it giving them a tether to the world around them? Are they happier with the world in their pocket or on their tablet than they might be without it? Algorithms complicate human agency, but some people may want to spend their golden years on their phone consuming an endless scroll of entertainment. Who's to judge?



This is a muddled mess. The same tools that are keeping some people connected to reality are blurring the lines of what is real for others. But rather than rush to judgment, younger people should use their concern to open up a conversation--to put down the phones and talk.
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America's Schools Are Less Divided Than You Think

Teachers are generally much more concerned about doing right by their students than they are about angering parents and community members.

by Jonathan Zimmerman

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




In August of 2022, a resident of Denton, Texas, appeared before his school board to demand the removal of a salacious library book. He read aloud passages from the novel describing detailed sexual acts. But the book he was reading from, Love Lies Beneath, wasn't actually available in the school district's libraries. He had confused the sexy psychological thriller with Lies Beneath, a young-adult novel about mermaids.

At the time, Mark Hlavacik was a professor at the local university in Denton. In his new book, Willing Warriors, Hlavacik argues that the episode epitomizes how culture wars have distorted the politics of education in the United States. Since at least the 1925 Scopes "monkey trial," in which a Tennessee high-school teacher was accused of violating a law that prohibited the teaching of evolution, Americans have argued about school curricula. But from the 1980s until the end of the Obama years, a bipartisan focus on achievement, as measured by standardized-test scores, was largely "keeping the lid" on these educational culture wars, Hlavacik writes. The lid came off with the 2015 repeal of the No Child Left Behind Act, which had rated and rewarded schools based on those scores. Now, he concludes, it's culture wars all the way down.

Instead of trying to improve students' reading and math skills, Hlavacik writes, schools have become theaters of political drama and control. Each side tries to impose its dogmas upon the classroom, following what he classifies as two basic scripts: expose and innovation. First, someone, like the objecting citizen in Denton, warns that a dangerous force is corrupting the schools. Then they put forth a plan to transform education, promising to substitute their own wisdom for the ignorance of the crowd.

Ironically, Hlavacik's book traffics in the same dynamic he decries: It's an expose of the many ways that the expose script warps education. And I fear that he, too, might have distorted the actual dangers facing our schools. American teachers, for the most part, are much more concerned with student learning and behavior than they are with complaints from angry parents or others in their community about divisive issues, which--as my own research shows--rarely enter our classrooms. Although perhaps, in fact, they should, because every classroom culture battle reflects a real division in our society. Schools shouldn't be insulated spaces that shield their students from debate; they should prepare young people to communicate with those who might disagree with them.

Read: Tell students the truth about American history

In a 2024 American Historical Association survey of more than 3,000 middle- and high-school history teachers in nine different states, just 2 percent said they "frequently" faced "objections or criticisms" about their instruction, and 45 percent said they had never received an objection. This is not overwhelming evidence that schools are free from political interference: English teachers have been the target of public attacks in recent years for teaching certain controversial novels, and more than two-thirds of high-school principals in a 2022 survey reported "substantial political conflict" with parents and community members. And the AHA poll was taken before Donald Trump regained the White House and issued an executive order barring "radical, anti-American ideologies" from schools.

But the survey--which its authors call the most comprehensive study of history instruction in the past 50 years--underscores a more immediate concern: not enough instructional time with students and not enough professional training for teachers. You might imagine that the repeal of No Child Left Behind freed teachers from onerous bureaucratic constraints. But that's not what they report, because states and school districts continue to lard them with additional curriculum requirements. In Wyoming, for example, teachers must address the history of cowboys and cowgirls; in Louisiana, they are charged with presenting Francophone heritage. Throw in whatever reform du jour their districts have embraced--social and emotional learning, personalized instruction, and so on--and teachers have less and less time for each topic they need to cover. They're generally not worried about losing their jobs to an angry mob of anti-woke parents; they're worried about doing their jobs well and doing right by their students.

Yet Hlavacik is also right, over the long term, about the many ways that culture wars inflame--and distort--educational politics. He starts his story in the 1970s, with the fracas over Man: A Course of Study. The brainchild of Jerome Bruner, an eminent cognitive psychologist, this curriculum aimed to introduce children to the essential questions of life: what makes us human, and how we can become more so. One of its units focused on the Netsilik, an Inuit nation in the Canadian Arctic that was once reported to have practiced senicide (the killing or abandonment of the elderly). Films that accompanied the curriculum also showed the Netsilik disemboweling a seal and carving up a caribou.

These details caught the attention of several right-wing journalists and eventually a GOP congressman, who claimed that the course was anti-Christian and pro-Communist. That was absurd. But the implementation of Man: A Course of Study was also flawed. For one, its funder, the National Science Foundation, buried several negative reports that the course received from a peer review. Nothing about this story was black-and-white. But culture wars tend to reduce every conflict to a simple morality play, as Hlavacik repeatedly shows.

Read: When America persecutes its teachers

Two decades later, another national school-curriculum drama played out, this time over history. As Hlavacik writes, in 1994, a team that included academic historians and secondary-school history teachers released a proposed set of standards that included scholarship about long-neglected groups in American history, especially Black people and women. According to the talk-show impresario Rush Limbaugh, they distorted history by ignoring or denigrating significant figures such as the Founding Fathers. No federal agency ever adopted the standards, which were eventually rejected in the Senate.

Likewise, when Barack Obama's administration proposed a "Common Core" curriculum to replace the different state standards promulgated under No Child Left Behind, political commentators such as Glenn Beck accused educators and testing companies that had come out in support of the plan of conspiring with the White House to impose mind control upon America. To some of its critics, Common Core was a malicious plot masquerading as an innovation.

And as states started to abandon Common Core, school controversies began to focus less on standards and achievement than on competing understandings of America itself. That's the focus of Hlavacik's final chapter, about "The 1619 Project," which triggered one of the most polarizing culture wars in contemporary American education. Appearing first as a series of articles in The New York Times Magazine, and then adapted into history curricula around the country, "The 1619 Project" sought to revise readers' understanding of the nation's history by rooting it in slavery rather than in founding principles such as equality and freedom. In response, some on the right charged that the Times and its allies in academia were negatively misrepresenting American history. (The project was also controversial among some academic historians, who disputed a number of its claims.)

As Hlavacik demonstrates, "The 1619 Project" itself participated in the rhetoric of expose: depicting America as a fount of oppression rather than liberty, it also indicted schools for neglecting a full accounting of discomfiting chapters of our past. It is true, as the "1619 Project" contributor Nikita Stewart noted, that some popular history textbooks have given short shrift to slavery. But most history teachers in the U.S. no longer rely upon a textbook for daily instruction. They draw on a wide range of other sources, and they certainly address topics like slavery. A USA Today report found, too, that across the country, teachers are discussing difficult subject matter with nuance and presenting varied perspectives on the country's history. Some teachers' lessons might lack sophistication or depth, but the idea that schools are neglecting or ignoring slavery is probably overstated.

So, too, is the notion that our schools are racked by culture wars. Most schools, according to the AHA survey, present American history as a slow but steady march toward fulfilling our founding ideals. As the authors of that report found, history teachers are generally committed "to teaching both inspirational and unsettling histories." Perhaps Trump's actions--combined with state laws barring "divisive" concepts from the classroom--will bring an end to that, forcing teachers to avoid or downplay the ugly parts of our past. But for now, a rough consensus seems to hold sway. Culture warriors routinely distract people from the ideas and practices that Americans share in most classrooms around the country. We live in a deeply polarized society, so it's hardly a surprise that schools--like other institutions--have become targets of political division and controversy. When you drill down into the schools themselves, however, you are likely to find more agreement than dissent.

In an earlier book, Hlavacik decried the Obama-era consensus on testing and accountability, which he argued exaggerated the deficiencies of American education and blamed schools and teachers for them. As his new volume shows, that bipartisan accord on boosting test scores is largely gone--at a time when we need it more than ever, given recent reports about low academic achievement. But this moment also offers an opportunity to encourage democratic deliberation in schools. Despite the recent boom in homeschooling--and the rapid growth of voucher systems, which provide public dollars for private schools--most Americans continue to patronize their local public schools. These battered but venerable institutions still represent our most promising vehicle for teaching young people how to communicate across the issues that divide us. Instructors can learn from the example of Idaho English teacher Kam Walters, who assigned the report put out by Trump's 1776 Commission in addition to "The 1619 Project" and told students to "weigh the arguments" in each. I'd like to suggest another experiment: pairing students with kids in other parts of the country to engage in debate and discussion about controversial issues. A school in deep-blue New York City, for example, might connect high schoolers via Zoom with students in bright-red rural Alabama. One week, they might discuss reproductive rights; the next week, gun control.

Read: America is sliding toward illiteracy

Hlavacik might reply that I'm envisioning my own innovation here, which will inevitably spawn some kind of expose. A biased or misinformed teacher will say the wrong thing, a student will videotape them, the tape will go viral, and the outrage machine will kick into gear. But that is a risk we need to take. If we want to preserve American democracy, we must teach the art of argument and compromise. The biggest barrier to educating informed critical thinkers isn't the culture wars. It's our fear of engaging in them.
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Cancel Culture's Boomerang Effect

How we got to a place where free speech means whatever conservatives want to say

by Adam Serwer

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




On Sunday night Bari Weiss, the editor of The Free Press and the new head of CBS News, abruptly stopped a forthcoming 60 Minutes report on the torture endured by migrants in the brutal El Salvadoran prison CECOT, where the Trump administration has sent more than 280 men.

Trump supporters praised the decision from Weiss, who, notwithstanding her description of conditions at CECOT as "horrific," had previously praised El Salvadoran leader Nayib Bukele for making El Salvador safer. More broadly, the whole affair neatly encapsulates the bizarre anti-free-speech free-speech discourse of the past decade, the purpose of which has been to justify restricting any speech that conservatives disapprove of while framing liberal censoriousness as equivalent to state censorship.

According to Sharyn Alfonsi, the correspondent who reported the segment, the story had already been reviewed by CBS News's legal and standards departments before it was pulled.

"Our story was screened five times and cleared by both CBS attorneys and Standards and Practices. It is factually correct," Alfonsi wrote in an email that was leaked to The New York Times and other outlets. "In my view, pulling it now, after every rigorous internal check has been met, is not an editorial decision, it is a political one." The reason this whole saga is disturbing is that many observers--Alfonsi among them--interpreted it as an instance of state censorship by proxy: the head of a news organization putting the brakes on a story the government would rather not air. Weiss was recently installed at the head of CBS News by Paramount's new owner, the pro-Trump billionaire David Ellison, which illustrates the risks of media consolidation, creating a single pressure point for an authoritarian government to coerce obedience if it so chooses.

Jonathan Chait: Bari Weiss's audience of one

Editors, of course, hold or spike stories all the time, for many legitimate reasons. And although many newsrooms require review by legal and standards departments for the most complicated stories, editorial independence dictates that the editor makes the final call on whether a story should move forward. But Alfonsi's account calls Weiss's reasoning into question. By Monday night, the unpublished segment was circulating like samizdat on social media, yet another example of regular people demonstrating a greater commitment to democratic principles than America's leaders.

Weiss has long been a vocal supporter of a curiously narrow definition of free speech. That hypocrisy, shared by many, brought us to where we are today: Nasty tweets were a harbinger of incipient totalitarianism, but now the Trump administration is trying to imprison and deport people for pro-Palestinian advocacy, and it's fine. The "PC Police" were trying to "outlaw make-believe," but when Republican states ban books from schools and public libraries, it's fine. These dumb lefties believe that words are violence, but when the federal government says left-wing speech is violence worthy of firing or prosecution, it's fine. Protests on college campuses were a national crisis, but now that the federal government wants to ensure that entire universities comply with right-wing ideology when it comes to whom they hire, what they teach, and whom they admit, it's fine.

Social-media companies implementing moderation policies is censorship, but when those moderation policies favor right-wing speech and outright bigotry, it's fine. The "illiberal left" was leading an "epidemic of self-censorship," but now that the owners of entire corporations compel their workers to shape content in order to win the favor of the right-wing president, it's fine. Liberal snowflakes on campus were trying to censor academic inquiry, but now the Trump administration is slashing funding for research it deems "DEI" and censoring museums and federal historical sites for being insufficiently jingoistic, and it's fine. We are rapidly approaching a system where the government uses its authority to decide which forms of speech are acceptable to publish or broadcast. And, of course, that's fine.

Why is any of this okay with so many of those who once claimed to be free-speech champions or absolutists? Because, quite obviously, they were not. Many cannot even claim to be less censorious than the progressives they criticized, given the clamorous demand for firing people for remarks about the assassination of Charlie Kirk or demanding a boycott of Netflix for its LGBTQ content.

The campaign against so-called cancel culture had an appeal to the chattering classes--myself included--because many of us found left-wing nastiness annoying, exhausting, and in some cases threatening. (Recent MAGA defectors have learned what the rest of us already knew: This is not a distinctly left-wing issue at all.) And there were certainly those who sincerely believed (mistakenly, I think) that censoriousness could be as dangerous as state censorship. But I argued at the time that the campaign was largely a pretext for placing left-wing speech beyond the protection of the First Amendment in order to justify state suppression--and events have borne that out.

The reason so many of yesterday's free-speech champions transitioned so easily into today's pro-Trump censors is that their definition of free speech never included the right of others to talk back. They were not defending a universal right to freedom of speech; they were defending a right to monologue. They could say what they want, and you could shut up and like it. The cynicism of the effort can be known by its fruits: an administration that issues executive orders "protecting" free speech while engaging in the most sweeping campaign of state censorship since the Red Scare.

To the extent that there is or was something distinct called "cancel culture" (harsh, even violent censoriousness has a long history in America), its contemporary iteration is largely a creation of the perverse incentives of social media. Highlighting extreme and nasty behavior is the easiest way to keep people scrolling, posting, and interacting. That's a structural, not an ideological, problem, and it's not something that can be solved by purging or censoring one point of view.

Every society that has ever existed has had views that are mainstream and views that are fringe. The free-speech frauds who captured the discourse over the past decade understood this, but their true objection was that they did not unilaterally have the power to define which was which. For example, in a 2018 Times column, Weiss complained that "leftists" were engaged in a "concerted attempt to significantly redraw the bounds of acceptable thought and speech." This was meant to sound sinister, menacing. In fact, this is politics. Every faction is always trying to "redraw the bounds of acceptable thought and speech." In a free society, the government allows people to have those arguments. Such disputes are not a threat to free speech; they are free speech.

Graeme Wood: What Bari Weiss got right

When I say that CBS News's Bari Weiss understood this, you needn't take my word for it. In November, shortly after being given the reins to one of the oldest broadcast-news organizations in the country, Weiss used identical language to describe her own project: "I think it's about redrawing the lines of what falls in the 40-yard lines of acceptable debate and acceptable American politics and culture," Weiss said at the Jewish Leadership Conference. "And I don't mean that in, like, a censorious, gatekeeping way."

What's the difference between her "redrawing the lines" of acceptable speech and other people doing it? What makes one "censorious" and "gatekeeping" and the other not? Well, because she gets to decide. That's what so much of the free-speech panic was ever about: making sure the right people were in charge of what you see, hear, and read. Notably, this has very little to do with reporting the news, which is supposed to be what CBS News does. But if the point of installing Weiss was to ensure that she would gatekeep on behalf of right-wing interests, that is precisely what she appears to be doing.

In that 2018 column, Weiss complained that so many people seemed to believe that "the real cause for concern are the secret authoritarians passing as liberals and conservatives in our midst." Seems like they were right to be concerned. Upon reflection, her conclusion that misguided leftists were focusing on minor issues when there were true threats to freedom of speech was prescient. It applies neatly to the campus PC obsession that helped elevate Weiss to a position where she could block the publication of a story about the United States government rendering men to an overseas gulag without trial.
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        A much-loved Christmas story tells about the journey of the Magi--the three Wise Men who came seeking the baby Jesus in Bethlehem. "Where is He who has been born King of the Jews?" they ask. "For we have seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him." The essence of the tale is their unshakable faith in a worldly sign--a star in the sky--which the Magi trusted would guide them to the savior of the world.This story has inspired Christians for more than two millennia to believe that they can ...

      

      
        The Other Way the 'Super Woke' Left Discriminates
        Thomas Chatterton Williams

        Progressives often follow a particular pattern when they want to dismiss a phenomenon that challenges their beliefs. The writer Rob Henderson summed it up in a tweet in 2021: "Step 1: It's not really happening Step 2: Yeah, it's happening, but it's not a big deal Step 3: It's a good thing, actually Step 4: People freaking out about it are the real problem." This was the left's archetypal response to any number of excesses and abuses perpetrated under the banner of social justice, including cancel...
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        Ross Andersen

        In middle age, some sports fans become reactionaries. Due to dwindling neuroplasticity, or some general souring toward the world, they can no longer appreciate how a game evolves. It's similar to when a music fan stops checking for new artists and plays only albums that they loved in high school. As an aging NBA fan, I'm trying to stay vigilant. I never want to catch myself ranting endlessly at the bar about the inferiority of younger stars. When I watch them on the court, I look for fresh expres...
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        Anna Holmes

        Last week, I wept a little when listening to Christmas music.Very few works of culture make me shed actual tears. Over dinner after a screening of the new film Hamnet, my friend Nancy told me she was surprised that the movie, which concerns the agonizing death of William Shakespeare's only son, didn't make me cry. "I don't know what to tell you," I said. Then I went home, opened Spotify on my phone, and hit "Play" on the soundtrack to A Charlie Brown Christmas. I fell asleep to the record with we...
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        Marty Mauser cannot stop the hustle. In Marty Supreme's electrifying opening moments, the audience is introduced to the wiry 20-something (played by Timothee Chalamet) in 1950s New York. He's working as a shoe salesman, talking a fussy older customer into buying a fancier brand with easy confidence. Almost immediately thereafter, we learn that his boss (who happens to be his uncle) wants to make him the store manager. But Marty, a working-class Jewish kid, won't hear of it. He has a singular care...
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        Trump Is Suddenly Looking a Lot Smaller
        Jonathan Lemire

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Hey, remember April? When President Donald Trump marked his 100th day in office at the end of that month, he was on a seemingly unstoppable roll. After taking four years out of office to prepare, he and his team returned to power with a blitz of more than 140 executive orders. He bent the Republican-controlled Congress to his will and dismantled much of the federal bureaucracy. He brought powerful institution...

      

      
        Why Did We Ever Watch <em>To Catch a Predator</em>?
        Sophie Gilbert

        The year 2004, situated after 9/11 and before the election of Barack Obama, might have been the one that best summed up the excesses and cruelties of the George W. Bush era, particularly on television: The Apprentice, Nipplegate, 60 Minutes' report on atrocities at Abu Ghraib, The Swan. The overarching theme was exposure, followed by ensuing cycles of shame, recrimination, and (often) profit. Reality TV, having cycled through its anthropological social-experiment phase, was now balls-to-the-wall ...

      

      
        The Phone-Based Retirement Is Here
        Charlie Warzel

        A friend of mine had just traveled across the country to see his family when he texted me, deeply concerned. The chaos of holiday travel is always a drag, but usually, it was offset by getting a break and watching his kids spend quality time with their grandparents. But this year was different, he said: "They were just absorbed in their phones a lot of the time, and distant." He wasn't talking about the kids, but the grandparents.I've heard similar anecdotes in recent years--adult children worried...

      

      
        I Bought 'GLP-3'
        Sarah Zhang

        After Katie started on Ozempic, she got her hairdresser interested, too. This summer, when they saw each other again, she thought that her hairdresser had lost some weight and that she looked "so great.""Are you still on a GLP-1?" she asked, referring to the class of blockbuster drugs that includes Ozempic and obesity meds."Actually," her hairdresser replied, "I'm on a GLP-3."Okay, so, technically, there is no such thing as a GLP-3 drug. But "GLP-3" is a name used on the underground market for re...

      

      
        The 20 Best Podcasts of 2025
        Benjamin Cannon

        Editor's Note: Find all of  The Atlantic's "Best of 2025" coverage here. Podcasting has suffered a series of blows over the past few years: industry layoffs, the rise of AI-produced slop, and, perhaps most existentially, a growing focus on video platforms. But 2025 countered the narrative that the medium is somehow no longer interested in audio--with a slew of ambitious productions that emphasized podcasting, not just as a vehicle for comedy or the news, but as an art form in itself. These works a...

      

      
        An Idiosyncratic Christmas Playlist
        Tom Nichols
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So This Is Why Trump Didn't Want to Release the Epstein Files

The latest batch includes many new references to Trump--and enough ammunition for Congress to keep pressing.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Nearly two years ago, Donald Trump kicked off the presidential-campaign season with a declaration: "I was never on Epstein's Plane, or at his 'stupid' Island," he posted on Truth Social in January 2024. Reports to the contrary, he insisted, were the fault of AI--and of his political rivals: "This is what the Democrats do to their Republican Opponent, who is leading them, by a lot, in the Polls."



But this week, the documents released by Trump's own Justice Department--including flight logs and emails--told a different story. Federal prosecutors determined in January 2020 that Trump had been a passenger on the notorious private jet owned by Jeffrey Epstein--who would later be charged with sex trafficking--far more often than they had realized.



Many of the flights on what came to be known as the Lolita Express took place "during the period we would expect to charge in a Maxwell case," a federal prosecutor in New York told colleagues. Epstein's co-conspirator Ghislaine Maxwell was subsequently convicted and is now serving a 20-year prison sentence for her role in the sex-trafficking operation, including using the plane for "transporting a minor to participate in illegal sex acts."



There are many other mentions of Trump. The president's name appears more than 100 times in files released yesterday as part of the DOJ's compliance with legislation requiring it to disclose everything it has on the Epstein case. Trump fought Congress's demand for transparency for months before abruptly pivoting and endorsing the bill once he realized he had lost. Although many references to Trump are clearly from news reports or from seemingly unverified tips to the FBI, one conclusion from the files is that Trump's relationship with Epstein, a former friend, was of interest to federal law enforcement for years.



A White House official told me that Trump was never contacted by law enforcement regarding his interactions with Epstein during the time period for which Epstein and Maxwell were charged. The president has denied wrongdoing, though his characterizations of his relationship with Epstein--including about his presence on the plane--have shifted over time. Abigail Jackson, a White House spokesperson, declined to answer questions about the discrepancy between the president's prior statements and the material released by the DOJ but said in a statement, "The truth remains: Donald Trump did nothing wrong."

Read: The Epstein files only get worse

Trump has also insisted that he knew nothing of Epstein's criminal activity--though his critics have questioned how that could be true given their close relationship and history of chasing women together. Members of Congress from both parties have said they will continue to probe the issue in the upcoming year. Representatives I spoke with told me their takeaway from reading the files is that top officials in the Trump administration have not been honest about what was in them, and that they intend to press Attorney General Pam Bondi and FBI Director Kash Patel for more information.



"Although the files are overly redacted, they've already demonstrated that the narrative painted by Patel in hearings, Bondi in press statements, and Trump himself on social media wasn't accurate," Thomas Massie, the Kentucky Republican who co-authored the Epstein legislation, told me. "A complete disclosure consistent with the law will show there are more men implicated in the files in possession of the government."

Representatives and staff on the House Oversight Committee told me they were drafting subpoenas in response to the documents released yesterday, seeking more information related to law enforcement's identification of 10 alleged "co-conspirators" shortly after Epstein's arrest in July 2019. The case that prosecutors were building related to those unnamed co-conspirators appears to have been substantial. One document released yesterday is a November 2020 overview presented to the deputy attorney general from an acting U.S. attorney titled "Anticipated Charges and Investigative Steps." But what, if any, next steps were taken remains a mystery: The rest of the page is redacted.



Oversight Committee members are also drafting a contempt resolution to penalize Bondi for not ensuring that the DOJ fully complied with the law. The resolution, spearheaded by Massie and Democrat Ro Khanna, will give Bondi 30 days to fully release all of the remaining Epstein materials, then fine her $10,000 each day that she doesn't release them after that. They told me they expected to introduce the resolution when Congress returns in January. They are also moving ahead on articles of impeachment for Bondi, and said they were optimistic that they could get them passed in the House.

Khanna told me that there was an emerging "coalition of the right and left to fight for justice." That alliance, he added, "has proven to be the kryptonite that marks the beginning of the end of the Trump era."

Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away'

The files released yesterday--and Trump's prominence in them--appear to have changed the calculation for senior Democratic Party leaders as they prepare for the midterm elections. Party leadership had previously sought to convince junior members not to focus on Epstein. But this week Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer said he will push for the Senate to hold the DOJ accountable for not fully complying with the legislation, citing a missed 30-day deadline for all files to be released and excessive redactions in those that have been.



"The Department of Justice needs to shed more light on who was on the list, how they were involved, and why they chose not to prosecute. Protecting possible co-conspirators is not the transparency the American people and Congress are demanding," Schumer said in a statement.



The Justice Department has acknowledged there are still many more files to be released--and the known backlog grew longer today when the DOJ announced that the FBI and New York prosecutors had uncovered "over a million more documents related to the Jeffrey Epstein case" and that the process of reviewing them could take "a few more weeks." Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche had earlier said on Meet the Press that the delay was due to the need for additional redactions in order "to protect victims." Behind the scenes, his office has requested additional "emergency" help from U.S. attorneys' offices to continue reviewing and redacting Epstein-related material over the Christmas and New Year holidays, CNN reported.



The DOJ did not respond to my questions, but on X, the department's public-affairs office has sought to downplay mentions of Trump in the files, saying that yesterday's documents "contain untrue and sensationalist claims made against President Trump that were submitted to the FBI right before the 2020 election. To be clear: the claims are unfounded and false, and if they had a shred of credibility, they certainly would have been weaponized against President Trump already."



When asked if the president still has confidence in his attorney general's handling of the release of the Epstein files, Jackson said, "The president's entire Cabinet, including AG Bondi, has done a great job implementing the president's agenda."



Survivors of Epstein's abuses reacted with both excitement and anger as they reviewed the new files, lighting up group chats. Some were working retail jobs on one of the busiest days of the year; others were caring for children home from school. Lisa Phillips told me that there were still too many unanswered questions, but that the months of work she and other Epstein survivors had put into lobbying Congress were finally delivering results. "This is the first news that has made me feel like we are making headway," she told me.



Sigrid McCawley, an attorney who represents several of Epstein's victims, said it would take time to know the true impact of the "avalanche" of new documents released yesterday. But she told me that one thing is clear: "These brave survivors were absolutely correct that the government was withholding critical information from the public."



Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting. 
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How to Follow the Right Star

The ancient Christmas story of the Magi contains a message that can guide your modern search for happiness.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




A much-loved Christmas story tells about the journey of the Magi--the three Wise Men who came seeking the baby Jesus in Bethlehem. "Where is He who has been born King of the Jews?" they ask. "For we have seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him." The essence of the tale is their unshakable faith in a worldly sign--a star in the sky--which the Magi trusted would guide them to the savior of the world.

This story has inspired Christians for more than two millennia to believe that they can find metaphysical truth and eternal life by following something tangible--the words in a book, say, or a physical sacrament. For some nonreligious people, this belief might seem nonsensical or superstitious. Yet almost everyone acts in some analogous way in their regular life--just as almost everyone wants to be happier.

The problem is that striving for happiness directly, in the abstract, is not possible. Instead, you must choose proxy goals: metaphorical stars in the sky that you can see and judge to lead you to the greater well-being you desire.

This sounds right, but is it true? Is the star you choose really the one that marks the stable you hope to find? Consider the risk that your stated goals are a mirage and lead to nothing--or, worse, to unhappiness. This column is about how you can tell whether you're following the right star.

Proxy goals are important because they create a sense of direction, without which you cannot make progress, which is itself a source of great satisfaction, at least temporarily. Psychologists have shown in experiments that when people set concrete goals, life feels more manageable, especially for those experiencing depression or anxiety. In fact, goals can be protective against adverse life circumstances: If you don't like your current employment, professional goal-setting can make your job more bearable.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to make the most of bad gifts

To improve your long-term well-being, however, not all proxy goals are created equal. They must align with your internal values and interests, which psychologists call "self-concordance." Self-concordant proxies have three basic characteristics, which bear careful consideration.

The first is that a good proxy goal is non-zero-sum: Achieving it does not mean that someone else cannot also achieve it. An example of a zero-sum goal would be striving to become the CEO of your company: If you're the CEO, no one else can be (until you quit or get fired). Nothing wrong with wanting to be the leader--but a better, non-zero-sum goal would be an honest assessment of how interesting and challenging you find your work. These are qualities of a role that can be enjoyed by anyone else, not just you. Why is this better? A researcher in 2006 found that non-zero-sum goals such as this raise life satisfaction, whereas competitive, zero-sum goals lower it. You could be a happy CEO, but holding the corner office per se isn't the star directly over your true aim.

The second criterion for a good proxy goal is why you strive for it: This should be approach, not avoidance. You should follow your purpose for positive reasons, not negative ones. For example, say that to improve your quality of life, your proxy goal is to raise your employability through education. This can be defined as a positive, approach-oriented goal, such as "I want to learn a bunch of new skills." Or it can be a negative, avoidance-determined goal, such as "I don't want to wind up poor or unemployed." As the author of a 2022 research paper in Psychological Reports found, you are much more likely to achieve life satisfaction if you approach this task positively.

Third, the best proxy goals tend to be non-positional, meaning that they are not set to create social comparison. Say you want to buy a house: A positional goal would be to have a house that impresses others; a non-positional goal would be to have a place to raise your family with love and joy, whether or not anyone else is impressed by the place. True, people do get some temporary satisfaction when they are envied by others (we're only human, after all), but as research has shown, the more important this comparison is to you, the less happy you will end up. Learning to eschew social comparisons is itself a worthy proxy goal for well-being.

Happiness is not a goal you can chase directly. You have to shoot for more tangible proxy goals that you can see and pursue. But not all of these goals will lead you to the happiness that you seek; they have to possess certain characteristics. Here are three axioms to follow that will steer you in the right direction.

1. Focus on people, not things.
 As I've written previously, happiness is love. If there were a three-word summary of the entire science of happiness--which, fortunately for this columnist, there is not--that would be it. Love is best defined as "to will the good of the other" as judged by the other, meaning that such loving is reserved for living beings. Love is inherently non-zero-sum; it is infinite. It is always positive and, when sincere, not based on any social comparison. Follow stars such as the quality of your relationships and your service to others, and you will be right over the target of happiness.

2. It's about you and your inner direction, not about how others see you.
 We are prone as a species to seek status and rise in social hierarchies. This is probably an evolved trait, because higher status in times of scarce resources usually means a greater likelihood of survival and finding a mate. But as noted, social comparison doesn't lead to happiness at all, especially today in the age of social media. If your proxy goals revolve around how you compare with others or how others see you, you aren't on target.

Arthur C. Brooks: A seasonal guide to better well-being

3. Make a happy journey your goal, too.
 The Magi, of course, went on a literal journey. Yours might be a metaphorical one, but in either case, your objective should be to enjoy it. One danger in the pursuit of life goals is the assumption that once you hit them, the satisfaction you attain will last forever. This is called the arrival fallacy, and it's a major impediment to happiness; it explains, for example, why champion athletes commonly suffer depression after a long-sought victory. To be sure of a happier outcome, following the three criteria for the right goals helps a great deal, but you should also take care not to disregard the journey itself--and to take joy in it as much as you can. So, for instance, make college attendance about the learning, not your graduation or diploma. Make your dating experience about learning to love someone deeply, not just getting to the altar.

One last point: There will be times in life when you'll need to deviate from your goals, even if they are perfectly thought out. Circumstances change, typically in ways you don't like that are beyond your control. Maybe your relationship ends, your employment ends, or someone you love dies. In such adverse circumstances, I'd offer a fourth axiom to keep in mind.

4. Stay flexible, and be ready to find another way.
 Your proxy goals today may be outstanding, but they might not work for your happiness tomorrow. Always be ready to look for new ones, without remorse or hesitation. The Three Wise Men followed the star and found the infant Jesus, as promised. But their journey back home was another story. God warned them in a dream that King Herod was lying in wait for them, hoping to interrogate them about the whereabouts of the Messiah with the intention of harming him. The solution? "They departed for their own country another way."
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The Other Way the 'Super Woke' Left Discriminates

Race and gender aren't the only categories that determine who gets special treatment.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Progressives often follow a particular pattern when they want to dismiss a phenomenon that challenges their beliefs. The writer Rob Henderson summed it up in a tweet in 2021: "Step 1: It's not really happening Step 2: Yeah, it's happening, but it's not a big deal Step 3: It's a good thing, actually Step 4: People freaking out about it are the real problem." This was the left's archetypal response to any number of excesses and abuses perpetrated under the banner of social justice, including cancel culture, the outbursts of violence during the so-called racial reckoning of 2020, and the violations of even basic fairness at the peak of the #MeToo movement.

The cycle kicked off again last week in response to a viral article by Jacob Savage in the online magazine Compact. Savage's essay, like one he wrote earlier this year, argues that white Millennial men seeking work or recognition in prestigious cultural fields such as media, publishing, and academia have faced structural discrimination. Starting around 2014, Savage writes, "in industry after industry, gatekeepers promised extra consideration to anyone who wasn't a white man--and then provided just that."

Savage is correct: Women and people of color really have received preferential treatment in many elite industries in recent years. But he misses a crucial part of the story, which goes beyond gender and race. Being Black (or any number of protected identities) affords you special privileges only if you think and speak how gatekeepers believe you're supposed to. As I've witnessed and experienced throughout my career, there is a right kind of Black and a wrong one.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: The left's new moralism will backfire

Savage marshals ample data to make his point. In 2011, he writes, white men occupied 48 percent of lower-level TV-writing positions; in 2024, they filled 12 percent. Out of 45 tenure-track hires in the humanities and social sciences at Brown University since 2022, he says, just three have been white American men. Since 2015, according to Savage, 70 Millennial writers have been named finalists for National Book Awards; once again, he writes, only three have been white men. Two of these men were minorities of another kind: military veterans. (Neither Brown nor the National Book Awards immediately responded to a request for comment; I did not independently verify these figures.) An executive at the foundation that administers the award told one of them--Elliot Ackerman, a veteran, contributing writer at The Atlantic, and friend of mine--that he must have been really good. As Ackerman relayed to me at the time, the executive told him that the foundation made sure the judges were "super woke," and the selection process was not designed for people like him to become finalists.

Despite the extensive figures that Savage cites, prominent voices on the left found ways to reject or decry his argument. Nikole Hannah-Jones, a MacArthur fellow and the reporter behind The New York Times Magazine's "1619 Project," wrote on Bluesky that the essay is statistically dubious and confirms "a deeply held grievance amongst an apparently large % of our white colleagues that they are the victims of rampant discrimination." The writer Moira Donegan, who created the "Shitty Media Men" list and was forced to pay a settlement to a man who sued her for defamation, posted in response to the Compact article: "Really kind of dispiriting to realize how many men in my world see the women and people of color in their lives as thieves and obstacles to their thriving."

Matt Bruenig, of the People's Policy Project, used census data to argue that the institutions Savage points to "employ approximately 0% of the US population, but their transformations plus DEI rhetoric plus an internet community aimed at negatively messaging about it all can generate the impression of something much bigger going on." Bruenig concludes with a textbook illustration of step four in Henderson's cycle: "What appears to have happened is a lot of empty talk, no real significant change, and backlash that is causing real harm."

Bruenig is right that Savage examined a rarefied segment of the U.S. labor market. And even though the essay is full of shocking numbers, they are almost certainly the result of some degree of cherry-picking. And of course it's true that for most of American history, men who were deemed white tended to be afforded privileges and opportunities not available to others. But over the past two decades I have seen firsthand the dynamics that Savage describes. The gatekeeping apparatus that he identifies is real, but it often serves a specific subset of marginalized groups. Gender and race were not the only characteristics that determined who captured the cultural and economic windfall that wokeness wrought. Ideology played an outsize role too.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Is wokeness one big power grab?

As a member of various selection committees and recruitment initiatives, I have been privy to conversations in which gatekeepers have passed over white men in part because they were white men. These gatekeepers have typically favored women or members of racial minorities, but only those equipped with a prix-fixe menu of progressive values and beliefs. Many of these favored candidates spoke in esoteric codes and espoused beliefs that put them at odds with the majorities of their respective ethnic and gender cohorts, as polling on progressive shibboleths such as police abolition, pronoun innovations, and jargon like Latinx has consistently shown. Some white candidates speak this way too. As one source said to Savage, they adopt "a kind of protective coloration, allyship mindset, to get through the door." These applicants were likely in a far stronger position to thrive in DEI-driven institutions than the minorities who checked the right identity boxes but contradicted the prevailing orthodoxy of the post-2014 era.

As a Millennial man of so-called mixed-race ancestry (my father is Black and my mother is white), I have no doubt that I have sometimes benefited from the trend Savage highlights. But at other times I've had the maddening experience of being categorized as the wrong kind of Black. Because some of my affiliations and views don't align with today's progressive consensus, I have been ostracized, been denied some opportunities, had other opportunities rescinded, and been explicitly discriminated against in media, publishing, and academia.

No one is entitled to a particular job or award. And no one wants to hear complaints from someone like me who has found compensation in competitive fields. But the fact remains: Well-meaning men and women who have had the temerity or naivete to nominate me for a prize or board seat have told me, with some embarrassment, that they were later informed that my perceived views on matters such as my own privilege and the primacy of open debate had essentially rendered me ineligible.

A similar process played out when I tried to find a publisher for my latest book, which criticizes the excesses of 2020's fury. My views, I was told, did not align with the kind of Black perspective that presses wanted to publish. (This had also been the case with my previous book, which came out in 2019, though notably not with my first one, which was published in the "before times," all the way back in 2010.) Sympathetic editors who read my book proposal and expressed preemptive interest returned from meetings with their colleagues chastened. "It was a blood bath," one editor wrote. My incredulous agent told me that the controversy around my submission reminded him of the one surrounding Salman Rushdie's The Satanic Verses.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: To see how America unraveled, go back five years

I'm not alone, of course. My late friend, Stanley Crouch, the brilliant contrarian, was anti-woke avant la lettre. Even though he skewered progressive dogma, he nonetheless won a coveted MacArthur genius grant in 1993. As far as I can tell, however, no Black person who has publicly opposed anti-racist or progressive ideology in any sustained way has won the fellowship since then. (In 2011, the Harvard economist Roland Fryer secured one, but that was several years before he published research showing a lack of racial bias in police shootings, which many progressives found unwelcome.)

If minorities were simply elevated tout court, as Savage's article implies, one would expect to find at least a modicum of parity at elite institutions between young Black intellectuals who criticize modern progressivism and those who embrace it. But this is not the case. Consider the Black 29-year-old Coleman Hughes, who has already written incisively on questions of race, reparations, religion, and international politics. Institutions ought to fight over a prodigy like him the way that Silicon Valley firms compete for top engineering talent. Instead, he focuses his attention on podcasting and public speaking, precisely the kinds of fields where Savage argues that enterprising white Millennial men have gone to stand out: refuges for which "institutional barriers to entry didn't exist." The only college where Hughes has held a teaching post, the University of Austin, is avowedly heterodox. The same is true of The Free Press, the publication whose website hosts his podcast.

Savage's essay describes a set of elite institutions that for years have adhered to a very specific consensus about what kind of people they want to invite in. That consensus is not simply a matter of race and gender; its discrimination is more sweeping, and not always so obvious. But if you happen to notice, you are the problem.
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What I Lost When I Gave Up My Catholicism

Can the Church bring back the formerly faithful?

by Xochitl Gonzalez

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Catholicism is hot right now. The new American pope is popular for speaking his mind on political subjects such as AI and the death penalty. On Instagram and TikTok, Catholic influencers rank local Masses and their favorite Christmas hymns, and priests go viral for DJ'ing raves, while others protest ICE raids. The Catholic Church is at the center of the new Knives Out film, which premiered at No. 1 on Netflix this month. And more and more young people are going to Mass.

Today's youth aren't particularly religious. The Pew Research Center reports that 44 percent of 18-to-29-year-olds are unaffiliated with a faith. Yet at the same time, Catholic Gen Z is showing up strong. A new survey from the Catholic Leadership Roundtable found that members of Gen Z are now the most engaged Catholics--attending Mass, confession, and parish functions more frequently than any other generational cohort. (They are followed closely by Millennials.) Young people are also driving a spike in conversions. The National Catholic Register reports that many American dioceses are seeing annual increases in conversions of 30 percent, 40 percent, and even higher.

Many converts discover the faith on social media. Catholicism--with its stained glass and embroidered robes--is particularly well suited to a visual medium that sells beautiful imagery. But clergy members are also meeting the moment, evangelizing to young people where they are. Father Mike Schmitz, a handsome priest in the diocese of Duluth, Minnesota, has popular YouTube and Instagram pages and hosted a podcast called The Bible in a Year. Bishop Robert Barron runs Word on Fire, an online ministry that claims to reach "millions of people to draw them into--or back to--the Catholic faith."

The Catholic Church is almost 2,000 years old. Its origins trace back to the Pentecost of the Upper Room in Jerusalem, and its earliest followers are believed to be the disciples of Jesus himself. About 500 years later, the Church gained strength in the chaos that followed the collapse of Rome, where a weak emperor had led to a power vacuum. The Church offered order. Leadership. Community. Ritual. Beauty. Education. Transcendence. These are the same values that young Catholics today cite as drivers of their devotion. The Church offers an answer to the synthetic remove of AI and digital culture, the isolation of contemporary culture, the disorder of government and institutions.

If more young people turn to the Church, Catholicism may finally see an end to its long decline in America. (Catholicism isn't alone--the ranks of Christians in general have dwindled since the 1960s.) A 2023-24 Pew survey found that for every person who had converted to Catholicism, 8.4 Catholics had left the faith. Nineteen percent of Americans are Catholic; another 13 percent are former Catholics. The most recent big decline in church attendance began in the 2010s, right around the time that I stopped going to Mass.

Few experiences in modern life are as wondrous as a really good Christmas Vigil Mass. It's a full sensory encounter: the sight of the chapel, decked out for the holidays; the smell of the incense; the sound of the choir singing "Adeste Fideles" or "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing"; the taste of the Communion wafer; the heavy feel of the chalice when you sip your Communion wine. The message, every year, is that no matter the state of the world, goodness can be born anew.

I don't remember the last time that I let myself experience this.

Many Catholics can't tell where the Church ends and our families begin. The values and customs of the Church are as tied up in our identity as language and nationality. I was raised Catholic, as were my mother and father, and their mother and father before that, going back so long, time ceases to matter. We simply were as we always were: Catholic. Every week, we went to Mass. College threw me for a loop logistically, but I never had a crisis of faith. I was back in the pew in my young adulthood.

My break with the Church began, as it did for many, in 2002, when The Boston Globe published the story of priests preying on children that led to an avalance of heartbreakingly similar stories of sexual abuse and systemic cover-up. I was 25 and repulsed. But it was the Church. And these were a few bad eggs.

I met a nice Catholic boy and we married in a Brooklyn basilica. I even befriended the priest who married us. When he retired, I'd visit him in the old-age home for priests and we'd talk about books. And the stories of abused children kept coming.

In 2008, I got divorced. Committed a sin. And was told that for a $5,000 annulment--a sum I neither had nor wanted to spend--the Church could act like the marriage had never happened. And the stories of abused children kept coming.

I continued to go to Church. My cousin, who is gay, had recently moved to Brooklyn. Week after week, I was told from the pulpit that he shouldn't have a right to marry. And the stories of abused children kept coming.

I was sitting in Mass as a sinner--a divorcee, unable to receive Communion. My nearest kin was unwelcome because of whom he wanted to love. And a Church whose own sins I was trying so hard to ignore kept telling me how to vote: always for the candidate who would best protect the lives of unborn children. I kept thinking, But who will protect the children from you?

I left Mass and the Church and can count on my fingers the number of times I've returned since.

But the Church never left me. I am secular, liberal, upper-middle-class--I've tried yoga, transcendental meditation, and other faiths, and nothing reaches me in the same way as those old smells and bells. My brain is wired Catholic. So I reconciled myself to this detached spiritual life--one where, to quote Sojourner Truth, "I talk to God and God talks to me."

Then, this fall, I was at a book festival where the Italian American author Adriana Trigiani defended her Catholic faith as part of her cultural inheritance--a shaping force in her life as important as being Appalachian and working-class and Italian. I realized that this is what I gave up: communion and Communion; quiet genuflection and ritual; a cultural practice that had been in my family for generations. My grandparents are dead now--I gave up one of the last activities we shared.

Not out of laziness. Not even because of politics. I gave the Church up because, when it betrayed those children, it betrayed us all.

The Church reacted to the revelations at first with denial and hostility, and eventually with payouts and apologies. In 2018, Pope Francis issued a letter expressing remorse  to all of the "people of God" who had been hurt by the decades of sexual abuse and cover-up. Still, until 2019, Church leaders in New York State attempted to block the Child Victims Act, which extended the statute of limitations on victims of child abuse so they could come forward (the Church withdrew its opposition after the law was broadened beyond the Church to include victims of abuse by members of public institutions). When, earlier this month, then-Cardinal Timothy Dolan announced that the New York archdiocese would sell off property to help compensate about 1,300 victims, he sounded exhausted by apologizing: "As we have repeatedly acknowledged, the sexual abuse of minors long ago has brought shame upon our church," he wrote in an email. "I once again ask forgiveness."

Repetitive apologies are not the same as penance, which many Catholics feel has never happened. I find myself almost envious of these Gen Z Catholics, who were too young to experience the abuse scandal as a betrayal, and who can receive all the goodness and glory of the Church without my ambivalence or resentment.

Anthony Gross is 22, a recent graduate of Washington University, and one of the new Catholic influencers online. He grew up in a suburb of Milwaukee and has been documenting on Instagram his recent move to New York City, including his effort to attend and rank the best Catholic Masses in Manhattan. The videos are charming, and often conclude with Gross tucking himself in at night, just beneath the cross hung over his bed.

Gross is, like me, a multigenerational Catholic. Unlike me, he has recommitted to the faith. When we spoke this month, he told me that he thought, "It's time to start acting like a man." He wanted to be more disciplined, more principled, more of a leader, and thought, "God is a big part of that." (Church is also, he admits, not a bad place to meet like-minded young women.)

Young men are more religious than their female counterparts today. In an article called "How Catholicism Got Cool" in The Free Press, Father Charles Gallagher of Washington, D.C., said that the internet priests of the Church provided an answer to the "false prophets" of the "Manosphere." The article also quoted a 21-year-old man and recent convert who said that the Catholic Church doesn't "shame you for being a man," and that he's found both a wanted discipline and a brotherhood through the Church.

The priests Gross has encountered online and in real life, he said, have helped show him the kind of man he wants to be. When I point out that this feels ironic because they themselves won't marry, the statement seemed to perplex him. "Priests are normal human beings," he said. "It's tough because there's so much pressure put on them to be this perfect human being. And I feel a lot of empathy for them because they are human, just like every other person, and they screw up all the time, just like me and you."

In that moment, I remembered that Anthony Gross hadn't even been born when the Boston Globe story came out. His relationship with and appreciation of the priests he's met and what his faith has done for him are not tainted by the pain of broken trust. And I could take that and dismiss it. Or I could remember the Gospel according to Matthew: When the disciples argue over who will be greatest in heaven, Jesus says, "Unless you turn and become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven."

Pope Leo XIV has an opportunity to bring Catholics like me back into the fold. He has not softened the Church's pro-life stance, but has taken pains to make the sentiment more consistent: noting that pro-life relates to immigrants and gun control as much as the unborn. And, in a moment when many American Christian political figures are abandoning empathy, Leo has spoken out against political leaders using Jesus to justify cruelty. Many lapsed Catholics are taking notice.

Still, the Church's sins keep surfacing. Just this past week, the diocese of Grand Rapids, Michigan, released a "complete accounting" of 51 priests accused of sexual misconduct since 1950. Whatever gesture comes next--whatever buildings get sold or apologies issued--it won't be enough. Perhaps the Church will never be able to stop apologizing, and the scandals will never stop coming to light.

But also, perhaps the Church is not really the priests or the pope. It's the people. It's the young people looking for solace and a place to commune in a reckless, violent time. It's generations of family members loving one another as they'd like to be loved, offering kindness to strangers, and opening the manger to whoever needs shelter and warmth.

This Christmas, after many years away, I've decided that I'm going to go to Mass.
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Is Victor Wembanyama Too Tall?

Why it's hard to watch the NBA's most promising young talent

by Ross Andersen

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




In middle age, some sports fans become reactionaries. Due to dwindling neuroplasticity, or some general souring toward the world, they can no longer appreciate how a game evolves. It's similar to when a music fan stops checking for new artists and plays only albums that they loved in high school. As an aging NBA fan, I'm trying to stay vigilant. I never want to catch myself ranting endlessly at the bar about the inferiority of younger stars. When I watch them on the court, I look for fresh expressions of basketball beauty. And yet, despite my best efforts, I'm having a hard time getting into Victor Wembanyama.

Wembanyama, the league's most promising young player, is only 21 years old and he's French, but I don't hold either of these things against him. Nor do I resent him for playing for San Antonio, a rival of my beloved Lakers. In fact, his fiery desire to improve reminds me of a young Kobe Bryant. I enjoyed his off-season jaunt to China, especially the 10 days that he spent at a Shaolin temple, learning kung fu. And at a time when NBA stars tend to be overly friendly with one another, Wembanyama has an entertaining tendency to needle his rivals. As a player, though, he leaves me unmoved.

Read: LeBron James and the limits of nepotism

Part of it is that he's not especially relatable. In the parlance of sports fandom, Wembanyama is a freak. He ranks among the most unusual-looking players to ever grace a basketball court. Even in a league populated by giants, he is preposterously lanky at 7 foot 4 inches and 235 pounds. Other players have been given nicknames that suggest the strangeness of their physiques: Giannis Antetokounmpo, the Milwaukee Bucks' muscled 6-foot-11-inch player from Southern Europe, is known as the "Greek Freak." Wembanyama, for his part, has been likened to a praying mantis. Before he was drafted, LeBron James called him an alien, and the nickname stuck.

Every professional athlete is an extreme outlier in terms of their body type, skill, ability, or all three. NBA teams seek out men of monumental stature; some 300 players in the league have been at least 7 feet tall. But even in this context, Wembanyama stands alone. Most 7-footers have been used as shot blockers; when they scored, it was almost always due to their extreme size. Wembanyama has mastered the skill sets of much smaller players. He can dribble through his legs; once I even saw him dribble through the legs of his defender. He can fluidly pull up and shoot from well behind the three-point line. It's not a stretch to say that Wembanyama moves better with a basketball than anyone ever has at his height. "In all other instances, a 7-footer dribbling the ball up the court means that something has gone wrong," the author and Spurs fan Shea Serrano told me. But when Wembanyama dribbles, Serrano finds it "good and right and holy."

Read: Air Jordan is finally deflating

Wembanyama may possess preternatural grace for someone of his size, but he is still a coltish presence on the court. He seems to have stolen a taller man's legs. Much of what he does comes easily on account of his enormous size, like a teenager having his way with a younger sibling's Fisher-Price hoop. In a half-court offense, Wembanyama is never more than two (giant) strides from the basket, and when he arrives, he needs just a bunny hop to bring his forehead even with the rim. He can catch a lobbed ball with his back to the basket and execute a reverse dunk before he lands. For anyone else, these alley-oops would be spectacular, highlight-reel plays. For Wembanyama, they look like chin-ups.

As every sports marketer knows, identification is at the core of fandom. It is easier for us to bask in the glow of a great player if we can imagine ourselves executing their moves. Brands that endorse athletes count on people to buy into this fantasy of attainable greatness; they come right out and say so.

But it's difficult for anyone to imagine doing the things that Wembanyama does, because he plays the game at such a high altitude. No normal person could ever match the skills of smaller NBA players either, but that fantasy is more accessible. Steph Curry, the league's all-time record holder for three-pointers, has a degree of eye-hand coordination that is at least as freakish as Wembanyama's height. But because Curry is just 6 foot 2, and I am nearly that, I can at least delude myself into thinking that with enough practice, I, too, could hit some of the shots that he does. It's no accident that Curry, Michael Jordan, and other players whose physiques more closely resemble the everyman's tend to have more fans, and more signature shoe lines. We look at Jordan and pretend that we can be like Mike.

Do people want to be like Wembanyama? Maybe so. He might be the front wave of a new era. The NBA may soon be stacked with even ganglier players who have all-world ball-handling skills and deep shooting range. Maybe my eyes will eventually adjust to them. Football fans needed time to accommodate themselves to Patrick Mahomes's sidearm throws, as did the baseball fans who at first recoiled from Hideo Nomo's tornado windup.

Either way, Wembanyama won't be bothered. In his first season, he was named Rookie of the Year, and in his second, he would have been named best defender had he not been injured. This year, he looks even better, and Nike has already given him a signature shoe. A special logo is emblazoned on the heel and insole: an alien.



*Sources: Jim Poorten / NBAE / Getty; Chris Coduto / Getty; Stephen Gosling / NBAE / Getty; Adam Hagy / NBAE / Getty
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The Sound of a <em>Charlie Brown</em> Christmas

Growing up, my holidays were profoundly shaped by the soundtrack to a classic animated special.

by Anna Holmes

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Last week, I wept a little when listening to Christmas music.

Very few works of culture make me shed actual tears. Over dinner after a screening of the new film Hamnet, my friend Nancy told me she was surprised that the movie, which concerns the agonizing death of William Shakespeare's only son, didn't make me cry. "I don't know what to tell you," I said. Then I went home, opened Spotify on my phone, and hit "Play" on the soundtrack to A Charlie Brown Christmas. I fell asleep to the record with wet eyes.

This always happens to me with A Charlie Brown Christmas, which is celebrating its 60th anniversary this year. Getting verklempt, that is. Perhaps it's nostalgia for Christmases past (it was my difficult mother's favorite holiday) or a longing for a Christmas that never was (like I said, it was my difficult mother's favorite holiday). Mostly, I think, it's the mood the album evokes, one that feels familiar but foreign; cold but cozy; festive but reflective; spiritual but secular. The soft piano strokes and wire brushes of "Christmas Time Is Here" convey a lament and a welcoming: sorrow, perhaps, for the difficulty of the season, and the offer of a soft place to land. The descending, twinkling notes of "Skating" impart an aura of quiet wonder. The percussive energy of "Christmas Is Coming" is convivial and anticipatory. The cover of "What Child Is This" isn't bad either.

This might all sound a bit sentimental, but I'd wager I'm not the only person whose experience of the holidays was profoundly shaped by the 1965 Christmas album (and the special, of course). I grew up near Sacramento, California, where it doesn't snow, but our family had a few rituals that helped define the unfolding of the season: buying a fir tree, placing our stockings above the fireplace, and gathering around the television to watch A Charlie Brown Christmas, which transported us to a flat, wintry world where snowflakes fall on kids skating around frozen ponds who will later spiritedly debate the meaning of the holiday.

Things have changed. I no longer live at home, my school years are long behind me, and the collapse of linear television has made communal viewing, of the sort that we did with A Charlie Brown Christmas, largely a thing of the past. When the special first aired, it got a 45 share in the Nielsen ratings, meaning that nearly half--half!--of the households watching TV at that moment in the United States were watching it. As Caitlin Flanagan wrote in The Atlantic, "In those days you had three networks, and if one of them was broadcasting a show for children at night, you can bet that the news had been shouted down school stairwells and across playgrounds, and you can bet that all of us were in position, sitting on family-room carpets and living-room couches, breathing as one, soaking it all in."

Read: Charlie Brown's inside job

Now, thanks to the primacy of streaming services, that collective experience has become a lot more difficult, if not impossible, to accomplish. In 2020, Apple snapped up the exclusive TV rights to the whole Peanuts library, which means that A Charlie Brown Christmas now streams behind a paywall on Apple TV, except for the two days in December when the platform makes it available for free.

Which brings me back to the soundtrack. We might not be able to watch A Charlie Brown Christmas together like we once used to--"breathing as one, soaking it all in"--but we can still listen to it: out and about shopping; at home wrapping presents or sipping spiced beverages. It's the attendant music, I think, that remains most pregnant with communal possibility, a soundtrack to the season that endures as a delightful piece of mid-century pop-cultural history. It is that rare artistic artifact that transcends what it was made to accompany: Though the TV special can't exist without the music, the music can certainly exist without the TV special.






The story of the Charlie Brown Christmas soundtrack starts in Northern California. In early 1965, a producer named Lee Mendelson, who had been commissioned by the Coca-Cola Company to make a Peanuts Christmas special, approached Charles M. Schulz, a Sonoma County resident, to see if the Peanuts creator was into the idea of the project. After Schulz gave the go-ahead, Mendelson hired an animator, Bill Melendez, to design the look, actors to give voice to the characters, and a composer to build a soundscape for the half-hour program.

That composer was the Grammy Award-winning pianist Vince Guaraldi, who'd been engaged by Mendelson a couple of years earlier to score a documentary about Schulz. Mendelson had heard Guaraldi's 1962 song "Cast Your Fate to the Wind" on a local Bay Area radio station as he drove across the Golden Gate Bridge. The documentary never happened, but Guaraldi's sound--"melodic and open," Mendelson said--seemed perfect for the Christmas special, which would be the first of dozens of animated programs inspired by the popular comic strip.

Guaraldi had very little time to write and record the music for A Charlie Brown Christmas. Though he met Mendelson in 1963, he wasn't contracted to score the Christmas special until the spring of 1965. Guaraldi had just five sessions in which to record the music, according to Mendelson's son Jason, the chairman of Lee Mendelson Film Productions (which, alongside Peanuts Worldwide, jointly licenses the exhibition rights for the Peanuts Classic Specials, and is the music publisher of much of Guaraldi's catalog, including the Peanuts-associated music). Benjamin Clark, the curator of the Charles Schulz Museum in Santa Rosa, California, told me that Guaraldi was still recording music for the show in October of that year, just weeks before it premiered on CBS. Talk about cutting it close.

Schulz had also issued an edict for the sound of A Charlie Brown Christmas: no laugh tracks, which Schulz believed were off-putting to audiences. It was, as Clark explained it, "a really kind of out-there idea" for the time, but an auspicious one. No laugh track meant that Guaraldi's music was brought to the fore; its prominence, perhaps more than the sparse dialogue, gave viewers cues about how to feel, or about a particular scene's meaning. (The script for the half-hour show ran only 10 pages.)

Also unusual was the idea that jazz would accompany a children's animated special. CBS execs were reportedly unhappy about the choice. And so, perhaps (or perhaps not?), was Schulz himself. Derrick Bang, a biographer of Guaraldi and a Northern California-based Peanuts historian, told me that Mendelson's choice of Guaraldi was "radical," and explained that, though some Americans at the time still regarded jazz as the "devil's music," the influence of bossa nova on Guaraldi's compositions for the special offered a version of the genre to audiences that felt more gentle. "It conveys emotion beautifully," Bang said of Guaraldi's score. "I mean, have you ever heard anything musically that sounds like falling snow better than the composition 'Skating'?"

Read: The paradox of Peanuts

Perhaps ironically, Guaraldi was a native of San Francisco, where snowfall is rare. But his soundtrack transports listeners to a particular geography; Clark, who, like Schulz, grew up in the Midwest, told me that, as a child of the plains, he thought of the story and its environs as "my thing."
 
 For others, like myself, who weren't raised in those sorts of landscapes, the album rendered more like a whimsical yet pensive reverie, an aspiration to a time of year and a mood that half-existed, if at all. It evoked a place we'd been to but never lived in. It's what a music critic once called "perfect dysfunctional holiday music" with "small, observant miracles," or, as another wrote in the Los Angeles Times in 2012, a demonstration of "how a piano, bass and drums can capture a feeling and character in living color, particularly if those feelings are complex, conflicted or even simply too beautiful for words."



Bang remembers watching the premiere of A Charlie Brown Christmas on December 9, 1965. He was 10, and he remembers that he wore pajamas. He remembers being "transfixed" by the music, and that the end credits rolled very quickly--too quickly, in fact, for him to figure out who had composed what he'd just heard. A few years later, when he realized that the soundtrack was something he could actually own, he went out and bought a copy of the album. He still listens to it, he said, and not only during the holiday season.

In Bang's estimation, Guaraldi will, within a few decades, be as beloved and revered as George Gershwin or Irving Berlin, a part of the American musical tradition. "I defy anybody to listen to an hour of Guaraldi's music without smiling," he said, adding that one of the people he interviewed for his book about Guaraldi told him that the pianist was "the most famous jazz musician whose name most people don't know."

"One interesting test is that when you encounter somebody who says they don't like jazz," you ask them, "'Have you watched A Charlie Brown Christmas?'" Bang suggested. Many, of course, have, and some say that the album was, in fact, their first taste of jazz--a gateway drug, if you will. It was certainly the first jazz music I'd ever heard, though my real introduction would come decades later, when I encountered the pianist Keith Jarrett's The Koln Concert--a very different work that nonetheless imparts its own feeling of melancholy. (I asked Bang for a definitive answer to the question of whether Schulz actually liked the Guaraldi score. He explained that Schulz was a classical-music fan, but that he respected his collaborators' talents and the group did not argue over artistic choices. "That's why they were able to collaborate successfully for so long," he explained. "And, over time, Schulz came to enjoy Guaraldi's style of jazz.")

The soundtrack has become only more omnipresent over the years: In 1998, Starbucks began selling the album in stores; in 2012, the Grammy Hall of Fame composition was recognized by the Library of Congress's National Recording Registry, which deemed it "culturally, historically or aesthetically significant." (A Prince album made it into the registry that same year.) In 2020, more than half a century after its initial release, A Charlie Brown Christmas hit the Billboard Top 10 for the first time; in 2021, Billboard ranked it the greatest holiday album ever.

The year after that, the Recording Industry Association of America certified sales of 5 million units, making A Charlie Brown Christmas the second-best-selling jazz album in history. The top spot goes to Miles Davis's Kind of Blue, but Sig Sigworth, the president of Craft Recordings, told me that the Charlie Brown Christmas soundtrack may surpass Kind of Blue by hitting the 6 million mark as early as next month. I told him this sounds like a big deal. "It's a nice competition," he said. On the day I spoke with Sigworth, A Charlie Brown Christmas was the No. 1 record on Amazon, ahead of Taylor Swift and the K-Pop Demon Hunters soundtrack.



David Benoit is part of the reason. The jazz pianist's 1985 version of "Linus and Lucy," which appeared on his album This Side Up, is said to have contributed to a swell of interest in the original album. Songs from A Charlie Brown Christmas have, at this point, been covered by a wide variety of musicians, including Norah Jones, Mariah Carey, Wynton Marsalis, Dave Brubeck, and Stone Temple Pilots. In 2000, the pianist Cyrus Chestnut released an album-length interpretation of the soundtrack, which he still tours with; he told me that he saw the special when he was only 3 years old, and that Guaraldi was his very first jazz influence. Trisha Yearwood just released a cover of "Christmas Time Is Here," one of what Jason Mendelson told me is more than 24,000 covers of the song. He also has plans for symphony performances of Guaraldi's music next year.

"If I go to a restaurant that has a piano, without fail, somebody plays 'Linus and Lucy,'" said Mendelson, who briefly voiced the character of Peppermint Patty. (He had to stop once he hit puberty and his voice changed.) He told me about driving a group of 10-year-old boys from a Golden State Warriors game in San Francisco to his home in Redwood City a few years ago. The kids were acting up, so he put on some of the music Guaraldi had composed for the Peanuts specials.

"They listened to an entire jazz album with one vocal and the rest was instrumental for 40 minutes," he said. "They're like, 'What's that?'" It "shut up these 10-year-olds and got them to pay attention to jazz."

Benoit, like Bang, told me that Guaraldi isn't quite given the due he deserves, "especially in the world of straight-ahead jazz." Everyone, he said, "talks about Monk and, of course, Bill Evans and Oscar Peterson." But Guaraldi "should be right up there when you speak about the piano greats and the great jazz composers."

And like Chestnut, Benoit, who was 12 when he first saw the special, and who began learning the piano soon after, credits Guaraldi's music for getting him interested in jazz in the first place. "I said, 'That is what I want to do,'" he told me. "I almost owe my career to that show."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/12/charlie-brown-christmas-soundtrack-vince-guaraldi-60th-anniversary/685388/?utm_source=feed
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Watching Someone Fail Shouldn't Be So Fun

In <em>Marty Supreme</em>, Timothee Chalamet delivers both cringe and charisma.

by David Sims

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




Marty Mauser cannot stop the hustle. In Marty Supreme's electrifying opening moments, the audience is introduced to the wiry 20-something (played by Timothee Chalamet) in 1950s New York. He's working as a shoe salesman, talking a fussy older customer into buying a fancier brand with easy confidence. Almost immediately thereafter, we learn that his boss (who happens to be his uncle) wants to make him the store manager. But Marty, a working-class Jewish kid, won't hear of it. He has a singular career goal--to become the world's best-known table-tennis player. His athletic ideal hasn't exactly focused him, however: He walks right out of his uncle's office and into a storage closet with another supposed customer--really his close friend, Rachel (Odessa A'zion)--to make passionate love.

Marty is vivacious, and the film around him is buzzing at the same frequency: itchy, anxious, yet unbearably exciting throughout, each minute defined by some hairpin plot turn. Not long after that raucous first scene, he arrives in London, where he prepares to compete in a global Ping-Pong tournament while complaining about the shoddy hospitality. Like his previous movies--most of them directed in collaboration with his brother, Benny--the filmmaker Josh Safdie makes what soon becomes a high-stress journey palatable by setting off with an exhilarating level of momentum. Though the film is a hefty 150 minutes, it operates at a careening pace, barreling from twist to twist. The audience is kept handcuffed to a protagonist who's possessed by undeniable skill and moxie, but simply can't get out of his own way.

Marty Supreme is Safdie's first solo effort since splitting with Benny; their last work together was the fractious, nervy hit Uncut Gems. Benny also directed a sports drama this year on his own: The Smashing Machine, a much more muted effort that swerved from the Safdies' jittery style. Marty Supreme indicates that Josh may have been the chief engineer of that approach, as evidenced by both the movie's style and its story. The first act does the important work of establishing Marty's desire for sports superstardom as well as his penchant for getting himself into ridiculous entanglements. The film initially seems like a familiar sports story: Loosely inspired by the real-life table-tennis player Marty Reisman, the tale follows an underdog rising through the ranks and brushing up against immortality. But Safdie, as always, seeks to challenge convention. Marty's attempt to break out of postwar poverty, for example, feels modern; it's even set to a pulsing soundtrack full of '80s-New Wave hits.

Read: Only Timothee Chalamet could get away with this

Marty Supreme's ensemble is similarly colorful. During his odyssey around the world, Marty encounters an array of other frenzied creatures: There's Milton Rockwell (Shark Tank's own Kevin O'Leary), a cruel businessman who wants to bankroll Marty; Milton's wife, Kay Stone (a magnificently frosty Gwyneth Paltrow), an actor with whom Marty pursues an affair; and Ezra Mishkin (the director Abel Ferrara), a scuzzy figure whom Marty accidentally double-crosses. He makes friends, too, including the Ping-Pong-playing cab driver Wally (Tyler Okonma), who helps his pal with a moneymaking scheme. Marty's mentor, Bela Kletzki (Geza Rohrig), is a former table-tennis champion who gently tries to dissuade his protege from chasing his overblown goal. But everyone in this movie, rich or poor, seems to be on the edge of polite society, working their own angle while our hero strives for greatness.

In the hands of a lesser actor, Marty's difficult personality might make him tough to root for. But he so perfectly matches Chalamet's spirited, try-hard charisma--the same presence that made him a comfortable fit playing such varied roles as the fanciful Willy Wonka, a renegade young Bob Dylan, and Dune's super-powered mystic Paul Atreides. Even as Marty's quest veers off course, Chalamet imbues the character with an irresistible passion. Marty isn't getting mixed up with criminals and flirting with married actors on a self-destructive impulse, like Adam Sandler's gambling addict in Uncut Gems or Robert Pattinson's petty criminal in Good Time, another pulse-quickening Safdie-brothers production. Instead, the director portrays the nightmarish baggage that comes with fighting to achieve victory outside the mainstream.

Much like Marty himself, Marty Supreme conjures a sense of being on the outside looking in. The story unfolds on a Hollywood scale, with a huge budget and close attention to period detail, but Safdie has managed to keep the indie ethos that powered his prior successes. This is a movie that, among its other quirks, is laden with unusual performers--the playwright David Mamet; the retired basketball legend George Gervin; the magician Penn Jillette; and even the New York grocery magnate John Catsimatidis. As a holiday-viewing experience, Marty Supreme stands alone: Unlike the heroes of this season's glitzy blockbusters, Marty is a superstar only in his own mind.
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Claudia Sheinbaum's Impossible Dilemma

The threat of U.S. strikes on cartels could upend a century of delicate relations with Mexico.

by Nick Miroff

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




The first 13 recipients of the Pentagon's new Mexican Border Defense Medal squeezed into the Oval Office last week, standing at attention around the Resolute Desk. The awards, issued to soldiers and Marines assisting President Donald Trump's border crackdown, were replicas of military medals given out more than 100 years ago, when American warships shelled the port of Veracruz and General John J. Pershing led U.S. troops into Chihuahua. That was the last time the United States attacked its southern neighbor. The new medals, Trump told the troops, were "a big deal."

The White House used the ceremony to announce a bigger deal: Trump's designation of the synthetic opioid fentanyl as a "weapon of mass destruction." The illegal fentanyl tablets sold on American streets are made primarily in clandestine laboratories in Mexico and smuggled across the U.S. border by Mexican trafficking organizations. Now the Trump administration was comparing the drug to a nuclear or chemical threat aimed at the United States.

Fentanyl's record of mass destruction is not in doubt. U.S. health data show that the drug caused about 400,000 fatal overdoses during the past decade, the deadliest mass-addiction crisis in U.S. history. But in calling fentanyl a "weapon," Trump appeared to further endorse the once-fringe view that Mexico's drug cartels are not profit-seeking Mafias but terrorist organizations, analogous to groups such as the Islamic State and al-Qaeda, and therefore worthy of a military response. "There's no doubt that America's adversaries are trafficking fentanyl into the United States in part because they want to kill Americans," Trump declared. "If this were a war, that would be one of the worst wars." He has threatened air strikes on cartel sites inside Mexico, labeling its traffickers foreign terrorist organizations.

Trump's invocation of war and his revival of a medal from a long-buried era of American military intervention in Mexico leave Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum in a bind. She has to appease Trump enough to avoid air strikes while firmly standing up for Mexican sovereignty and maintaining her own domestic political support. Now in the second year of her six-year term, she has won widespread praise at home for her coolheaded handling of Trump so far: She has kept trade flowing and tariffs manageable while defusing calls for air strikes on Mexico from MAGA elements who view the country as more of an enemy than an ally. Whether Sheinbaum can hold that balance under increased pressure from the White House will be her key challenge for 2026.

I traveled to Mexico City this month and spoke with members of Sheinbaum's administration, who view the coming year with trepidation. Mexico is preparing to co-host the FIFA World Cup with the United States and Canada at the same time that the three countries are conducting a formal review of the United States-Mexico-Canada trade agreement, reached seven years ago after Trump ripped up its predecessor, NAFTA. Security coordination for the tournament has put more attention on Mexico's crime problems amid the trade negotiations.

"We have a president on the Mexican side who is more interested, much more interested, in cooperating than her predecessor was," Roberta Jacobson, the former U.S. ambassador to Mexico, told me, referring to former President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador. "I think she has done an amazing job navigating that minefield." But treating fentanyl as a terror weapon and traffickers as terrorists converts what has been mostly a public-health and law-enforcement issue into a national-security threat, opening the door to a broader U.S.-military response.

Sheinbaum has drawn a red line at U.S. strikes on Mexican soil and said flatly last month that they "would not happen." Her government has set other firm limits on what it considers to be nonnegotiable matters, rejecting the possibility of joint operations that would allow armed U.S. forces to embed with Mexican troops, as the United States has done in Colombia and other drug-war theaters. U.S. and Mexican officials I spoke with told me that Sheinbaum has been willing to expand cooperation on almost everything else.

U.S. and Mexican diplomats spent years developing an approach to bilateral relations that sought to compartmentalize traditional sources of tension--trade, migration, water rights, drugs--so that they would not affect other areas. But Trump ditched that framework during his first term, when he threatened to crash the Mexican economy with crippling tariffs as a way to force Mexico to crack down on Central American migrants headed north.

Read: Fentanyl doesn't come through the Caribbean

Mexican officials suspect that Trump's talk of terrorism and WMDs is a way to gain leverage in the upcoming trade negotiations. Migration and security are at the top of Trump's agenda, one adviser to Sheinbaum told me, "but the economic issue is always what's really behind it."

In the trade talks, the United States is seeking to further limit Chinese investment and influence in Mexico, to broaden liberalization of Mexico's energy sector, and to advance a range of other manufacturing-, labor-, and farming-related goals. Mexico surpassed China in 2023 to become the top exporter to the United States, a result of the nearshoring boom led by U.S. manufacturers moving operations out of China. More than 80 percent of Mexico's exports--cars, appliances, fresh produce--now go to the United States, leaving Mexico more dependent than ever on its northern neighbor, and subject to Trump's whims.

Trump threatened Sheinbaum with more tariffs again this month to force Mexico to send more water from its reservoirs to farmers and ranchers in Texas. Sheinbaum moved quickly to appease him. "He's not someone you can confront head-on, because he responds with more force," the adviser told me. Sheibnaum, he said, "has been very clear about Mexico's position without getting into a conflict."

The adviser added, "This next year is going to be challenging for Mexico."

Raul Benitez Manaut, an expert on U.S.-Mexico security cooperation at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, told me that the CIA, the U.S. military, Homeland Security Investigations, the FBI, and other American agencies have been operating in Mexico with far more latitude than Mexican authorities would like to publicly acknowledge. Polling shows that many Mexicans, especially in the business community, would welcome a more muscular American role in their country, but this remains especially taboo for some members of Sheinbaum's leftist Morena party. "She has to say certain things, for political necessity, to keep her base happy," Benitez Manaut said. "Not unlike Trump."

Benitez Manaut said that there would be major risks to air strikes--with or without Mexico's consent--targeting illegal fentanyl production. The cartels have been moving their labs into cities because rural sites can be detected more easily by satellites, sensors, and other tools, he said. They believe that the government would be too worried about collateral damage to carry out a strike in an urban area. And any U.S. operation on Mexican soil would have to be very careful to "avoid hitting civilians," Benitez Manaut said: "If someone innocent dies--a child, or a cleaning lady--it would be a shitstorm."

On December 6, a pickup truck packed with explosives blew up outside the police station in Coahuayana, a small town in the state of Michoacan, one of the country's bloodiest cartel battlegrounds. The blast shredded vehicles, knocked down trees, and killed six people, including three officers. Video footage of the site showed a charred blast radius strewn with debris that stretched for a block.

In Mexico, the bomb revived fears that drug-trafficking groups, if squeezed too hard, could begin to act like terrorist organizations in retaliation against the Mexican government. A bombing attack outside a World Cup venue would devastate Mexico and Sheinbaum's government. The senior Mexican officials I spoke with told me that they are eagerly cooperating with the United States to share intelligence to avoid disaster.

Mexico's drug smugglers are under pressure. Trump claims that there has been a huge slowdown in drug trafficking at sea since the U.S. began striking alleged smuggling vessels in the Caribbean and the eastern Pacific. The cartels are already contending with the loss of revenue from human smuggling and extortion payments along the U.S.-Mexico border as a result of Trump's border crackdown. In October, handwritten cartel banners known as narcomantas appeared in the tourist resorts of Baja California threatening to kill Americans--signs that suggested a degree of desperation. Fentanyl, which is smuggled mostly by human couriers and vehicles through official crossings along the U.S. border, remains a major profit source for the cartels.

Trump is the first U.S. president to treat drugs as mass-casualty weapons and cartels as terror groups, applying the tools of America's response to the 9/11 terror attacks to the vexing addiction crisis of the past decade. In an effort to draw more attention to soaring drug-overdose rates, public-health advocates calculated that more Americans were dying from opioids than from foreign wars or terror attacks. But the U.S. government had never before used these rhetorical comparisons to create justifications for military attacks.

Read: Trump discovers Maduro's Achilles' heel

Trump has said at least 17 times since September that "land strikes" against drug-production sites and other targets will commence "soon," according to a recent CNN tally. The strikes so far have hit targets at sea near Venezuela. But Trump has said that action will not be limited to Venezuela. "We're going to start hitting them on land, which is a lot easier to do," the president said during the Oval Office ceremony, calling traffickers "a direct military threat to the United States of America" who are "trying to drug-out our country" in similar fashion to the way China's imperial power was undermined by British-backed opium traders in the 19th century.

Mexico's security cooperation with the United States fell to a low point under Lopez Obrador, who lashed out at the Drug Enforcement Administration after U.S. agents arrested a Mexican general and former defense minister at Los Angeles International Airport and accused him of working with traffickers. Lopez Obrador's denunciations tapped into long-standing resentments toward the DEA as a meddlesome presence that wiretapped whomever it wanted, cut deals with cartel bosses, and interfered in Mexican politics. He ordered Mexico's military to shun the agency.

A senior Mexican official and a senior U.S. official told me separately that cooperation has improved dramatically under Sheinbaum and that U.S. agencies, even the DEA, have regained space. Secretary of State Marco Rubio told reporters in September that "it is the closest security cooperation we have ever had." Mexico has extradited more than 50 cartel suspects to the United States since February, including Rafael Caro Quintero, one of the DEA's most wanted men. Mexican authorities have worked with the U.S. to seize more of the chemicals used to make fentanyl and other synthetic drugs and to go after the companies, mostly in China, that ship them.

The senior official in Sheinbaum's government told me that "the reality is that there's a lot of cooperation" and that the Trump administration has "been respectful so far about our red lines."

Sheinbaum and her aides have learned to deal with Trump by separating his political statements and social-media posts from the practical, material matters of what the United States actually wants.

"I don't think they will change their rhetoric, but as long as the actual relationship is good and works between the boundaries on what is acceptable for the two countries, we're fine," the senior Mexican official told me.


U.S. Marines on patrol in San Diego, California, in February, after the Defense Department deployed 1,600 active-duty troops to the U.S.-Mexico border area. (Carlos Moreno / NurPhoto / Getty Images)



The CIA and the U.S. military are working with Mexico's military, especially its elite marine-commando units, as the United States has done for years, passing along intelligence from informants and wiretaps on the whereabouts of cartel bosses and drug shipments. U.S. drones and surveillance aircraft circle Mexico's skies, hunting drug labs. "The basis of that cooperation is: The U.S. can give us intelligence, but the security forces operating in Mexican territory need to be Mexican forces," the senior Mexican official said. Officials at the U.S. embassy in Mexico City declined my interview request.

Mexico faces "constant pressure" from Trump officials, the senior Mexican official said: "I don't expect that to change, to be honest. But I do believe that we have found common ground, and I do believe that a lot of people in Washington understand the nuances, the sensitivities, the complexities of the bilateral relation. And they know that doing some sort of strike within Mexican territory, either in the sea, the land, the air, whatever, would cross a line that it would be very difficult to recover from."

Mexico's navy invited me to visit its command-and-control center in Mexico City, where officials coordinate interdictions with the U.S. Coast Guard and other agencies. The center's commander, Rear Admiral Maximo Rodriguez Villalobos, told me that cooperation between the two countries is "as strong as ever." Rodriguez Villalobos said that the U.S. Coast Guard asked Mexico to respond to the site in international waters, off Mexico's Pacific Coast, where the U.S. had attacked a suspected drug boat. "We reached the site, but we found no one," Rodriguez Villalobos said. "There was nothing left."

In the 1990s, U.S. forces intervened in Colombia, helping its government battle Marxist insurgents and take down drug lords such as Pablo Escobar. I asked the rear admiral if he could envision Mexico embracing a similar approach to Colombia's as a way to avoid U.S. unilateral action, with U.S. agents and troops carrying out joint operations alongside Mexico's security forces. "To arrive at the point Colombia reached at that moment, I don't see it," he said.

Today, Colombia is producing near-record amounts of cocaine, primarily for the U.S. market. The United States maintains security agreements with Colombia, but in October, the Trump administration decertified the country as a reliable drug-war partner for the first time in nearly 30 years. Trump is now threatening to carry out strikes on suspected drug labs in Colombian territory and trading insults with the leftist President Gustavo Petro.

U.S.-Mexico security cooperation reached a high point in the years after the 2008 Merida Initiative, when then-Mexican President Felipe Calderon declared war on the country's criminal groups. U.S.-trained Mexican marines worked with the CIA and the DEA to target cartel leaders in daring operations using U.S.-supplied Black Hawk helicopters. The United States spent hundreds of millions of dollars to help reform the Mexican judicial system as part of an effort to prosecute suspected traffickers instead of killing them.

Back then, U.S. officials were the ones encouraging Mexico to gather evidence and build prosecution cases. The work was difficult and often frustrating to both nations, especially when cases were mishandled and cartel suspects went free. Now it's the U.S. government, under Trump, that appears to favor lethal force over prosecution and building institutions that could stand up to the cartels' influence. I asked the rear admiral if Mexico endorsed that approach and if he thought it would be effective.

He considered his words carefully. "Every country has the right to pursue its objectives as it sees fit," he said.

At the western end of the Paseo de la Reforma, Mexico City's stately central artery, the Altar a la Patria, one of the country's most important civic shrines, rises above the tree line of Chapultepec Park. The memorial consists of six white marble columns arranged in a semicircle honoring the Ninos Heroes (the "Boy Heroes")--young cadets killed in 1847 after they refused to surrender to invading American troops. On a recent Sunday morning, bike riders and tourists posed for snapshots under the looming monument while a man on roller skates looped through the crowd, bopping to Shakira songs on his portable speaker.

Mexico's national identity is deeply entwined with this legacy of U.S. conquest and imperial bullying. The United States took half of Mexico's land in the mid-19th century and periodically intervened in the decades that followed to protect American interests. During the past century of mostly good relations, U.S. politicians learned to work with Mexico by navigating this history with tact and respect.

Arturo Sarukhan, who served as Mexico's ambassador to the United States under Calderon and who still lives in Washington, told me that those urging Trump to strike Mexico "really want to send a message" by taking a hammer to those sensitivities. Even a single missile strike on a fentanyl lab could undo a century's worth of diplomacy.

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

Sheinbaum should redouble efforts to prevent such a scenario, Sarukhan said, first by saying definitively that Mexico's cartels--not U.S. imperialism--are the greatest threat to her country's sovereignty. Such a declaration could relaunch security collaboration with the United States along the lines of the Merida Initiative, he said, including a "boots on the ground" U.S. presence working hand in hand with Mexican forces "under the control of Mexico but in dual coordination with United States authorities."

"That would be closer to the Colombia model they say they don't want to accept," Sarukhan said. "But if you really want to defuse the unilateral use of force, the declaration of organized-crime organizations as foreign terrorist organizations, and now fentanyl as a weapon of mass destruction, I don't see any other way of defanging those in the White House who are itching to drop a missile from a drone onto a lab in Sinaloa."

The World Cup, Sarukhan said, provides an opportunity for Sheinbaum to manage potential political blowback, especially from her own party, because "what you can do is sort of underscore that you're strengthening border security between Mexico, Canada, and the United States" to protect the games.

That approach, with its emphasis on the regional security of North America, would get the countries back to the framework that has aided decades of economic integration--and to a relationship that most flourishes when it's not too fixated on the past.
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Get Ready to Start Hearing About Aileen Cannon Again

The Florida-based judge is likely to once again play a central role in politics in the new year.

by Marilyn W. Thompson

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Not so long ago, when the FBI raided Donald Trump's 126-room Palm Beach mansion and found scores of classified documents, the notion that the disgraced former president would return to the Oval Office seemed far-fetched to just about anyone paying attention. Just over three years later, Trump is president, and the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of Florida is investigating the raid for being part of what the president's allies have branded a "grand conspiracy" against Trump.



From her quiet courthouse in Fort Pierce, Florida, Aileen Cannon is poised to reprise a role that gave the district-court judge an improbably influential say in national politics. Cannon is expected to preside next month over a special federal grand jury called by Jason Reding Quinones, the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of Florida, that will probe aspects of the FBI's raid--as well as broader allegations of a plot against Trump by Democratic politicians and other government officials. If the grand jury returns indictments, Cannon would be in a position to oversee trials of people Trump has long targeted for retaliation.

Cannon's involvement could change the trajectory of the president's retribution campaign. Trump's efforts to prosecute perceived enemies have thus far rested on thin indictments brought before skeptical judges; cases against former FBI Director James Comey and New York Attorney General Letitia James, for instance, were quickly tossed out. But Trump allies insist that there is much more to come. Cases like the ones against Comey and James were a mere "appetizer," Mike Davis, a Trump loyalist who is close with Quinones, teased on The Charlie Kirk Show this fall. "Just wait for the main course."

Last year, Cannon made one of the most consequential judicial decisions in decades by throwing out criminal charges against Trump related to his mishandling of classified documents. What had once seemed a rock-solid case that could end in Trump's conviction on federal felonies had already been dramatically slowed by Cannon's willingness to entertain even the most fantastical claims made by the former president's lawyers. With Cannon's dismissal of the case, the thicket of legal roadblocks impeding Trump's return to the presidency was suddenly cleared. As liberals despaired, Cannon became a folk hero on the right, a fearless judge who would stand up to a justice system weaponized to force Trump from politics. Conservative luminaries such as former Attorney General Ed Meese, whose brief to the court heavily influenced Cannon's 93-page decision, praised her courage and promise. Trump called her "the absolute model of what a judge should be."

On Monday, an attorney for former CIA Director John Brennan--a frequent target of Trump's ire who was subpoenaed by prosecutors last month--preemptively tried to persuade Cannon's boss, Southern Florida Chief Judge Cecilia Altonaga, not to permit Cannon to hear any case brought against his client. Kenneth Wainstein's request, first reported by The New York Times, cited "judge shopping manipulations that appear to be underway" during an already active Miami grand-jury investigation. Wainstein described the inquiry as a "politically motivated and fact-free criminal investigation." He also questioned why it is necessary to convene an additional grand jury in Fort Pierce--where Cannon happens to be the only judge. The prosecutor, Wainstein wrote, was trying to steer the case to Cannon as part of "the President's mandate to use the courts to punish his perceived political adversaries." Neither Quinones nor Cannon responded to requests for comment.

Trump frequently praises Cannon, which suggests that he's very much aware of what she's done for him--and continues to do. That's why she's emerged as a widely discussed possible nominee for an appellate seat--or even for the Supreme Court. In the five years since Trump nominated her for the district court, her record has been defined by a refusal to follow judicial norms or bend to public criticism. Her colleagues on the federal bench and others who have studied her record tell me that she is meticulous in the extreme. She insists on doing things her own way--even if that means ignoring precedents with which she finds fault or ruling in a manner that appears to give deference to the man who elevated her. When lawyers for a North Carolina man accused of trying to assassinate Trump argued that Cannon should recuse herself from the case because of perceived bias, she denied the motion and responded in October 2024 with typical precision.

"I have no control over what private citizens, members of the media, or public officials or candidates elect to say about me or my judicial rulings," she wrote. "Nor am I concerned about the political consequences of my rulings."

Cannon's critics--and they are legion--find that hard to believe. To them, she is the very emblem of what happens when the law and politics collide.

The grand jury isn't the only way in which Cannon is poised to emerge as a significant judicial figure in the new year. She has been under unusual pressure from an appeals-court panel to decide whether she will unseal the second volume of Special Counsel Jack Smith's investigative findings, a document focused on the classified-documents case that she has kept out of public view for the past year. On Monday, she issued two rulings that made the report less likely to ever become public. She denied a motion from two advocacy groups that asked her to release the report, then issued another ruling giving Trump, the Justice Department, and other parties 60 days to file objections to unsealing the document. Trump's personal attorney has urged her to keep the report secret, referring to Smith as a "so-called special counsel."

Just a handful of people have seen the report. Cannon ordered it delivered to her chambers and ruled on the first full day of Trump's second term that it would remain confidential in order to protect the rights of Trump's co-defendants. It remained sealed long after the charges against them were dropped, which effectively negated her reasons for keeping it confidential. The report could be embarrassing for Trump. It is believed to describe his efforts to retain classified documents after leaving office, including the role allegedly played by the current FBI director, Kash Patel, who was a White House adviser during Trump's first term. Keeping the report sealed prevented public scrutiny of Smith's findings during Patel's contentious Senate confirmation hearing, which critics said was the whole point. "Judge Cannon very purposely sealed the report so that it would never become public," the former appeals-court judge J. Michael Luttig told me.

Read: The man who will do anything for Trump

When Trump nominated Cannon in 2020, even close watchers of the judiciary barely knew her name. At 39, she would be among the youngest district-court judges in the country. Yet her nomination checked several boxes valued by Trump's team: She was Latina, with South Florida roots, connections to the state's Republican political circles, and a Federalist Society pedigree.

Born in Colombia, Cannon was raised in Miami in a Cuban American family shaped by anti-Castro activism and business success. She grew up hearing stories of her grandparents' flight from Havana in 1960. Her maternal grandfather rebuilt his advertising firm into an international powerhouse serving Hispanic markets and more. Her mother, Mercedes, became an activist on Cuban issues, while her father, Michael, an Indiana native, worked in the family firm.

Cannon attended an elite private high school, graduated from Duke in 2003, and earned her law degree at the University of Michigan four years later. In Ann Arbor, she joined the campus Federalist Society, which was reshaping conservative legal strategy and building a bench of future prospects. A colleague of Cannon's who knew her as a summer associate at the top-tier Washington, D.C.-based firm Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher told me that her conservative ideology, particularly on government power and social issues, surfaced even in casual lunch conversations. "She was very solid, very conscientious, and, frankly, at the same time, one of the most ideologically driven people I've ever met," said this person, who, like some others interviewed for this story, spoke on the condition of anonymity to share candid thoughts about Cannon. "She got very animated and agitated about whatever the topic was."

Read: Retribution is here 

After graduation, Cannon joined the firm, where Eugene Scalia, son of the late Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, was a senior partner. Cannon became a regular at George Mason University's Scalia Forum, absorbing the principles of textualism and skepticism of federal power.

By 2013, she had traded corporate law for a prosecutor's job in the U.S. Attorney's Office for the Southern District of Florida. She prosecuted 41 defendants and argued four cases before juries before transferring to the appellate division, which her colleagues said was a better fit. When a slot opened in 2019 for a permanent judgeship in Fort Pierce, few ambitious lawyers stepped forward. The courthouse had a docket heavy with routine criminal cases, including more than its share of disturbing child-pornography cases developed by a federal task force in the city. Yet for Cannon, the position offered a break from the chaos of Miami. Senator Marco Rubio's office encouraged her to apply, according to answers she gave the Senate Judiciary Committee, and by the summer of 2020, she was testifying via video.

Her confirmation hearing drew little notice. Coached by the White House counsel's office, she fielded questions about judicial restraint with textbook answers and assured members of Congress that she would "fully and faithfully" abide by Supreme Court and Eleventh Circuit precedent. Nothing in her soft-spoken manner suggested the storm she would create.

Cannon's inexperience--and a temperament that colleagues would later describe as exacting--surfaced almost as soon as she took the bench. She inherited some long-running civil disputes alongside the usual churn of immigration and street-crime cases. Her Fort Pierce docket includes passport fraud, drug trafficking, health-care fraud, and the occasional high-profile lawsuit. But unlike most district judges, who routinely rely on magistrates to lighten the load, Cannon tended to keep control of most matters. Inside the court, that preference produced friction--and a noticeably slower pace. A report card issued twice a year by the federal courts serves as a kind of public shaming of judges who fall behind. As one district judge explained to me, judges go to great lengths to ensure "that there is a zero beside your name" for motions pending for longer than six months. It is one of the few available tools for measuring judges' performance.

About a year into the job, Cannon reported 40 motions pending for more than six months. Nationwide, other judges had higher backlogs, but not in the Southern District of Florida, where almost all others reported zero. She lagged behind in many later reports, frustrating plaintiffs, defendants, and their lawyers. Two of her law clerks quit, a rarity in the federal system. To explain delays, Cannon usually checked boxes citing unusually difficult cases or "heavy civil and criminal caseload."

Fellow judges sensed that she was struggling, but they told me that she rarely reached out for advice. "She keeps to herself," said one judge who occasionally hears cases in Fort Pierce. At one administrative meeting early in her tenure, when judges discussed COVID-era reopening plans, Cannon sharply objected to district-wide masking and vaccination protocols. Judges, she insisted, should govern their own courtrooms. To some veterans who were accustomed to newcomers showing deference to established rules and procedures, her tone landed as imperious. "This was her opening salvo: anti-mask, anti-vaccine," one judge who was in the meeting told me. "It kind of threw us for a loop."

Privately, lawyers grumbled about her approach, but they feared crossing her. They describe a judge who is ever-vigilant for breaches of decorum and exacting about grammar. Cannon is known to chastise even seasoned attorneys for failing to meet her detailed procedural preferences. She scolded a lawyer in a yearslong civil-rights lawsuit for being unable to immediately produce a document she wanted to review. She dismissed the case of a plaintiff who used a wheelchair and was representing himself in a lawsuit against a city over handicapped access to a pier, saying that even self-represented litigants must meet her deadlines. Long delays on routine motions were coupled with sudden decisions that blindsided lawyers and sometimes reopened cases to appeal or refiling.

Listen: The Justice Department won't break easily

Cannon has shown a willingness to place her own reading of constitutional authority above the guidance of appellate courts, which have admonished her for overreach and for misinterpreting the law in several cases unrelated to Trump. That tendency has set her apart from other district judges, who told me that they would be uncomfortable reinterpreting the limits of executive power. "When the overwhelming authority, including the Supreme Court and other courts, point in one direction, you really don't have the right to throw all that out," the retired federal judge Nancy Gertner told me.

Cannon's sentencing record shows a judge not afraid to lecture defendants about family responsibility, drug abuse, and child exploitation. Although she usually followed recommendations from the U.S. Attorney's Office, she occasionally broke away. In 2022, as threats of political violence escalated nationwide, she showed leniency to Paul Vernon Hoeffer, a Palm Beach Gardens tow-truck operator, who pleaded guilty after leaving vulgar, threatening voicemails for three female Democratic officials--including then-Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi. A prosecutor asked Cannon to give Hoeffer 41 months in prison to reflect the severity of threats "to shoot them in the head, or cut their heads off, and that they were going to die." Cannon gave him 18 months. "Even when political discourse is not especially eloquent or even well-informed, we cherish our constitutional freedoms as Americans," the judge explained.

Since then, Cannon herself has been a target. An Illinois man pleaded guilty in October to federal charges of making violent threats against her, and a Texas woman received a three-year sentence last year for leaving threatening voicemails.

Judges told me that they privately worry about Cannon's safety, particularly after she oversaw the trial of Ryan Routh, who was found guilty of attempting to assassinate Trump at a Florida golf course. Cannon allowed Routh to represent himself after reviewing his psychiatric evaluation, then cut off his incoherent opening statement in less than five minutes. The case was the third she has handled involving Trump. It likely won't be the last.

Cannon first became entwined with Trump's legal fate three years ago, after the FBI raided Mar-a-Lago and seized 33 boxes, including some stacked high in a gilded bathroom. Outraged, Trump brought a civil suit that landed before the judge. His attorneys asked her to appoint a special master to review more than 100 documents marked as classified. The Justice Department warned that such an intervention would be an "extraordinary judicial intrusion" that would drastically slow the case. Cannon sided with Trump. She appointed retired Judge Raymond Dearie, but the review was halted when an appeals panel--including two Trump appointees--ruled that she had overstepped her authority.

When Jack Smith, as special counsel, indicted Trump in June 2023, Cannon drew the case by random assignment. Her early rulings signaled skepticism toward the prosecution. She questioned the scope of Smith's authority and invited outside lawyers aligned with the Federalist Society to challenge the constitutionality of his appointment.

Read: The Bolton case is not like the others

Then, in July 2024, on the opening day of the Republican National Convention, Cannon issued her decision dismissing the case entirely. Drawing heavily from briefs submitted by Meese and others, she concluded that Smith's appointment violated the Constitution's separation of powers--a novel theory that had never before voided a federal prosecution. "She was careful about understanding the law and applying it," Meese told me. Richard Swanson, the president of the New York County Lawyers Association, condemned her decision on his blog at the time and has followed Cannon's rulings since then. "When you take a step back and look at her opinions as a whole, they're devoid from real-world context and concealing, to some extent, her very much strong red-team agenda," Swanson told me.

From the convention stage, Trump called Cannon "a highly respected federal judge in Florida" who had found that "the prosecutor and the fake documents case against me were totally unconstitutional."

Trump continues to praise Cannon, calling her "brilliant" in a March speech at the Justice Department. By then, the Eleventh Circuit had invited her to sit as visiting judge, and she wrote a dense 37-page opinion on birthright citizenship that Swanson calls "a classic example of textualism run amok." Trump's words only fueled speculation that she might soon be elevated to join a higher court permanently.

But for now, she remains in Fort Pierce, more consequential to politics than any other district judge in recent memory.
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Netflix vs. Paramount

Whoever wins... we lose?

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




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

If Warner Bros. Discovery was only a movie house, it would have had one of its best years ever. Two of its films (One Battle After Another and Sinners) are front-runners for the Academy Award for Best Picture, and it had a string of critical hits and box-office successes with Superman, Weapons, and A Minecraft Movie. But the company is a media conglomerate that counts HBO and CNN among the brands it owns, and it took on lots of debt; its box-office success in 2025 is not enough to make up for its financial struggles.

This year, the company found itself up for auction. After over a hundred years as a major Hollywood studio, Warner Bros. fate seemed unclear. Now months into a process that Netflix formally won, Paramount still hopes to come out on top with a hostile bid. This week even, the billionaire Larry Ellison, whose son, David, controls Paramount, offered a personal guarantee for the deal.

The bidding war for Warner Bros. Discovery is a business story that morphed into a future-of-entertainment story and then recently took an ominous turn into politics. President Donald Trump weighed in, saying he would be "involved" in deciding who wins, which put every party on alert that Trump might be particularly watching what happens to CNN, a cable network he has called "the least trusted name in news" and a "political arm of the Democrat Party."

Trump has sued ABC News, CBS News, the BBC, The New York Times, and The Wall Street Journal. His administration has federally defunded PBS and NPR, and put pressure on networks to cancel late-night shows. In the Warner Bros. Discovery bidding war, Trump has hinted that he leans toward Paramount, and this week brought new claims of political interference of the news at the Ellison-run Paramount. 60 Minutes pulled a segment on the harsh conditions at a prison in El Salvador where the Trump administration deported hundreds of Venezuelans earlier this year. Bari Weiss, the new head of CBS News, said the story needed more work even though it had apparently been fact-checked and legally vetted, not to mention promoted on air.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to the Atlantic film critic David Sims about what the outcome of this deal might mean for movie lovers, especially those who hope to keep going to movies in theaters. And we talk to our staff writer Frank Foer about Trump's increasing influence on the media landscape and his subtle campaign to disappear CNN.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I know we're months from the Oscars, but will you name your top-three picks for Best Picture?
 David Sims: In terms of who I think may well win?
 Rosin: Mm.
 Sims: Or who I want to win?
 Rosin: Mm.
 Sims: (Laughs.)
 Rosin: I think I'm gonna go with want. I think I'm gonna go with want. That's--
 Sims: I've got the same pick for both, honestly, is I do think One Battle After Another will win out; I would say Sinners and Hamnet are the other sort of big players right now.
 Rosin: I was hoping you would say One Battle After Another and Sinners, only so I could have a smooth transition into the conversation I want to have with you.
 Sims: Absolutely.


[Music]

Rosin: One Battle After Another and Sinners, two front-runners for the Oscar for Best Picture, both came out of the same studio this year: Warner Bros.

Sims: Those are movies from very established filmmakers with big stars in them.


Leonardo DiCaprio (as Bob Ferguson in One Battle After Another): My name is Bob Ferguson. I don't know if you've ever heard of me, all right? I was part of French 75.


Sims: But they were for grown-ups. These are R-rated movies.


Michael B. Jordan (as Elijah "Smoke" Moore in Sinners): Y'all Klan?
 
 Jack O'Connell (as Remmick in Sinners): Sir. We believe in equality and music.


Sims: They were going up against more established franchise stuff, and they dominated the conversation.


Rosin: This is Atlantic movie critic David Sims.

Sims: They did well in every kind of space.


Rosin: It was also the same studio that made Weapons, Superman, and A Minecraft Movie-- critical hits, along with box-office successes--movies for families and movies for families who like Paul Thomas Anderson.

Sims: They had the kind of year studio executives dream of.


Rosin: So what better way to end a banner year at Warner Bros. Pictures than by selling it?

This fall, Warner Bros. Discovery--which includes all of its movie studios, HBO, DC Comics, and a bunch of other things--announced that it was on the market.

An initial front-runner was Paramount.

Sims: So Paramount was there--it was an existing movie studio, recently bought by David Ellison after he spent years trying to take it over. He's the son of Larry Ellison. He's a very, very rich tech billionaire.


Rosin: But their bid was rejected. So Paramount kept submitting more bids, and those were all rejected too.

Meanwhile (Netflix sound effect plays.) Netflix was also interested and swooped in.

Wolf Blitzer (from CNN): New this morning, Netflix has inked a deal with Warner Bros. Discovery to buy the iconic TV and movie studio and its streaming assets, including HBO. We should mention--


[Music]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. The bidding war for Warner Bros. is a business story that's morphing into an entertainment story and then took an ominous turn into politics.

President Donald Trump: So we'll have to see what happens.


Rosin: Recently, President Donald Trump weighed in on the matter, suggesting that he was personally interested in the outcome--which adds a whole new layer of complication.

Trump: And I'll be involved in that decision too. But they have a very big market share.


Rosin: Paramount and Netflix have been back and forth these last few weeks, each trying creative moves to outdo the other. On Monday, for example, Larry Ellison offered a personal guarantee for the Paramount deal, which means that one of the richest men in America is on the hook if it fails. That's the business part.

For those of us who care more about the movies? The truth is that both options might make them a little worse--for different reasons.

And for those of us who care most about democracy? It would not be the first time that the president has inserted himself into the business of media. We'll talk to staff writer Frank Foer about that later.

But first, critic David Sims on what he pays the most attention to: What does this Warner Bros. Discovery deal mean for the movies when the number of big movie studios just keeps shrinking?

Sims: Obviously, this is a looming nightmare that Hollywood has been worried about for longer than the last few months. And for the last few years, Warner Bros., which is one part of a big conglomeration of TV networks and other stuff has been a company that's sort of laden with debt and has had some bad corporate owners in the past, that's been passed around, so a lot of people have been waiting to see who will swoop in to sort of salvage the company or transform it. And the fear's always been, It'll get sucked up too. The Hollywood studios will continue to sort of condense into a bigger and bigger blob, which, really, it means nothing good for art, unfortunately.

Rosin: Okay, well, slow that down 'cause you said "fear"--you're separating, already, in your answer quality from financial stability. So it was a studio that made good movies but was financially not stable, I guess, for a while, so why "fear"--why don't we see this as rescuing Warner Bros.?

Sims: Well, Warner Bros., the movie studio itself, there's not a huge profit issue there. That's the sort of jewel of the company, along with HBO, which is part of this corporate consideration.

It's the other stuff that's been the problem, and David Zaslav, who's been running the company for a few years at this point, since it merged with Discovery, has been trying to cut fat. He's laid people off. He's canceled whole movies outright. He's been running it pretty lean, and I think everyone in the industry has been watching and sort of noting that he's clearly preparing to get acquired.

Now, in the old days, Warner Bros. used to be owned by AT&T. Before then, it was owned by AOL. Back in the day, Coca-Cola used to own one of the movie studios. Big companies would own movie studios 'cause it was fun to own a movie studio--you would get to be a player in Hollywood, and you would have glitz and glamour. But now, it feels like the only companies that want these movie studios are other movie studios.

Rosin: So let me ask you: If, for years and years, big companies have owned movie studios, why is this moment such a big deal? Why do people like you talk about it with trepidation in their voices--nd "people like you," I mean people who love movies and movie theaters and just the whole tradition of Hollywood? Why is this any different than Coca-Cola or anybody else?

Sims: Well, so it feels like there's two outcomes to this Warner Bros. deal, it seems, and both of them are causing agita for different reasons.

[Music]

Sims: If Paramount, which is another big studio, had bought Warner Bros., you have what happened to Disney and Fox, probably, happening again, so Fox still exists in some form, as a sort of subsidiary of Disney--t releases a few movies a year--but you've kind of dried up one of the wells of big movie production in Hollywood. If that happens with Paramount owning Warner Bros., once again, you feel the pool of big movies shrinking in Hollywood. You feel this sort of competition shrinking.

Now, Netflix is this kind of different beast because they operate a different model. They've made money a different way. Obviously, they're all in on streaming. So far, they've sort of communicated publicly, like, Oh, no, no, no. Warner Bros. is a different business than ours, and we wouldn't wanna kill its theatrical industry. But because Netflix has been so uniquely aggressive about sort of getting their movies onto TV rather than in theaters, there's this just huge anxiety amongst people like me and people who make movies that the movie-theater industry just cannot survive losing that many movies a year, if that's where this is going.

Rosin: Why are theatrical--this is not obvious to me. It seems to me--what I care about is that good movies get made. Why is theatergoing the lifeblood of good movies? Does it change the incentive structure of what kind of movies you make and how good or creative or original they are?

Sims: Possibly. Look, Netflix has made good movies, but there is a sort of style to a lot of Netflix movies--the more sort of generic stuff that they put out: the rom-coms and the sort of medium-size dramas, whatever--that feels like the movie's a little more designed to be ignored.

Rosin: Mm.

Sims: Now--

Rosin: Ah, now I understand it. (Laughs.) That feels like a real concern--if you're creating movies that you know people are going to be checking their phone while watching.

Sims: I think when you talk to the sort of older guard in Hollywood, who are especially worried about the mortality of theaters, there's also just this feeling of, like, When it's gone, it won't come back.

[Music]

Sims: And all of those companies are--they've been battered by COVID, they were hurt by the strikes, which really reduced the amount of output lately, and they're kind of hanging on by a thread right now.

Big movies will come out and do well and kind of demonstrate that audiences are fine going to the theater for something they're interested in. But it's tougher for a sort of mid-sized or smaller movie to break out in the ways that they used to--which is why, again, one reason that something like Sinners or One Battle, those films catching on with people is heartening to see because it kind of defies the prediction that companies like Netflix are making of, Ah, well, that old model, that's sort of dinosaur stuff, and people prefer to just have an a la carte selection at home of whatever they can watch.

Rosin: So we've been discussing the Netflix outcome. Tell me what happened with Paramount and what's the Paramount outcome. How do you see that differently than what you've just described?

Sims: I think one reason the Netflix bid seems to have won is that Netflix was cool with Warner Bros., the company, sort of splitting up and its cable channels--these sort of less profitable units--getting spun off and turned into a division that can be dealt with elsewhere or sold off or who knows. And Netflix would take control of kind of the big properties: Warner Bros., HBO, things like that.

Paramount seems to want the whole kit and caboodle; they want everything. They're willing to pay a lot for it. And it's a little harder to understand why, outside of, I guess, just this notion of, We need to be as big as possible to compete.

Paramount on its own used to be a very venerable--it's still venerable, but now they don't have a Marvel, and they don't have the kind of streaming service that Netflix or HBO is. So if they can just kind of grow by acquisition, grow by expanding into new areas of storytelling--they can make more comic-book movies, whatever--that's their argument for: This is the best way to survive.

That might be true for Paramount. It might lead to a lot of layoffs and a lot of consolidation as well. There's literally just less movies in theaters than there used to be. And so consolidation, you imagine more of that.

Rosin: Right. So whatever the details, you see this as a lose-lose for Hollywood.

Sims: Oh God, I hate to be so pessimistic. I'm usually not the pessimist, I will say. But it's tough for me to see either of these being smooth. Both of these will be strange corporate maneuvers.

It currently seems like the Netflix thing will happen. But, obviously, Paramount's exploring this idea of a hostile bid. Combining Netflix and HBO, you've got two of the biggest streaming services--that's a whole mess that maybe regulators won't object to. There's the Trump factor of terms of he maybe prefers a bidder--maybe he doesn't, though? A lot of the reporting seems to suggest maybe he wasn't as swayed by the Ellisons as the Ellisons thought he would be. Who knows?

All of this is very difficult to foresee. And I think Warner Bros. did not really see this coming. The old rumor was that they wanted Universal, who's another studio, to get them, and those two powers would combine into something very, very powerful. This is weird in a new way, and it's kind of like the story of Hollywood of, every year, there's sort of a new evolution of weird that everyone in the industry just has to wrestle with.

Rosin: David, thank you so much for joining us today.

Sims: Happy to. Anytime.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, Frank Foer on what happens if Trump does intervene on this deal.
 
 And remember: Warner Bros. Discovery isn't just in the movie business. They also own CNN.

[Break]

Rosin: The movies are just one part of this Warner Bros. Discovery deal. As we'll hear from staff writer Frank Foer, politics is another.

According to a recent report from Bloomberg, President Donald Trump privately told people that he wanted this deal to be a competition, to have one side bid against the other for his approval of the deal.

Frank Foer: Because, ultimately, in order to get a merger of this size through, it needs to be blessed by the U.S. government. And it seems like the biggest condition that he's laid out there is CNN.

Rosin: CNN. Okay, so you think that's his main interest. What does he want from CNN?

Foer: So Warner Bros. owns CNN, and I think that he hates CNN, that he says it's run by corrupt, terrible people, and he wants to see them out. Does that mean that he wants to see CNN kind of left on the side of the road to wither and die? Does it mean that he wants the new buyer to come in and renovate CNN in the same sort of way that the Ellisons have come in to CBS News and installed Bari Weiss and to turn that into a different type of news-gathering organization? It's unclear. I don't think Trump knows. I think he's waiting for the bidders to come and present him with the best prize.

Rosin: Okay. I think I need to understand how unusual this level of intervention is. What is the president's usual official role in a big merger like this?

Foer: So the whole United States government is set up to avoid this type of direct political meddling.

[Music]

Foer: We have agencies like the Federal Trade Commission and the Federal Communications Commission, which were set up almost a hundred years ago, or more than a hundred years ago in the case of the FTC. And they were supposed to be independent agencies, where you had a set of commissioners--you would have three from the party in charge, two from the out party--where they would make decisions in a relatively bipartisan, technocratic way, in the best interest of the government, so that you didn't have presidents coming in and picking winners and losers.

But I think it's pretty clear that, in the end, he's got a little bit of a rooting interest for Paramount, but he doesn't wanna make it seem as if he's putting his thumb on the scale, because that would be bad--that would send bad signals to the world, bad signals to the market. And so, even if he may gesture in the direction of Paramount, I think even Donald Trump knows that he needs to make it look like an open and fair competition.

Rosin: Got it. So he's, basically, somewhat aware of the kinds of criticisms that a person like Frank Foer at The Atlantic might make, is, This is inappropriate.

Foer: Right. This is a transaction, and so Warner Bros. has shareholders who have to approve a merger themselves and sign up for a deal; they initially signed up to give their company to Netflix. And really, there is a bidding war going on, and part of the bidding war is that--what Paramount says that it brings to the table is that it can get the approval of the president of the United States; it can make it a much more painless transaction than the Netflix purchase.

Rosin: It's like they've already acceded to a world in which the president's approval or disapproval actually makes a difference in how you do business. It's like we live in that world now.

Foer: Yeah, yeah. And Netflix understands that too; that's why Ted Sarandos went and visited--the CEO of Netflix went and visited Donald Trump in the Oval Office himself. This is the world that we live in.

Rosin: So let's play out the scenario under Trump. What moves has he already made to exert influence over media?

Foer: Right. So we could look at what's happened to The Washington Post.

[Music]

Foer: During the first Trump term, Jeff Bezos bought The Washington Post--or he bought it before Trump--but he recreated the paper, essentially, as a resistance paper: Democracy dies in darkness.

Jeff Bezos: It is a mistake for any elected official, in my opinion, to attack media and journalists. I believe that-- (Audience claps.)


Foer: And Trump sees this happening, and he sees the Super Bowl ad they make.

Tom Hanks (in a Washington Post commercial): Knowing helps us decide. Knowing keeps us free. (Music swells.)


Foer: And he starts to tweet about how Jeff Bezos is a corrupt guy and that he's gonna take revenge against Amazon, which he says is doing all sorts of unfair things.

TV anchor (from CNBC): President Trump going after Amazon again, this time in a series of tweets. He writes: "So many stories about me in the @washingtonpost are Fake News. They are as bad as ratings challenged @CNN."
 Lobbyists for Amazon--


Foer: So Bezos sees this happening and he, I think, either consciously or subconsciously, decides that he's gonna walk away from this resistance persona, and he's gonna recreate the editorial board of The Washington Post, which he more directly controls, as being something that's more politically sympathetic to Donald Trump.

TV anchor (from CNN): --after the publisher announced that the newspaper will not endorse a candidate for president. That's the first time they have not done so in 36 years of presidential elections. The Post itself--


Foer: Or to take another example, we saw the way in which Brendan Carr, the [chairman] of the FCC, said stations that were carrying Jimmy Kimmel--that because of everything that Jimmy Kimmel had said about Charlie Kirk, that they were gonna pay a price.

Brendan Carr (on The Benny Show): --changes that we've seen, but, frankly, when you see stuff like this--look, we can do this the easy way or the hard way.


Foer: And it turned out that a lot of these companies were in the process of undergoing mergers and consolidations--they had a lot of deals sitting in front of the Trump administration--and so they heard his message, and they said, Okay, we're pulling Jimmy Kimmel from the air.

Rosin: Right, although they did say the decision to pull Kimmel wasn't actually influenced by FCC communication. But, okay, so let's overlay those dynamics onto the Warner Bros. sale. What does it look like? Play out what it could look like.

Foer: So we've talked about CNN, which, I think, is kind of the most vulnerable asset there. I think that--

Rosin: Wait, so what happens to CNN? Just--this is hypothetical.

Foer: Right. So, hypothetically, they could either say that, We're gonna buy CNN as part of this deal, and we're just gonna kill CNN.

Rosin: Paramount could, if Paramount--

Foer: Paramount could do that.

Rosin: --or Netflix.

Foer: Or Netflix. Netflix doesn't do news, and so they could just say, You know what? If it's a cost of doing this transaction that you're forcing us to buy CBS--anything is possible in this sort of world where these types of sums of money are on the table, and there's an enormous amount of flexibility.

The other scenario--and we're seeing this with CBS News, which is kind of what I'd call the Orbanification scenario, where Viktor Orban is the head of state in Hungary, and what he's done is, essentially, ensured that the biggest media properties in that country are sold to his allies and cronies, who, in turn, neuter those networks or turn them into propaganda apparatus. And so there's some possibility that that happens. But if Paramount decided to go through with that, it would be painful for Paramount.

Rosin: But why? We just had a perfect model for that, which is: Bari Weiss takes over CBS; Erika Kirk is the first interview. Plenty of people got fired, but it happened.

Foer: It happens; it's not unthinkable. But CNN is different than CBS. CBS News is something that aims to be straight down the middle. CNN, I think, aims to be straight down the middle, but is, in fact, kind of an anti-Trump network.

Rosin: I see, so it would be more obvious and much more of a fight.

Foer: Yeah. You would lose more viewership that way. You'd lose hosts who, I think, have built personas around criticizing Trump. It would be messy.

Rosin: Right. Okay, so that's instability for us who work in this industry. But do the shifts in journalism matter for anyone else?

Foer: Right, so if you take The Washington Post.

[Music]

Foer: The Washington Post editorial page had limited reach. But in terms of kind of national voices, there were three national newspapers, three editorial boards. You have The Wall Street Journal, which is already kind of right-wing, and then you take another one and you make it right wing, you've changed a substantial portion of the opinion space in national newspaper land.

There are only three meaningful cable networks. One of them is already pro-Trump. You take another one off the table--you're changing a substantial percentage of cable news.

A democracy is basically only as good as the information that its citizenry gets, and so we are undergoing this long-term crisis where the quality of information that citizens get has been diminished--it's more likely to be manipulated by algorithms or by outside actors--and that, if we ever have any chance of having a democratic revival in this country, we need there to be quality sources of information.

Rosin: Sometimes I think back to the first days that Jimmy Kimmel was fired and what a shock that was to the country because that was the first time that such an overt pressure happened from the administration, which had such an obvious consequence for a well-known media figure. But then he was reinstated. So is there any hope in that?

Foer: Yeah, I think that there is hope in that, because there was a public backlash. I think that it was a moment where they pushed too hard, and they went too far, and I think a lot of people who may have otherwise cowered or turned away felt compelled to push back.

But, on the other hand, I just look at things relative to where they were in the first Trump term and the whole tenor of conversation. And in the first Trump term, I think a lot of media looked at outrageous things, and they responded with outrage. And here, this is not just because of all these larger economic tides that we're talking about, but there is a greater numbness that, I think, prevails. It's less red-blooded. It's less full-throated. It's more numb.

Rosin: Thank you, Frank, for joining us today.

Foer: My pleasure.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited and engineered by Kevin Townsend. Rob Smierciak provided original music. Sam Fentress fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Stop Defending Bari Weiss

It is impossible to take her actions at face value given the context in which she is operating.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




The year is 2029. President Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, having spent years raging against Fox News as a propaganda organ whose very operation is illegal, has found a pressure point to control it. She enables its sale to owners who are friends of hers, and whose business depends on regulatory favors she has made a practice of doling out to allies. As the new editor in chief of Fox News, the owners install Tim Miller, a skeptic of conservatism who has never previously worked in television news.

But then AOC complains that her friends at Fox News aren't moving fast enough, and the network is still running critical coverage of her. Days later, Miller kills a long-scheduled report showing how AOC may have flouted the Constitution in order to have people tortured.

It is safe to say, I think, that conservatives would be upset.

What's more, they would probably not care whether Miller's stated reasons for pulling the report had any journalistic merit. Their concern would be the authoritarian nature of the government wielding its power to hand control of major media properties to its allies. And they would be right.

Adam Serwer: Cancel culture's boomerang effect

This analogy, as you've no doubt guessed, describes what has happened at CBS News. In October, Donald Trump openly boasted that Larry and David Ellison--the father-son duo that now owns Paramount, CBS's parent company--are "big supporters of mine, and they'll do the right thing." He implied that he expected more positive coverage from CBS News and its newly appointed editor, Bari Weiss. He was right to expect as much, given that Larry Ellison reportedly assured him that he and his son would make Paramount more conservative, according to reporting from The New York Times.

Then, just last week, Trump expressed frustration on Truth Social that despite his relationship with the Ellisons, "60 Minutes has treated me far worse since the so-called 'takeover,' than they have ever treated me before," adding: "If they are friends, I'd hate to see my enemies!" Days later, Weiss pulled down a scheduled report on 60 Minutes about the Trump administration's deportation of migrants to a notoriously harsh prison in El Salvador.

But conservatives are not critical of the maneuvers that placed the network in the hands of businessmen who rely on Trump's favor, and who are seeking the president's support in a hostile bid to edge out Netflix to acquire Warner Bros. Discovery. Nor are conservatives concerned about Weiss's suspicious timing in abruptly shelving a report about the president's aggressive deportations. Instead they are defending her judgment.

Noah Rothman, an anti-anti-Trump conservative--a member of the tribe more devoted to calling out Trump's opponents than the president's abuses--defends Weiss in a column in National Review. The most amazing thing about Rothman's column, which echoes arguments other conservatives have made on X, is that it does not mention anywhere the abuses of power--Trump's insistence of favorable coverage from media-owning friends--that led to Weiss running the network. It focuses instead on the merits of her critique of the CECOT story. "Weiss said the report glossed over the administration's fuller legal rationale for its deportations, which amounts to a journalistic sin of omission," he notes. "Weiss questioned the report's credulous restatement of the claim that almost no detainees had criminal records, and she sought clarification about the charges against them that might have been dismissed."

Weiss only wants to make the story stronger, conservatives say. What's the problem?

Well, there are three problems. First, Weiss's specific complaints run the gamut from plausible to badly misguided. As Ryan Goodman and Tom Joscelyn explain in a carefully reasoned article in Just Security, Weiss's memo misconstrued the legal arguments involved in these deportations. Although the segment in question was about how the administration sent Venezuelan immigrants to a Salvadoran prison without due process, she insisted that "there's a genuine debate" about the legality of the deportations. Yet the administration has consistently argued that these men are not due "judicial review," and on Monday a federal judge in Washington, D.C., further undermined Weiss's hopeful deference by ruling that the government itself has not contested that these detainees "received inadequate process prior to their removal."

Weiss is following a long-standing instinct to turn every Trump abuse into a debate, a generosity she does not afford targets on the left. She herself has sometimes been a fierce and effective critic of Trump. Still, The Free Press, which she continues to edit while running CBS News, publishes obsessively and unremittingly negative coverage of New York Mayor-Elect Zohran Mamdani, but holds symposia on Donald Trump. In defending the administration's actions as debatable, she has misrepresented just how heedless it has been with the Constitution.

Second, the process by which she imposed her will on this story seems odd. It makes the most sense to ask basic questions about the structure and tone of a news story while it is coming together. Instead, Weiss reportedly missed many of the screenings, and intervened only after the story had been vetted, slated to air, and promoted on social media.

Third, even if Weiss's objections were completely merited and followed procedure, it is impossible to take them at face value given the context in which she is operating.

Read: Bari Weiss's audience of one

Scott Alexander once wrote a classic essay titled "Beware Isolated Demands for Rigor." Alexander was describing a common trick among partisan intellectuals: Insist that your ideological opponents meet the highest standards of proof, demand that every piece of evidence they cite be as rigorous as possible, and permit far more laxity from your allies. This method is so effective because it looks like you're upholding high standards while actually acting in bad faith.

Weiss claims that the CECOT story fails to "advance the ball" because many of its central facts have already been reported. This mania for insisting that every new story introduce breaking news was nowhere to be found when she was airing a town hall with Erika Kirk, Charlie Kirk's widow, whose talking points have not exactly suffered from underexposure.

Liberal democracy is the proposition that democracy requires more than mere voting. It needs a set of neutral rules governing the state and civil society to prevent ruling parties from becoming entrenched in power. Trump's maneuvers to influence CBS blatantly violate even the most minimal guardrails of liberal democracy. Those blunt abuses of power matter a million times more than the specific content of a particular 60 Minutes segment.

Conservatives would never accept a left-wing government using regulatory favoritism to pressure conservative media into softening their coverage of a Democratic administration. They may delight in the new editorial direction of CBS News, but they cannot defend the process that led to it. So they pretend it didn't happen; offer narrow, pointillistic defenses of Weiss's editorial pretext; and deftly dodge the authoritarianism that enabled it.
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Trump Is Suddenly Looking a Lot Smaller

The president is no longer dominating his party or the country in the way he once did.

by Jonathan Lemire

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




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


Hey, remember April? 



When President Donald Trump marked his 100th day in office at the end of that month, he was on a seemingly unstoppable roll. After taking four years out of office to prepare, he and his team returned to power with a blitz of more than 140 executive orders. He bent the Republican-controlled Congress to his will and dismantled much of the federal bureaucracy. He brought powerful institutions, including prestigious universities and law firms, to heel, demanding that his ring be kissed and his wallet fattened. He upended the nation's economic and diplomatic relations with the world. He hijacked Americans' attention--he was everywhere!--while openly musing about tearing up the Constitution and serving a third term. Moreover, Democrats were in disarray--truly--and their party's future seemed in doubt. Trump stared out from the cover of this very magazine with the accompanying quote "I run the country and the world." Honestly, it was hard to argue with him.



But as 2025 draws to a close, Trump seems a whole lot smaller. His party has been battered in recent elections. His poll numbers on even his signature issues--the economy, immigration--have tumbled. He's seemingly lost touch with what got him elected, instead focusing on projects both petty and self-aggrandizing. As Americans worry about affordability, Trump and his family have profited wildly from his time in office. Republicans have begun to openly and repeatedly defy him. Democrats have started to outmaneuver him. Today, the Jeffrey Epstein scandal once more erupted with embarrassing revelations and unanswered questions. And every now and then, Trump seems to have a hard time even staying awake.



Every president is inherently a lame duck the moment he takes the oath of office for the second time. But many presidents have been at least able to delay their diminishment until after the midterm elections, at which point--political capital largely exhausted, the political world turning to the race to pick a successor--they tend to focus on things over which they still have control, such as foreign policy and legacy building. Remarkably, Trump, not even a full year into his second term, seems to have already gotten there. Intensely focused on winning a Nobel Peace Prize and on striking lucrative business deals, he's hosted a parade of world leaders at the White House while increasing his foreign travel and cutting back his domestic trips. He's also intent on leaving a physical mark on the nation's capital, slapping his name on the Kennedy Center and commissioning the construction of a massive arch (surely the "Arc de Trump") while using gold fixtures and a demolition crew to remake the White House itself.



That myopic focus has worried Republicans, who are now sounding the alarm on a possible wipeout during next year's midterm elections. There has been a wave of congressional retirements and rumors of more coming early in the new year. And among some of those who look to outlast Trump in Washington, there has been a growing willingness to defy him. To be clear, the president still enjoys widespread popularity with the MAGA rank and file, and many GOP lawmakers live in fear of a Trump-backed primary challenge. But arguably, one of Trump's greatest political superpowers--one that has been evident since his hostile takeover of the GOP in the 2016 campaign--was an ability to demand absolute fealty from Republican lawmakers. That is now eroding. And the first, most meaningful, fissure has been about a dead man.



Trump really wanted to stop hearing about Epstein. He snapped at aides who tried to bring up Epstein when storylines about the disgraced pedophile financier began to percolate during the late summer, and he grew furious at some MAGA supporters who wouldn't let the matter go. The president himself was never a full-throated Epstein conspiracy theorist, but he repeatedly intimated during last year's campaign that something was nefarious about the government's handling of the case. Yet he never understood why the matter--and questions about Epstein's prison death, which was ruled a suicide--was so meaningful to some of his supporters: It was not a liberal conspiracy theory; it was largely a MAGA one. Trump admitted to a long friendship with Epstein--the two men ran in the same rarefied Manhattan and Palm Beach circles and enjoyed pursuing young women--but, he insisted, he broke off contact with the financier before he ran into legal trouble. (His accounts as to why they had a falling-out have shifted multiple times.)



Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away' 



Yet it was some of MAGA's loudest voices--Marjorie Taylor Greene and Nancy Mace among them--who defied Trump's efforts to bury the story. And it turned out that they were the harbingers of an avalanche; Trump got rolled by Republicans in both the House and the Senate last month when they voted for the publication of all of the Epstein materials. His hand forced, Trump authorized their release. But every time his administration has tried to make the Epstein matter go away, it's only inadvertently turned up the spotlight. Last week's publication of Epstein materials failed to satisfy lawmakers on both sides of the aisle, and that release focused on former President Bill Clinton, making it appear transparently political. Today's batch--quite the news dump, just before the Christmas holiday--yet again reinforced just how close Trump and Epstein were.



The Epstein question spawned the first widespread Republican rebellion against the president and opened the door for GOP defiance on other issues, including the legality of the Venezuelan boat strikes and tossing away the filibuster. Formerly meek Republicans found their voice to scold Trump for his callous social-media post blaming the filmmaker Rob Reiner for his own murder. They urged him to focus on health-care costs and affordability in the new year.



The White House, which did not respond to a request for comment, insists that Trump is listening. His aides have begun organizing events on housing and prescription-drug prices. They touted the fact that the nation's economic growth accelerated to a 4.3 percent annual rate last quarter, blowing past expectations. After months without any domestic travel, Trump went to both Pennsylvania and North Carolina to (at least nominally) discuss affordability. Aides promise that he'll be on the road often next year, ahead of the November midterm elections. Hill Republicans seem willing to try to tackle health care. Although the chances of getting another sweeping legislative program through Congress may be slim, the West Wing is looking into another batch of executive orders--including rolling back more environmental and business regulations--to goose the economy. And conventional political wisdom has rarely applied to Trump, who still has the time, and power, to pull off another comeback.



But Trump himself displays no sign of a course correction. He has defended tariffs that have raised prices on consumers and previewed plans to ratchet up a deportation plan that polls show voters think is too extreme. He shouted his way through an Oval Office address last week meant to be a reset, seemingly trying to browbeat America into believing that he's doing a good job. (He also recently rated the economy "A+++++.")



And he's eager to show off the designs for the arch that will mark an entrance into Washington and the $400 million ballroom that will be built where the White House's East Wing once stood. Yesterday, he boasted about a new "Trump class" of naval warships that military experts immediately denounced as unnecessary and expensive. He reveled in receiving a "peace prize" from FIFA, the soccer organization, and in hosting the Kennedy Center Honors ceremony. (Next year, he'll surely insist that they be called the Trump-Kennedy Center Honors.) And he proudly showed off the "Walk of Fame" he constructed on the West Wing colonnade, which included insulting assessments of some former presidents (no word yet on what he wrote about Chester A. Arthur) that even some Fox News hosts panned as a childish desecration of a sacred national space.



Read: The talented Mr. Vance



Trump's preoccupations have only reinforced the perception that he's lost touch (as have the several recent moments in which the 79-year-old president appeared to fall asleep in public). None of this has reassured a Republican Party beginning to eye the midterms with dread. As Trump's poll numbers continue to dip, more Republicans feel that a permission structure has been created for them to occasionally defy the president's wishes. And for the first time, some in the GOP are beginning to consider life after Trump. There are deep divides in the MAGA base--many on full display at the Turning Point USA conference this week--but also a willingness by Vice President J. D. Vance and others to take some (quiet) steps toward inheriting Trump's mantle.


 "No Republican had dared even breathing the word 2028 for fear of triggering Trump," one close outside adviser told me. "But that's changing. And the quickest way to become a lame duck is to lose your own party."
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Why Did We Ever Watch <em>To Catch a Predator</em>?

A new documentary probes the influential <em>Dateline</em> series--and the titillating nature of true crime itself.

by Sophie Gilbert

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




The year 2004, situated after 9/11 and before the election of Barack Obama, might have been the one that best summed up the excesses and cruelties of the George W. Bush era, particularly on television: The Apprentice, Nipplegate, 60 Minutes' report on atrocities at Abu Ghraib, The Swan. The overarching theme was exposure, followed by ensuing cycles of shame, recrimination, and (often) profit. Reality TV, having cycled through its anthropological social-experiment phase, was now balls-to-the-wall invested in spectacle--the more lurid and indefensible, the better. In March 2004, MTV debuted I Want a Famous Face, a reality show that featured people having extreme plastic surgery to look more like their favorite celebrities. Late in the year, on Dateline NBC, the debonair investigative journalist Chris Hansen premiered a new series of special reports targeting adult men who were trying to have sex with underage teenagers they'd met on the internet.

To Catch a Predator ran for three years, and its unique selling point seemed to be that it was, as Jimmy Kimmel once jokingly referred to it, "Punk'd for pedophiles." The series touted its noble intentions--identifying and exposing people who might prey on children--but the format of the show clarified that its main focus was entertainment. Unwitting men who'd chatted online with adults pretending to be children would be invited to a house rigged with cameras, where actors ("decoys," in the show's parlance) who were over 18 but looked younger would welcome them in, chat chirpily in Mickey Mouse helium voices, and then disappear so that Hansen could take over. "How are you?" he'd ask in a faux-friendly tone, before revealing the cameras, the chat logs, the scale of their reprobation. To Catch a Predator was, essentially, a prank show with a monstrous twist, Candid Camera with the prospect of prison time and a spot on the sex-offender registry. "When a TV show makes you feel sorry for potential child rapists, you know it's doing something wrong," Charlie Brooker argued in The Guardian in 2008. (A few years later, possibly in response to the NBC show, he wrote one of the darkest episodes of Black Mirror, in which a cheery host tortures and humiliates a woman accused of child predation while audiences cheer.)

Predators, a documentary by David Osit recently released on Paramount+, homes in on that feeling of reluctant empathy, where we're forced to confront multiple truths at once: Yes, To Catch a Predator was targeting men who were trying to doing something monstrous; yes, the show was raising awareness about the grooming of children online; yes, it was also doing so in a way that turned personal transgression into public drama, appealing to our basest desires to see people disgraced, from the comfort of our couch. By 2004, this kind of "humilitainment"--a term that the law professor Amy Adler devised to describe the fetishization of punishment on camera exemplified by Abu Ghraib--wasn't just "the master narrative of reality TV," as Adler put it, but "a template for contemporary culture."

Read: The cruel social experiment of reality TV

Watching Predators, I thought of Janet Malcolm's observation that "every journalist who is not too stupid or full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible." Osit is interested not only in the moral complicity of exposing someone on camera but also in the technical aspects of how that exposure is carried out, from the camera angles and lighting setups right down to the interviews and signed release forms. The documentary begins with a segment from the Dateline show: We hear a phone call, as an unnamed man charms a girl, calling her "so sweet" and telling her that he has to stop at Walmart to pick up some things "so I don't get you pregnant." As the conversation plays out, we see the house being staged as a set, lenses being adjusted, the zipper on a girl's hoodie being pulled up. We're led to wonder what it means to capture the worst day of someone's life on camera, how banal the preparation is, and how guilty Osit is himself in re-airing the show's footage.

To make a documentary is to have a kind of godlike power over someone else's narrative, Predators suggests, and yet it's an authority that To Catch a Predator wore extremely lightly. The series followed a tight formula: introduction, preamble, revelation, and then the absurd coda, during which Hansen would tell the ensnared man, "You're free to go," only for police officers to ambush him outside as he tried to leave. The moment that the subjects realized they'd been caught was the instant around which the show was constructed, as we watched them register their new reality with horror, denial, and--often--desperate pleas for clemency. "What you're seeing is effectively someone else's life end," Mark de Rond, an ethnographer interviewed for Predators, tells Osit. "And they realize it." Early in Predators, we see a man in a Red Sox hat weep and clutch his face while Hansen remains wholly unruffled, almost unresponsive, the consummate TV professional whose mien does not falter. He's calm to the point of serenity; in some episodes, he undeniably seems to be enjoying his part in the proceedings.

The question throughout is how anyone could ever have been entertained by such a grim presentation, as Osit splices in footage of the show being lauded by Oprah Winfrey ("I don't understand why the guys sit down and talk to you!" she jokes to Hansen, while her audience laughs), Kimmel, and Jon Stewart. Predators also gestures at the pop-cultural fixation on girls that underpinned this particular era: Britney Spears, the Olsen twins, Vanity Fair's "It's Raining Teens" cover from 2003. One particularly caustic moment in the documentary shows the TV host Joe Scarborough interviewing Hansen about an episode of To Catch a Predator that led to one man's death by suicide--the man shot himself after local police and a Dateline crew surrounded his house as part of a pedophilia sting; NBC eventually resolved a subsequent lawsuit claiming wrongful death--right before Scarborough mockingly teases an upcoming clip about Spears's second trip to rehab. Awkward? Yes. Self-aware? Not in the slightest. The media ecosystem of the 2000s thrived on exactly this kind of cognitive dissonance, as talking heads scolded the very women they relied on for clicks and ratings.

But worse was still yet to come. Osit follows up his examination of To Catch a Predator by considering the internet copycats who came after it, embedding with a particularly puffed-up and dystopian YouTube personality who calls himself Skeet Hansen, in tribute to his predecessor. At first, Skeet Hansen's efforts seem ludicrous. His "decoy," "T Coy," is transparently not a teenager (even the men she invites into a motel room seem unconvinced on that front), and his operation is so ham-fisted that he occasionally dresses his friend up as a police officer, with a makeshift badge and a walkie-talkie. But Osit's interview with T Coy is revelatory. She was abused as a child, she tells him, and that's why she's so committed now to helping punish people who might hurt children. It's the first time anything in Predators has felt clear-cut, and when Osit, later in the movie, shares a revelation of his own that sheds light on his interest in the show, it's all the more destabilizing.

The fact that the first six minutes of Predators are essentially taken wholesale from To Catch a Predator, with the presumption that the footage will land very differently than it did in 2004, seems to suggest progress. Osit is relying on contemporary viewers--who have lived through the public demonization of so many fragile women and the bad-faith deployment of "save the children"-style campaigns--to have a quite distinct reaction to the show two decades later. (The woman subjected to dozens of death threats after being caught on Coldplay's kiss cam might have a very different read on how far we've actually come.) To really want to protect children, Osit insinuates, would mean having to try harder to understand the perpetrators of abuse, not just vilifying them for cheap gratification. The final scene of the documentary, open-ended and unsettling, implies that Predators hasn't achieved the kind of enlightenment its director hoped it would. But for how it illuminates a truly strange and callous moment in culture, it's one of the best documentaries of the year.
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The Phone-Based Retirement Is Here

Do your parents have a screen-time problem?

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




A friend of mine had just traveled across the country to see his family when he texted me, deeply concerned. The chaos of holiday travel is always a drag, but usually, it was offset by getting a break and watching his kids spend quality time with their grandparents. But this year was different, he said: "They were just absorbed in their phones a lot of the time, and distant." He wasn't talking about the kids, but the grandparents.



I've heard similar anecdotes in recent years--adult children worried about their parents slipping into screen addiction as they age. Stories like this pervade the internet. (One representative thread from the Millennials Subreddit: "Are all of our parents addicted to their phones?") These accounts are striking in part because they mirror the concerns parents have been expressing for years about their children--that young minds are being influenced and warped by devices designed to seize and capitalize on their attention. Screen-time panics typically position children as being without agency, completely at the mercy of evil tech companies that adults must intervene to defend against. But a version of the problem exists on the opposite side of the age spectrum, too: instead of a phone-based childhood, a phone-based retirement.



Over the past year, I asked people to share their stories with me. "I am constantly begging my mom to put her phone down, every time I see her she is just mindlessly scrolling. I swear her attention span is GONE," one person wrote. Another described a parent as "playing Candy Crush for hours while the grandkids fight for a spot on her lap to play with her because that's 'spending time together.'"



Some described what sounded like an omnipresent sensory assault: "Visiting my folks is very often two TVs blaring in different parts of the house while everyone scrolls their ipads/phones," one person wrote. Many of the messages were quite blunt: "I've had to tell my boomer parents not to be glued to their iPads around our 3yr old."



Many people messaged me privately to express real concern. Most asked me not to use their full name, as they did not want to speak publicly about their family members. Josh, who lives in Ohio, said his father is consumed by vertical-video content on Instagram and TikTok. "I definitely think it's more of a coping thing with him," he said. "He has depression and bad anxiety. Trying to get him to turn to better hobbies."



Others were concerned about scams. "Worry more about him online than I do my 11 yo," a man named Conor said. "Every time I go back home I have to take my dad's iPhone and unsubscribe him from the myriad of scam virus scanning subscription apps he's been duped into downloading from an ad in some word game or something. Had to turn off his ability to download apps from the App Store as a preventative measure." One person who wished to remain totally anonymous said their parent had been spending inordinate amounts of time on Instagram and accidentally reposting NSFW videos to their feed and soothing themselves with brain-rot AI-slop content.

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

These stories aren't just anecdotal: Older people really are spending more time online, according to various research, and their usage has been moving in that direction for years. In 2019, the Pew Research Center found that people 60 and older "now spend more than half of their daily leisure time, four hours and 16 minutes, in front of screens," many watching online videos. A lot of this seems to be happening on YouTube: This year, Nielsen reported that adults 65 and up now watch YouTube on their TVs nearly twice as much as they did two years ago. A recent survey of Americans over 50 revealed that "the average respondent spends a collective 22 hours per week in front of some type of screen." And one 2,000-person survey of adults aged 59 to 77 showed that 40 percent of respondents felt "anxious or uncomfortable without access" to their device.



But usage surveys do not capture the nuance of a person's relationship with their device. It is easy to retreat to broad stereotypes about older adults--to suggest that they're illiterate when it comes to social media or confused by new technology, or to see them as dupes for scams. Reality is far more complicated, Ipsit Vahia, the chief of geriatric psychiatry at Mass General Brigham's McLean Hospital and the director of its Technology and Aging Laboratory, told me.



"There is just a fundamental error in the way we think about older adults, where we classify everyone 65 and over as this one kind of block," he said. Not only are the elderly not a monolithic group, but as Vahia argues, the older a generation gets, the more diverse that generation is. As he sees it, two 5-year-olds are going to have more in common by default than two 87-year-olds are likely to: The older you get, the more opportunities you have for different experiences, and to develop different habits and perspectives. "Our rule of thumb is that if you've met one older adult, well, you've met one older adult."

Listen: Is this the end of kids on social media?

Many of today's screen-time concerns are rooted in the coronavirus pandemic, which drove a noticeable uptick in tech adoption among seniors. "When the alternative is isolation, then the technology becomes a very powerful, positive force," Vahia said. In many cases, he notes, Zoom was the on-ramp. In the early days of the pandemic, families started having Zoom reunions, and churches began Zoom services. The technology became useful for telehealth appointments. All of this helped some older people become more confident using these technologies.



The thing to remember is that not all screen use is equal, especially among older people. Some research suggests that spending time on devices may be linked to better cognitive function for people over 50. Word games, information sleuthing, instructional videos, and even just chatting with friends can provide positive stimuli. Vahia suggests that online habits that might be concerning for young or middle-aged people ought to be considered differently for older generations. "High technology use in teenagers and adolescents is often associated with worse mental health and is a predictor of sort of more isolation and loneliness, even depression," he told me. "Whereas in older adults, engaging in technology seems to be protecting them from isolation and loneliness."



And yet many of the technology-use examples Vahia offered seemed somewhat idealized. Epic Words With Friends sessions or productive Wikipedia binges clearly fall in the less-problematic camp. But many of the people I'd heard from described device spirals that seemed far more depressing. One person who identified herself as a nurse working in the United Kingdom, and who asked not to be identified because she was not authorized to speak about patients, told me in a direct message that in her inpatient ward, many of her older patients are trapped in a cycle of "excessive scrolling," where "the amount of slop they consume on phones and iPads is unreal!"



"Some of it is fairly benign," she said. "And sometimes it's actually been pretty funny, like when folks end up in an autoplay cul-de-sac of Chinese language videos." But the negative effects "are bleeding through more," she said. She pointed to virulent anti-immigration content, "and the conspiracy thinking and medical distrust, too." Spend enough time on Facebook or Instagram and you can probably spot this dynamic in action. It looks like confused comments on AI-slop images from people who don't appear to recognize that what they're seeing is fake. It looks like hyperpartisan pages feeding generated images depicting minorities committing crimes reshared by concerned users who appear to be getting more fearful, paranoid, or polarized. It looks like scams from fake accounts pretending to be a bank or loan provider or a lonely man with some 30 female AI chatbot companions.

From the December 2025 issue: The age of anti-social media is here

Even here, Vahia urged against moral panic: When I brought up the idea of older people soft-brain scrolling AI slop on Facebook all day, he suggested a meaningful difference between active and passive consumption. Who's to say that every old person is necessarily being fooled by slop? Maybe they're making fun of it together or trying to figure out what's real and what isn't. "Slop as giving people a common thing to talk about that might not have too many common things to talk about--now that's a little more nuanced, isn't it?" he said.



Maybe so. There's certainly a bit of projection happening. The anxieties I heard from people who reached out to me--the anxiety I myself have felt--seem rooted in our own tortured relationships with our devices. Many of us are constantly concerned about what we're consuming, how much we're scrolling, and the subtle ways we're all being pushed, prodded, and manipulated online. And we map our individual worries onto others, fair or not.



But Shrimp Jesus and synthetic videos of ICE agents arresting people are meant to confuse or enrage users, along with all the other clickbait clogging social platforms. True, we shouldn't assume that older people are dupes, but this is a system run by tech giants that reward engagement, not quality: For people with more free time than they know what to do with, who may already be struggling with isolation or other mental-health issues, the glowing screen may be an irresistible temptation.



When I asked Vahia about the holiday elder-scrolling phenomenon that I'd heard so much about, he encouraged me to look at it from a different perspective. "Yes, you observe it when you meet them during the holidays," he said. "But the problem is you're not there the rest of the time. Their phones are a big part of their lives, for better or worse, and your arrival is actually the disruption."



It's worth considering, he argues, what the phone is doing when nobody is around. Is it preventing a loved one from sinking into depression? Is it giving them a tether to the world around them? Are they happier with the world in their pocket or on their tablet than they might be without it? Algorithms complicate human agency, but some people may want to spend their golden years on their phone consuming an endless scroll of entertainment. Who's to judge?



This is a muddled mess. The same tools that are keeping some people connected to reality are blurring the lines of what is real for others. But rather than rush to judgment, younger people should use their concern to open up a conversation--to put down the phones and talk.
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I Bought 'GLP-3'

You're not supposed to be able to buy the world's most powerful weight-loss drug, but some people have found a way.

by Sarah Zhang

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




After Katie started on Ozempic, she got her hairdresser interested, too. This summer, when they saw each other again, she thought that her hairdresser had lost some weight and that she looked "so great."

"Are you still on a GLP-1?" she asked, referring to the class of blockbuster drugs that includes Ozempic and obesity meds.

"Actually," her hairdresser replied, "I'm on a GLP-3."

Okay, so, technically, there is no such thing as a GLP-3 drug. But "GLP-3" is a name used on the underground market for retatrutide, an obesity drug still being studied by the pharmaceutical company Eli Lilly. As the nickname implies, retatrutide is like a GLP-1 drug--but more, more, more. It's more effective, has more modes of action, and induces more weight loss. It may in fact be the most powerful weight-loss drug ever created.

When early retatrutide data were presented at a medical conference in 2023, a scientist who was there told me, the usually staid audience burst into spontaneous applause. Two weeks ago, the first of the highly anticipated Phase 3 clinical-trial results corroborated the jaw-dropping initial numbers: Patients lost on average 71 pounds, or 29 percent of their body weight--double what people lose on semaglutide, which is better known as Ozempic or Wegovy. Some trial participants stopped retatrutide early because they had lost too much weight; they stopped, in other words, because the drug was too effective. As of now, retatrutide is still not approved, though. The FDA has yet to subject its safety and efficacy data to close scrutiny. You cannot get retatrutide from your doctor. You cannot buy it at a pharmacy.

"I'm a very by-the-book, 'The doctor gives it to you; you take it' kind of person," Katie told me. (The Atlantic agreed to identify some sources by their first names only for reasons of medical privacy.) When her hairdresser first mentioned retatrutide in the summer, the Phase 3 results weren't even out. "But she was just like, 'It was incredible,'" Katie said. When she looked up retatrutide online, she came across people posting "insane" before-and-after photos.

Katie, who is 44, had been prescribed Ozempic by her doctor two years ago, but she was ready for something new: Her co-pay had just shot up from $20 to $700 a month. She was nauseated all the time, but she wasn't losing any more weight after stalling at 30 pounds. So with her hairdresser's help, Katie began ordering freeze-dried retatrutide online, mixing the white powder with sterile water, calculating dosages, and injecting herself with needles. She paid only a fraction of what Ozempic had cost her. Six months later, she's lost another 20 pounds.

The catch, of course, is that her drugs do not come from Eli Lilly, nor do any of the drugs on the entirely unregulated underground market. No one is saying exactly where they do come from, but it's commonly assumed that unnamed suppliers are copying Eli Lilly's drug in China.

Over the past year, the underground market has only grown, in both size and visibility. What began with early adopters--many of them bodybuilders and biohackers--using crypto to buy the drug through Chinese contacts on Telegram has morphed into a network of slick websites where U.S. resellers take PayPal or credit cards. On social media, influencers openly hawk affiliate discount codes for "GLP-3" and "reta." And retatrutide is spreading through old-fashioned word of mouth--like with Katie and her hairdresser--because its effects are just so visible.

The true scope of the underground market is by design difficult to know, but dozens of brands have popped up. Forums and group chats devoted to retatrutide have up to tens of thousands of members. In certain circles, retatrutide is almost normalized. Tyler Simmons, 36, who lives in Northern California and is a bit health obsessed, told me he personally knows 30 to 40 people on retatrutide.

Experts who study counterfeit and copycat pharmaceuticals tell me they cannot think of another drug that gained this level of popularity so fast, before its clinical trials even concluded. The people injecting underground retatrutide have entered--willingly, it seems--into an immense biological and social experiment.



This May, to understand the process, I purchased retatrutide from several online vendors I found easily through social media. (I did not intend to use any of the drugs, The Atlantic's lawyers would want me to note for the record.) The process was disarmingly casual for something people were injecting into their bodies. It felt, in some cases, just like ordering socks. One vendor sent a Shop-app link to track my package.

There were some obvious signs that these are not entirely aboveboard operations, though. For one, the websites were plastered with disclaimers that their products were for "research use only." These disclaimers satisfy a legal loophole that allows drug compounds to be sold for lab research but not for human use. Hence, sellers and buyers of retatrutide often refer to this as a "gray market."

But in fact, people are plainly buying it to inject themselves. Though I sometimes saw commenters online use the fig leaf of saying "my lab rat" (which were losing comically large amounts of weight for rodents), most were discussing personal use quite openly. And vendors are not always coy about the true purpose. After the Substacker known as Cremieux wrote a popular guide to buying cheap weight-loss drugs--touting retatrutide as his top pick--one vendor, Peptide Partners, sent a discount code to share with readers: "ScrewTariffs" for 15 percent off.

A package I bought from another company, called Nexaph, originated in Indiana, according to the tracking info, but the return address on its label was in Wyoming. That address leads to a strip-mall office registered to an improbable 20,000 businesses. The cheapest retatrutide tends to come directly from China, though, sold via nebulous entities without websites. I bought one batch from a sales rep on Telegram for Jinan Elitepeptide Chemical Co. A week and a half later, I received a box for a face massager, sealed with a sticker that read, in Chinese, "Original packaging. Authentic product." Inside were the 10 small unlabeled vials of white powder that I had ordered. (No massager, though.) None of the vendors responded to my subsequent request for comment, except R3JUVEN8, which sent me a statement reiterating that its products, including the retatrutide branded as "Radiant Sculpt" on its site, are "exclusively for laboratory research use."

The vials I purchased came with no further information about who manufactured the powder or where. But China is home to a large, legitimate drug-manufacturing base, meaning it has the expertise to produce retatrutide. And even before retatrutide caught on, vendors linked to China were selling other peptides--a category of compounds that includes the obesity drugs semaglutide (Ozempic/Wegovy) and tirzepatide (Mounjaro/Zepbound), as well as substances, such as BPC-157, that are popular in fitness and wellness circles. Making another peptide would not be a huge leap; retatrutide as a molecule is not especially difficult for a knowledgeable chemist to copy.

The drug's molecular structure has been public for years, since Eli Lilly published it in a research paper in 2022. It is essentially a chain of 39 amino-acid building blocks, its shape cleverly designed to fit into the receptors of three different hormones all at once: GLP-1, GIP, and glucagon. (This triple action is the 3 in GLP-3.) The existing obesity drugs on the market hit GLP-1 receptors or GLP-1 plus GIP receptors. Only retatrutide adds glucagon for the full trifecta.

Where earlier obesity drugs work primarily through appetite suppression, glucagon seems to also boost metabolism by revving up the liver. Put them together and the triple combo might achieve the best of all worlds: "You get a reduction in food intake, and you can turn the dial up and get a little better energy expenditure," Jonathan Campbell, an obesity researcher at Duke, told me. In other words, fewer calories in and more calories out.

Scientists knew that retatrutide held promise, but when those astonishing preliminary results were shared in 2023, excitement spilled out from labs into the public. A new and more powerful obesity drug was coming, and some people, it turns out, could not wait.



"I'm a risk-taker," Elizabeth, 62, told me. When she started buying reta in 2024, she had already tried semaglutide and tirzepatide, but she was eager to get her hands on the most effective drug. Back then, the underground market operated much less openly. She had to find a Chinese sales rep on WhatsApp, then transfer hundreds of dollars for several months of supply.

As a biologist herself, Elizabeth was comfortable working with needles and reading scientific papers. She modeled her dosing regimen on the clinical-trial protocol. When her heart began racing, she accepted it as a documented side effect of retatrutide. She has lost more than 100 pounds in the past two and a half years--first on the two older drugs and the last 50 or so pounds on retatrutide. After a lifelong struggle with obesity, she told me in May, these are "some of the most amazing events of my whole life."

For that, she was willing to risk not just her money, but the potential downsides--both known and unknown--of taking retatrutide, a novel yet clearly powerful drug. The full Phase 3 clinical-trial results should provide a clearer picture soon, but one noteworthy finding so far is dysesthesia, or odd sensations in the skin, such as burning and pain, that suggest unrest in the nervous system. One in five patients on the highest dose of retatrutide experienced dysesthesia, roughly triple its occurrence among patients taking semaglutide's current maximum dose.

Retatrutide causes many of the other side effects of drugs in its class, too: nausea, diarrhea, vomiting, and more serious ones. Adrian Crook, a fitness influencer on YouTube, made a video about how retatrutide almost landed him in the hospital when his stomach became paralyzed. And Elizabeth says she has lost quite a bit of muscle on the drug. "I'm as weak as a kitten," she told me.

Then there are the risks of injecting drugs sold for "research use only" on the underground market. These include, but are not limited to, the fact that the vials might contain: a different weight-loss drug or an entirely unknown substance, either benign or harmful; dangerous bacteria or traces of bacteria called endotoxins; the wrong dose, whether too low (and therefore ineffective) or too high (which could cause side effects of alarming intensity, because retatrutide is supposed to be slowly titrated up over as many as 20 weeks as your body acclimates to the drug); or other contaminants, such as solvents used in manufacturing or heavy metals.

"All of this stuff just scares the crap out of me," Randy Seeley concluded after enumerating the potential dangers to me. Seeley, who studies obesity at the University of Michigan, uses peptides for research in his lab, and even the stuff sourced to legitimate scientific-supply companies doesn't always work as expected, he said. Compounds manufactured for the petri dish are not held to the same strict standards as those made for human use.

It's not quite fair to say the underground market comes with zero accountability, though. Certain corners, at least, have developed a robust culture of lab testing. A handful of labs--the Levi Strausses of the peptide gold rush--now specialize in testing these compounds. Many vendors post "certificates of analysis" attesting to their purity and sterility. Buyers can send vials to laboratories themselves, either as part of an organized group test or on their own. Some vendors will even refund batches that fail. Without testing, Marco, 53, told me, he would never have injected retatrutide from the internet. (Marco is his middle name.) The tests may not cover every hypothetical risk, but they make it safe enough to assure him. "There's a lot of people who just get these things and shoot them," he said. "I don't judge them in any way, but I think those people are out of their minds."

The tests, insofar as they are reliable, do flag problems. According to Finnrick Analytics, a start-up that provides free peptide tests and publicly shares the results, 10 percent of the retatrutide samples it has tested in the past 60 days had issues of sterility, purity, or incorrect dosing. Two other peptide-testing labs, Trustpointe and Janoshik, have said in interviews with Rory Hester, a.k.a. PepTok on YouTube, that they see, respectively, an overall fail rate of 20 percent and a 3 to 5 percent fail rate for sterility alone across all peptides. These are not based on random samples--labs test only what their customers send. On the whole, though, these numbers suggest that, although most of the retatrutide flowing through the underground market is what vendors promise it is, the drugs also fail testing at rates far, far higher than is acceptable in standard drug manufacturing.

As retatrutide has grown in popularity, the people seeking it out are no longer just self-professed risk-takers. "The future of the market is normies," Hester, who also writes the peptide-focused Substack Gray Market, told me. The world of Telegram, Discord, and WhatsApp--what Hester calls the "dark gray" peptide market--is by design somewhat inaccessible. "Your grandmother is not going to go on Telegram," he said. The customer-friendly U.S.-based sites that he calls "light gray" can appeal to a much larger audience. Hester is putting his money where his mouth is. Earlier this month, he announced that he co-owns the peptide company Crush Research.

But the size of the gray market may be fundamentally at odds with its viability. The bigger it gets, the more people are injecting themselves thanks to a legal loophole, and the harder it may be for authorities to ignore. (The FDA did not respond to a request for comment. Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has previously promised to reverse the FDA's "aggressive suppression" of peptides--along with psychedelics, raw milk, sunshine, and other treatments that "can't be patented"--though it's unclear how that applies to retatrutide specifically, which is in fact patented.) And not everyone in the gray market welcomes the attention or the scrutiny that follows. As Finnrick has been posting test results by vendor, its COO, Raphael Mazoyer, told me, online commentators have accused the company of being an agent of the FDA and the Chinese government. (He denied both.)



A week ago, rumors started swirling, as they periodically do, of a coming U.S. crackdown. Some buyers online dismissed them as an attempt to juice panic buying. Several websites did stop selling retatrutide, though.

The "dark gray" market is not as easily within the grasp of U.S. authorities, but it's been a turbulent few months there, too. In September, two of the most popular retatrutide suppliers from China abruptly disappeared. Their sales reps stopped replying to messages, stranding buyers who had already paid hundreds of dollars. Rumors later spread of arrests in China. Then, in November, a third vendor's retatrutide allegedly landed two people in the hospital, according to warnings that spread on social media. The company blamed a raid for interfering with the quality of its drugs. Someone started impersonating its sales rep by using a sneakily similar username. Later, when no further details came out, online commentators started wondering if the hospitalizations were just a hoax. It's hard to know what is real and what is fake, but that is the nature of an underground market. New vendors keep popping up, like a game of whack-a-mole.

Meanwhile, the frenzy over retatrutide has kicked into even higher gear since the Phase 3 results were announced this month. When the FDA approves the drug, which is widely expected, it will arrive as possibly the most hotly anticipated drug ever. The retatrutide buyers I interviewed said they welcome the legitimate stuff--though they expect it to be incredibly expensive. Marco, whose insurance actually covers obesity drugs, told me he will happily keep buying on the underground market for friends who otherwise can't afford retatrutide. In any case, he's stocked up. "I have a year's supply of reta in my freezer," he said.

GLP-1 drugs are, in general, meant to be taken indefinitely, but recently, Elizabeth told me she was going to quit retatrutide, at least temporarily. She had reached her goal weight--what she weighed in high school 45 years ago. "Incredible but I feel lousy," she wrote. She was experiencing both extreme fatigue, which she couldn't directly attribute to retatrutide, and anhedonia, or an inability to feel pleasure, which is anecdotally linked to GLP-1 drugs in some people. "Would you trade happiness for thinness? Does it have to be one or the other?" she wrote. "At this point, I'm beginning to wonder." The psychological effect of these drugs really needs to be studied, she added. At this point, a year and a half in, she has been taking retatrutide longer than patients in the concluded clinical trials. She's hoping to try a lower dose, perhaps one at which she can maintain her weight without feeling so lousy.

Elizabeth has never told her doctor about taking an unapproved drug or buying from the underground market. This whole time with retatrutide, she's been figuring it out on her own.
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The 20 Best Podcasts of 2025

The shows that deserve a spot in listeners' rotations

by Benjamin Cannon

Tue, 23 Dec 2025



Podcasting has suffered a series of blows over the past few years: industry layoffs, the rise of AI-produced slop, and, perhaps most existentially, a growing focus on video platforms. But 2025 countered the narrative that the medium is somehow no longer interested in audio--with a slew of ambitious productions that emphasized podcasting, not just as a vehicle for comedy or the news, but as an art form in itself. These works aren't the result of people simply talking into a microphone; they reflect deep thinking about how to blend sound design and scripting into a deft aural affair. Among the year's strongest shows was a travelogue that re-created the intimate sounds of an Antarctic expedition; an exploration of an Afrobeat legend's life that captured the soulful cadence of his music; and an archivally rich deep dive into old Hollywood. More than anything, they reminded us that the listening experience isn't going anywhere. (As with every year, The Atlantic's podcasts were exempt from consideration.)



Fela Kuti: Fear No Man

Jad Abumrad is something of a podcasting legend, having created influential shows such as Radiolab, More Perfect, and Dolly Parton's America. As such, any new program bearing his imprint carries high expectations. Fear No Man, which chronicles the life and legacy of the Afrobeat pioneer and political activist Fela Kuti, easily exceeds them. Across a dozen episodes, the series contextualizes Kuti's importance in post-colonial Nigeria--and beyond--without slipping into hagiography. Abumrad and his team manage to encompass the full spectrum of Kuti's music--its blending of sonic traditions and narrative lyricism--through expressive sound design. At a moment when ambitious podcasts are hard to come by, the zealous fluidity of Fear No Man stands out.

Start with: "To Hell and Back"



Cramped

Cramped, about living with debilitating period pain, is funny, educational, and at times enraging. The charming host, Kate Helen Downey, knows the subject intimately: She suffers from crippling dysmenorrhea and endometriosis. The personal connection propels her mission to humanize an experience shared by a large portion (90 percent) of all people who menstruate. She presents hard data and research, and interviews experts alongside guests who experience period pain. But the show's greatest asset is its levity. Downey mixes things up with lively gags, such as menstruation-themed songs--making for a listen that's provocative but never dispiriting.

Start with: "The ER: Why Isn't Period Pain Treated Like Other Kinds of Pain?"



The Selects Podcast

Podcasting as a medium isn't particularly well set up for posterity: Much like the radio broadcasts that birthed the form, not every show is preserved for future listening. The Selects Podcast, from Radiotopia, is an attempt to build out an archive. Each episode resurfaces at least one segment from a forgotten or overlooked program. Highlights include an abstract documentary of a mother-daughter trip to Taiwan, an examination of war correspondents' psyches, and a bygone public-radio show meant to promote reading. The overall package, which includes introductions by a producer on the show, Mitra Kaboli, is as close to a snapshot of audio storytelling's past as anything else out there.

Start with: "The Sunshine Hotel"



No Such Thing

In every installment of No Such Thing, three 30-something journalists and friends, Manny Fidel, Noah Friedman, and Devan Joseph, consult experts to answer the questions that others may never think to ask: Why do headlights suddenly seem so much brighter? Should men sit when they pee? Are suburban dogs happier than city-dwelling ones? The show strikes a deft balance between a freewheeling hangout and a focused investigative program; the hosts' natural rapport distinguishes No Such Thing from other similarly conceived podcasts. They have as much fun goofing off as they do pursuing their seemingly silly queries.

Start with: "Is Taylor Swift Bigger Than Michael Jackson?"



A Tiny Plot 

A Tiny Plot, from KQED's Snap Studios, follows a collective of unhoused individuals in Oakland, California, who organize against their eviction from a public park--leading to a landmark co-governance agreement with the city that awards them a parcel of land. The program examines the hurdles the group must overcome: bureaucratic wrangling, protests against their encampment, and heart-rending choices when the proposed plot turns out to be near the site where one member's son was murdered. The host, Shaina Shealy, tells a complex, sometimes raw story, resisting easy moralizing about the lives of her subjects.

Start with: "The Barricade"



Signal Hill

This inventive program functions like an audio magazine. Each episode fits into a specific "section"--the editor's note, essays, fiction, features, and poetry. The storytelling is thematically and formally rich, harkening back to the scrappy ethos of early public radio; the topics can be personal, philosophical, and even esoteric. Signal Hill's release schedule--two biannual "issues," collecting 10 or so segments from contributors of all experience levels--lends itself to a patient creative process; the individual pieces are sharp and exceptional. At a time when many current podcasts are leaning heavily into video, the work of Signal Hill's cohort of independent audio producers feels not just novel but also urgent.

Start with: "Feature | A Porous Place"



Charlie's Place

The events of Charlie's Place, set during the height of the Jim Crow era, have the makings of a true-crime-style drama: From the 1930s to the '50s, a Black man named Charlie Fitzgerald ran a popular integrated night club in Myrtle Beach--to the grave consternation of the Ku Klux Klan. Yet the five-part series, named after Fitzgerald's club, is more heartening than dour. The filmmaker Rhym Guisse paints a vibrant portrait of the folk hero's life and the inclusive community that he built during a time of racial inequality. Guisse also blends on-the-ground reporting and archival audio to capture the harsh realities of life in segregated South Carolina and the way Fitzgerald moved between Black and white spaces with seeming ease. The story can't avoid its tragic ending, but Charlie's Place emphasizes the hope born from Fitzgerald's act of defiance.

Start with: "Episode 1: Whispering Pines"



Why Is Amy in the Bath?

The question posed in the show's title--more specifically, why has the actor Amy Adams appeared so frequently in bathtubs on-screen?--might sound simple. But to the culture reporters Brandon R. Reynolds and Gabby Lombardo, it makes for a curious trend. The hosts embark on a monomaniacal investigation, armed with an impressive amount of evidence to support their hypothesis that there's a greater purpose to Adams's penchant for the bathtub. Their quest to build a definitive profile of water's role in filmmaking takes them in surprising directions, including to the Hollywood Walk of Fame; Waco, Texas; and the wellness-industrial complex of the new millennium. Why Is Amy in the Bath? is an inspired example of how podcasts can mine unexpected depth from even the most random premise.

Start with: "Episode 1: Why IS Amy in the Bath?"



Forged

A joint Canadian Australian production, Forged examines how two foundational Indigenous painters--Norval Morrisseau, known as "the Picasso of the North," and Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri--became targets for large-scale, coordinated art-fraud operations. Morrisseau's work, in particular, was the focus of what is believed to be the largest forgery ring of all time, in which several thousand fakes were illegitimately authenticated and sold around the world. But the host, Adrian Stimson, an artist from the Siksika Nation, carefully avoids true-crime sensationalism. Instead, he uses the fraud investigation as an entry point for a thoughtful rumination on First Peoples' experiences in Canada and Australia and demonstrates how these thefts touch upon a greater legacy of colonialism and exploitation.

Start with: "A Painting"



Embedded: Alternate Realities

The NPR series Embedded often produces riveting work, but this installment is especially notable. The miniseries, from the producer Zach Mack, focuses on his relationship with his father, a man so invested in conspiracy theories that he bets his son $10,000 that 10 of his most outlandish predictions will come true by the end of one calendar year. The father's claims may leave listeners with little doubt as to who will win the money. But Mack's real goal is to hash out their differences, insurmountable as they may seem. What follows is a consequential time in one family's life, documented in a shockingly vulnerable fashion.

Start with: "Alternate Realities: A Strange Bet"



A Whole Other Country

The story of a radical separatist group in West Texas in the '90s that led to an armed-hostage standoff doesn't seem like it would lend itself well to humor. But for her show, the host and producer Zoe Kurland took apparent inspiration from the idiosyncratic residents of the Davis Mountains Resort--also known as ground zero for the Republic of Texas movement, which formed under the belief that the United States had illegally annexed Texas in 1845. Kurland uses colorful firsthand accounts to detail the failed effort to establish Texas as an independent nation. Her familiarity with the area (the show is produced by the local Marfa Public Radio) helps her portray her subjects with empathy; she also smartly contextualizes the events within broader Texas mythology.

Start with: "The Standoff"



Our Ancestors Were Messy

The name says it all: This delightful show recounts stories from the pre-civil-rights era in the vein of social pages and gossip columns. The producer, Nichole Hill, zeroes in on influential Black figures of that period as if they were modern-day celebrities, offering up juicy anecdotes from their dramatic personal lives drawn from contemporaneous newspaper accounts. Hill revels in the many romantic and social scandals of her subjects--including the author Zora Neale Hurston, the film pioneer Oscar Micheaux, and considerably more obscure characters--instead of just their careers, making for a livelier listen than your typical history podcast.

Start with: "Drs. Anna and Percy Julian: The Affair That Helped Birth the Pill"



Debt Heads

A fresh take on two well-tapped genres, Debt Heads is a personal-finance journey in the guise of a narrative-investigative podcast. The series examines the credit-card industry's hold on American life--a hefty topic that the hilarious co-hosts, the writers Jamie Feldman and Rachel Webster, turn on its head. Endeavoring to reduce shame about debt, the duo is boldly transparent: They discuss, for instance, Feldman's own attempts to dig herself out from thousands of dollars of debt. They never wallow in the mire of their anxiety-inducing subject, maintaining a fast pace and a refreshing sense of humor.

Start with: "The Secret Life of Debt Heads"



Summer Album/Winter Album

This seemingly low-key music-appreciation show doubles as a debate program: The co-hosts--Craig Finn, the front man for the band the Hold Steady, and the podcasting veteran Jody Avirgan--seek to prove whether an album qualifies as "summer" or "winter." In each episode, they argue their position on the correct vibe of a classic album, including Paul Simon's Graceland and Pavement's Slanted and Enchanted, to a guest. The pair's guidelines for what makes a record fit each season are hazy (and often based on personal associations), but their passion and musical know-how help the conversation transcend what may seem like an argument about an arbitrary classification.

Start with: "Belle and Sebastian's 'If You're Feeling Sinister' With Jon Ronson"



Heavyweight

Spotify canceled this long-running, celebrated series in 2023--a surprising move that felt, to many listeners, like an ill omen for narrative podcasting. Its revival might prompt a sigh of relief. This new season mostly sticks to the original premise--the host, Jonathan Goldstein, solves his guests' unresolved gripes--but many of the episodes are themselves clear beneficiaries of the show's hiatus. Certain installments cover a more ambitious time span, which the host attributes to the gap between seasons. Whether Goldstein is tracking down the victims of a bank robbery from more than 30 years ago or figuring out why a homecoming queen lost her title at the last minute, Heavyweight is both pleasantly familiar and invigorating; the two-year period away has only reaffirmed it as a standout listen.

Start with: "#64 Kevin"



When the Wolves Came

The sociologist Ruth Braunstein examines the rise of Christian-nationalist ideology in American evangelicalism with striking intimacy. Her reporting takes her to Phoenix, where she captures the diametrically opposed approaches of two churches. The series finds an instructive case in one particular pastor, whose trajectory as a neo-Nazi skinhead turned vehement anti-racist makes for a compelling tale. In telling his story, Braunstein unpacks the ways individuals redefine themselves to fit their changing ideologies. The host's aim isn't polemical; instead, she makes the case that American democracy relies on disparate coalitions finding common ground.

Start with: "Rise of the MAGAchurch"



The Coldest Shift

A production five years in the making, this travelogue follows Rachel Varnam on an expedition with the British Antarctic Survey during the height of the coronavirus pandemic. She recounts her monthslong journey on the high seas with a mix of interesting scientific detail, warm humor, and genuine wonder at the southernmost continent's forbidding majesty. Listeners receive a crash course in the surprising complexities of polar medicine--Varnam serves as the crew's doctor, nurse, and dentist all at once--as well as a taste of life aboard a sailing vessel bound for such remote territory. The show is the rare podcast set during 2020 that doesn't inspire dread.

Start with: "We're Very Nearly There"



The Plot Thickens

Turner Classic Movies's The Plot Thickens is a love letter to both old Hollywood and narrative audio. The show tracks the making of Elizabeth Taylor's Cleopatra in 1963, one of the most expensive and difficult movie productions in cinematic history. The journalist and host Ben Mankiewicz grew up in the shadow of the picture--his great-uncle Joseph L. Mankiewicz directed it. His closeness to the story means that he has access to diary entries, recordings, and firsthand insights from family members that provide an emotional anchor to the account. Mankiewicz's narration is husky and inviting, and his extensive use of archival tape creates a luxurious atmosphere--as if the tale is unspooling over martinis in the back room at the celebrated Hollywood hot spot Musso & Frank Grill.

Start with: "London Slog"



Cannonball With Wesley Morris

Morris has been one of podcasting's most playful and erudite voices for more than a decade, and he has a talent for finding nuance across a broad spectrum of pop culture. Cannonball, his latest program for The New York Times, puts his critical expertise and omnivorous taste to good use as he analyzes the zeitgeist through a personal lens. A conversation about cover songs conjures memories of his hometown radio station; his doubts about Lady Gaga's new album are upended after seeing her perform live. In a cultural environment that can often seem overwhelming, Morris is a deft, open-minded guide through the noise.

Start with: "Nikole Hannah-Jones Knows Why History Feels Dangerous"



Titanic: Ship Of Dreams

More than a century after its sinking, is there really more to be said about the Titanic? Yes--and this immersive, exhaustive program from the Noiser Podcast Network aims to be as close to a definitive account of the ship as possible. Ship of Dreams details both the catastrophe and its legacy, beginning at a Belfast dry dock and ending with the OceanGate Titan submersible disaster, which happened en route to the Titanic's seafloor resting place. Assuredly narrated by the actor Paul McGann, the series includes interviews with survivors, relatives of passengers, authors, and academics. (Also in the mix, somewhat unexpectedly, is the Downton Abbey creator Julian Fellowes, who adapted the Titanic story for TV.) The show's thorough storytelling benefits from excellent scoring and sound design; this chronicle manages to be a gripping affair even if listeners already know how it ends.

Start with: "1. The Biggest Ship in the World




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/12/20-best-podcasts-2025/685010/?utm_source=feed
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An Idiosyncratic Christmas Playlist

A roundup of songs that evoke a new nostalgia

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 24 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.


Christmas has always made me nostalgic, but I have come to realize, with something of a jolt-- perhaps because I just turned 65--that my sense of nostalgia is not what it used to be. When I was younger, I happily got all wistful when hearing Johnny Mathis or Perry Como because I would think of my parents and the Christmases I knew as a little kid. My folks were still around, and it didn't seem all that long ago that I was hoping to find new accessories for my beloved Captain Action doll under the tree.

When you're very young, you're enveloped in the memories and traditions of the adults around you. But my parents have been gone for many years, and the house I grew up in, where my mother would lovingly tape every Christmas card to the walls, has changed hands at least twice since their passing. So I now find myself comforted less by the songs of my childhood and more by the music I came to love as a teen and young adult--just like my parents did in the 1960s, when they were dreaming about the 1940s. I now want to remember my contemporaries, not those of my parents. Perhaps that's how time and memory work; I still have fond recollections of my childhood, but I also have a kind of newer nostalgia.

So yes, when I hear Vince Guaraldi, I still think of being bundled up in my pajamas with a mug of hot chocolate and A Charlie Brown Christmas. But if you look at my Spotify list of Christmas songs, you'll see that these days I am truly nostalgic not for Percy Faith but for ... Billy Joel and the Alarm. I will always love Judy Garland's "Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas," but think of this: In 2025, we are now as far away from the Waitresses' "Christmas Wrapping" as we were from Meet Me in St. Louis when I was in college back in the early 1980s.

My list does not include a hundred versions of "Last Christmas" and the earworm known as "All I Want for Christmas Is You." Allow me to offer something a little more, ah, idiosyncratic.

"Christmas Wrapping," released in 1981, has become a charmingly offbeat holiday mainstay for decades. It shouldn't work at all as a holiday song. It's a tale of harried urban singledom--with an admittedly happy ending--half-sung and half-rapped by the late Patty Donahue in her trademark flat-affect voice. When I was in college, the first jingle-jingles of "Christmas Wrapping" on Boston's FM stations meant that school was done, and that I was going to go home to see my family. The song has always marked, for me, the beginning of the season.

The rest of my list, however, isn't very upbeat. (Notable exception: "Christmas Won't Be the Same Without You," a great 2008 sing-along by the Plain White T's and proof that I listen to a few things from this century.) In fact, most of these songs are rather melancholy. Perhaps the theme among them is something I try to remember at Christmas: "There but for the grace of God go I."

Greg Lake, of the group Emerson, Lake & Palmer, didn't really mean to write a Christmas song when he released "I Believe in Father Christmas" in 1975. Lake's song, composed with lyricist Peter Sinfield, laments the loss of his childhood wonder at the holiday; he describes feeling betrayed because "they said there'll be snow at Christmas ... / But instead it just kept on raining." I get that feeling; I am a man of faith who nonetheless knows that Christ was not born on December 25, who no longer believes in Santa Claus, and who feels mournful when it rains on Christmas.

"Circle of Steel," a 1974 song by Gordon Lightfoot, is also lovely but depressing. Lightfoot tells three stories of inner-city Christmas despair, as reminders that life is a roulette wheel--a circle of steel--where many lose, and the rest of us should count our blessings. More than a decade later, Sir Bob Geldof, co-writer Midge Ure, and a bevy of top British and Irish artists collectively recording as the group Band Aid would do the same with a song titled "Do They Know It's Christmas?"

Ironically, the people who made "Do They Know It's Christmas?" aren't crazy about it, despite the song's success in raising money at the time for famine-stricken Ethiopia. "It's not a great song," Ure said in 2014. "Had we known it would end up side-by-side with 'Silent Night' and 'White Christmas' we'd have tried to write a better track." Geldof said in 2010 that it was one of the "worst songs in history," but he has since softened his view, noting a "guileless innocence" that resulted in something that is "so English, spotty, scruffy."

Geldof, Ure, and Band Aid created a brutal, if melodic, reminder that in some places, Christmas bells are the "clanging chimes of doom," and not everyone is choosing between turkey and ham while drinking good wine and exchanging expensive gifts. "Tonight," the Irish singer Bono, of U2, howls, "thank God it's them instead of you."

I have a special affection for the song because I bought it as a 12-inch-vinyl single in 1985 and discovered a gem on the other side: A long version with all of the stars wishing you (as the British say) a happy Christmas, including a gentle remonstration about world hunger from David Bowie. Sure, I have some quibbles with it: For one thing, Ethiopia, the epicenter of the 1984 famine, is a nation with a large population of my fellow Orthodox Christians, so yes, they did in fact know it was the Christmas season. But even I am not enough of a curmudgeon to dislike a Christmas song that wraps a classic Brit-pop sound and the instantly recognizable drumming of Phil Collins around bushels of real sincerity.

Other songs on my list, I admit, make for oddball listening. "Snoopy's Christmas" was a goofy but adorable--and extremely catchy--novelty hit by the Royal Guardsmen in 1967, in which our canine pal encounters the "Red Baron" in combat on Christmas Eve, and instead of fighting, they enjoy a chivalrous truce.

The thing is, such truces did happen in World War I, so after you smile at Snoopy, listen to "Christmas in the Trenches," a 1984 song by the American folk singer John McCutcheon. McCutcheon's gentle ballad opens with British and German troops hearing each other as they sing carols in their trenches while celebrating Christmas. Soon--as actually happened in some places during the Great War--they tentatively venture out into no-man's-land to shake hands, "share some secret brandy," and play soccer by flare-light. As morning comes and the war resumes, the men return to their trenches but wonder: "Whose family have I fixed within my sights?"

You might notice that my list includes some real clunkers. Why did I include "Wonderful Christmastime," by Paul McCartney? (Because it was released during my first year of college; that's why. I know it's terrible. Shut up.) The sticky gunk from Neil Diamond and Faith Hill is there because I'm old enough that even the 1990s can trigger nostalgia. And I have to listen to the boys from South Park do "Merry F**king Christmas" as a kind of palate cleanser now and then, despite my wife's exasperated sighs.

I hope that whatever your faith or tradition, this season you find some joy, and that you take a moment--as the young people in Band Aid sang so long ago--to "pray for the other ones" and remember our common responsibility to them. I know this has been a tough year, but remember, as Judy Garland promised us in 1942: "Let your heart be light," and hope, as we always do, that "next year, all our troubles will be out of sight."

Merry Christmas.

Related:

	The most haunting--and most inspiring--moment in A Christmas Carol
 	The most beloved Christmas specials are (almost) all terrible.
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What I Lost When I Gave Up My Catholicism

By Xochitl Gonzalez

Few experiences in modern life are as wondrous as a really good Christmas Vigil Mass. It's a full sensory encounter: the sight of the chapel, decked out for the holidays; the smell of the incense; the sound of the choir singing "Adeste Fideles" or "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing"; the taste of the Communion wafer; the heavy feel of the chalice when you sip your Communion wine. The message, every year, is that no matter the state of the world, goodness can be born anew.
 I don't remember the last time that I let myself experience this.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Thomas Chatterton Williams: The other way the "super woke" left discriminates
 	ChatGPT needs more cowbell.
 	The writer fueled by life's randomness




Culture Break
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Examine. Why did we ever watch To Catch a Predator? A new documentary (streaming on Paramount+) probes the influential Dateline series--and the titillating nature of true crime itself, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Listen. Growing up, Anna Holmes's holidays were profoundly shaped by the sound of a Charlie Brown Christmas.

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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The Island Without Time

I traveled above the Arctic Circle to find out whether a town really can live free from the clock.

by Shayla Love

Sun, 21 Dec 2025




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

When the sun rises on May 18 in the small Norwegian fishing village of Sommaroy, located above the Arctic Circle, it doesn't set again until July 26. Later in the year, it vanishes from November until January.

In the winter, the island is covered in snow. But during the midnight sun, the weather is temperate, even hot. Purple wildflowers stick out of mossy grass, and the electric-blue water and white sand look more Caribbean than Arctic. Walking along the coast around 11 p.m., you might see kayakers paddling on the smooth sea in the distance, or children in pajamas fishing and running along the beach with their catches.

Inspired by the extreme periods of light and dark, in late spring 2019, a group of locals signed a petition to make the village the first "time-free zone," a place where anyone could buy groceries, cut grass, or eat dinner no matter the time. Their reasoning made sense enough: In a town where the sun shines at 1 a.m. in July and you can see the stars at 1 p.m. in December, the time on the clock is meaningless. International media seized on the time-free zone as a curiosity, and the town leaned into the branding, flaunting its freedom from the clock and inviting others to experience it. The realities of how to run a business, coordinate work, and have a social life without time went unmentioned; what mattered was the fantasy of a time- and stress-free life.

Some semblance of time does exist on Sommaroy. The grocery store, which is the only true store in town, has opening and closing hours, as does the cafe on the beach. The hotel has regular check-in and check-out times. People have cellphones that tell time.

Yet when I visited in July, the island was deep into its nightless rhythm, and I saw signs that the clock held little sway. When I tried to schedule a meeting with Olivier Pitras--the 65-year-old owner of a bed-and-breakfast and a kayak-rental company that gives midnight tours--he told me to simply drop by his shop and see if he was available. To achieve even further immersion in the time-free life, I obscured the clocks on my phone and my laptop and blocked the time of incoming email. The night I arrived, I walked around the entire island at an easy pace. The colors in the sky resembled sunlight I was familiar with seeing at 7 or 8 o'clock in the morning. But was it actually 8 p.m.? Midnight?

For nine days, I attempted to live outside of time in a white wooden house with a wraparound porch. On any other trip, I would probably sit outside in the evenings and watch the sun set. Instead, the sun moved in a circle over my head, like it was caught in the loop of a spinning lasso.


A working clock in the cafe attached to Sommaroy's grocery store (Ingun Maehlum for The Atlantic)



The desire to get rid of the clock entirely cuts against a very human impulse to control, predict, and measure time. The Babylonians used the moon to mark out a 19-year cycle in which seven years contained 13 months and the others, 12. Ancient Egyptians once kept track of time by the rise and fall of the Nile River. Indigenous groups in Siberia have a loose lunar calendar organized by months with names such as "ducks-and-geese-go-away month." In the Trobriand Islands, the new year traditionally begins when marine worms swarm on the surface of the water to breed. Near Sommaroy, the Indigenous people who live in northern Norway, the Sami, have eight seasons that follow reindeer migration.

But the more a society trades and travels, the more it must adapt its time system to be consistent and coordinated. Hours of uniform length were widely adopted only in the 14th century, when clocks could maintain equal durations. (Previously, dividing periods of sunlight into 12 hours, as the Romans did, meant the length of those hours would vary seasonally.) "There are few greater revolutions in human experience than this movement from the seasonal or 'temporary' hour to the equal hour," the historian Daniel J. Boorstin wrote in his book The Discoverers. "Here was man's declaration of independence from the sun, new proof of his mastery over himself and his surroundings." In 1967, the clock's divorce from the natural world was finalized: The International Bureau of Weights and Measures adopted a definition of a second measured by the oscillations of a cesium atom, rather than a fraction of the solar day.

Sommaroy's time-free zone was, in a sense, an attempt by residents to reclaim their connection to a more natural measure of time. After all, every year, the island experiences roughly 1,656 hours of consecutive daylight. It's almost as if humans moved to Mercury, where the day--noon to noon--lasts 176 Earth days, but never adjusted their watches.

The idea of tossing clock time out the window clearly had wide appeal: Nearly 1,500 news outlets around the world covered the 2019 petition that proposed the time-free zone. Kjell Ove Hveding, a Sommaroy native, went to Oslo to hand-deliver it to the Norwegian politician Kent Gudmundsen. "There's no need to know what time it is," Hveding said in a press release that included a picture of him destroying the face of a clock. Local press published a photo of watches--reportedly abandoned by clock-weary residents--hung on a bridge leading to the island.

Read: We live by a unit of time that doesn't make sense

But soon after the time-free zone went viral, the story began to crack. An employee at Sommaroy's only hotel expressed skepticism to the Norwegian public-broadcasting company, NRK, that a functioning business could operate without its clocks. Hveding turned out to be part-owner of said hotel, with something to gain from increasing tourism to the island. An NRK investigation revealed that the petition was funded by a state-owned company, Innovation Norway, that promotes Norwegian businesses. The company paid for additional help from PR agencies in Oslo and London. NRK also reported that the watches on the bridge weren't a result of swelling support from locals, but belonged to Hveding and a few others. They were removed after the photos were taken. Gudmundsen told NRK that after his photo op, the bundle of papers with signatures was also taken away and never submitted to the government. Innovation Norway issued a public apology.

To this day, Hveding denies that the campaign was a ruse. "This is us, this is how we live," he insisted to The New York Times in 2019. Later that year, Sommaroy residents took over a Facebook page dedicated to the time-free zone (and no longer affiliated with Innovation Norway), inviting people from "down south on the planet where nights are dark" to see for themselves what living time-free could be like.

Pitras and I never set a precise moment to meet but easily found time on one of the instances I walked past his kayak-rental business. On a cloudless day, we sat at a wooden table behind the shop, facing the water. Pitras put on his sunglasses, while I shielded my eyes and described a theory about time I'd been mulling over.

Since 2011, the researchers Tamar Avnet, at Yeshiva University, and Anne-Laure Sellier, at HEC Paris, have studied people's preferences for living with time. Clock-timers, as Avnet and Sellier have dubbed them, do things based on what their watches say. But for event-timers, the exact minute or hour doesn't matter. A clock-timer might wake up each day at 7 a.m., start working at 9 a.m., eat lunch at noon when it's delivered, and get into bed at 10 p.m. An event-timer rejects the alarm clock, maybe waking up at 6 o'clock, maybe at 9. They'll stop working when they feel a task is done, or eat when they get hungry, but at no predetermined time.

Listen: Time-management tips from the universe

Sommaroy did seem to have daily rhythms, I told Pitras. I could identify the evenings by the way the town went quiet, most houses' blackout curtains drawn and their inhabitants sleeping inside. But I wondered aloud whether people in Sommaroy were especially adept at moving in and out of clock time. Pitras certainly was. He has been a sailor for 46 years, he told me. When sailing on a boat alone, he performed tasks when they needed to be done, day or night; when sailing on a crew, he followed strict schedules. Now, when he organizes Arctic expeditions during the midnight sun, the groups enter a shared event time. They go hiking as they collectively please, even if at midnight; come back for dinner at 5 a.m.; go to sleep; then wake up for breakfast at 2 p.m. Pitras said shifting between clock and event time is easier for him without the sun's clear demarcation between day and night.

Others I spoke with in Sommaroy also described a sense of freedom and agency. Halvar Ludvigsen, a fourth-generation resident of Sommaroy, invited me onto his porch when I approached him. "I work at night, and I don't care about the time," Ludvigsen said, in a gruff voice. Neither did his retired neighbor, who told me that when he was growing up in Sommaroy, he worked all day on his family's farm, then went fishing at midnight and invited the neighbors over for a meal. Yet another event-timer, I thought.

Ludvigsen told me that he and Hveding, not the PR agencies, came up with the idea of the time-free zone. Marianne Solbakken, a 67-year-old who grew up in the region, told me one afternoon that all of the drama over the publicity effort obscured the truth: Time is more flexible in Sommaroy. "The life we live is real," she told me. "How can you be inside when the sun is shining at 11 o'clock in the evening?" Solbakken went to the original meeting about establishing the time-free zone in June 2019, and even wrote a song about putting her watch away during the summer: "And if we want to paint the house in the middle of the night / Yes, then, we just take out the paintbrush / Then we will call the neighbor and ask him to help us / And you should believe he will come soon." (The lyrics, which sound better in Norwegian, are set to the melody of a well-known song by Halvdan Sivertsen.)

As my week went on, I participated in a kind of event-time Olympics. I worked when I wanted to, ate when I was hungry, and went hiking at night--until 11 p.m., the record showed later. (My fiance, who traveled with me, recorded when I ate, slept, wrote, read, and exercised.) I felt a great expansiveness of choice to be in total control of my day, without running out of light.

Read: How to make time pass quickly

Time-management styles do seem to influence how people experience the world. In Avnet and Sellier's studies, at least, clock-timers were more likely to believe that events are steered by fate, not by intention. They are also worse at distinguishing between events that are causally linked and events that are unrelated. Those who follow event time are more likely to say that what happens on a daily basis is a result of their own actions. In one of their experiments, Avnet and Sellier split participants into two types of hot-yoga classes: one in which instructors advised people in a clock-free room to move through poses without attention to how long each was held, and one in which a teacher noted how much time should be spent in each pose. In the clock-time class, students skipped and gave up on more poses than in the event-time class--and were more likely to consider the instructor responsible for these failures. Students had less positive experiences in the clock-time class.

Despite such findings, Avnet and Sellier stressed to me that they don't regard clock or event time as superior, and in truth, we all engage with both time styles. But it's clock time that's imposed on most of us from a young age, Kevin Birth, an anthropologist at CUNY Queens College, told me. Outside of vacation, most people don't get the chance to embrace event time--even if it might suit them. In his 2015 book, the sociologist Hartmut Rosa wrote that modern humans crave detachment from social acceleration, which he defined as the increasing "experience per unit of time." Perhaps that's why so many people were charmed by the idea of a time-free zone. At the southern end of the island, I often stopped at the beach cafe, where Gjertrud Tvenning Gilberg sells charcuterie, along with homemade cakes, pastries, and soup. "Most people who come here live in cities, and there's a big rush," Tvenning Gilberg said. Perhaps Sommaroy isn't strictly without time, but it offers a temporary respite for those who use the clock to harness their busyness.


Gjertrud Tvenning Gilberg's beach-cafe offerings (Ingun Maehlum for The Atlantic)




Gjertrud Tvenning Gilberg runs a beach cafe in Sommaroy. She carries everything from her house to the cafe. (Ingun Maehlum for The Atlantic)



As an event-timer doing my best to live in a clock-time world, I expected to thrive in my temporary timelessness. But after just a few days in Sommaroy, the clock began to haunt me. I began to doubt whether I was doing things at the "right" time. I missed the feeling of progressing toward a finish line, and developed strong urges to check the time when no one was watching. I hated relying on my fiance to tell me that it was time for a work call. Ultimately, I slipped into a routine; later, I learned that it closely resembled my schedule at home.

When we talked upon my return, Avnet guessed that I had been uncomfortable with the 24-hour sun. She said that, paradoxically, pure clock-timers may flourish more in Sommaroy. "A clock like me, I wake up at 7 a.m. regardless if the sun comes up at 5 or if it comes out at 9," she said. But committed event-timers might struggle without non-clock cues to drive our actions.

There haven't been studies on time preferences above the Arctic Circle, or how people there view fate and manage their emotions in relation to how they view time. (Avnet and Sellier told me they hope to do research in northern Norway in the future.) But people in northern Norway don't seem to have higher rates of mental distress during the winter than they do in other seasons, as you might expect of people who spend so many weeks in the dark. Kari Leibowitz, a psychologist who has studied Norwegians in this region, wrote for The Atlantic in 2015 that those who lived farther north had a more positive, and protective, mindset about the wintertime. Another way to look at it is that they are more in control of their activities, regardless of the light levels outside. In Cincinnati in January, you might not go for a run at 10 p.m., because it's dark. But if it's dark at 3 p.m. or 10 p.m. in Sommaroy, the lack of light won't stop you.

I saw Tvenning Gilberg, the cafe owner, as a role model of routine within timelessness. Every day, winter or summer, she gets up early, reads, writes, and swims in the ocean right outside her door, but not based on the time on the clock. (She told me she uses her clock almost exclusively for baking.) She has hours at the cafe, but ones she sets herself. She had a career as a meteorologist, she told me, so she more intimately understands the sun's movements, even when it doesn't rise or set. In the winter, though the sun doesn't rise, she recognizes a brightening of the sky during the day. In the summer, the sun will be to the south by midday, and at midnight, to the northwest.

That's where I should look for the first official sunset of the summer, Tvenning Gilberg told me. It would take place on my last night, at 12:30 a.m.; the sun would rise again just 49 minutes later. I un-hid the time on my phone so I could catch the exact moment--but that night was cloudy. Somewhere underneath the gray mist, I knew the sun had fallen below the horizon. I wished I could have seen it. The day I landed in New York, I made a point of walking to the East River at dusk. I wasn't quite sure of the time, but I felt immense relief looking at the darkening sky.
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The Epstein Files Only Get Worse

America is in for a confusing, troubling holiday.

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




This particularly cursed holiday week kicked off in earnest last night when my father turned his iPad in my direction. On its screen was a terribly disturbing post on X containing two images. In the first, Jeffrey Epstein was hugging and kissing a little girl. In the second, that girl was bound and gagged on a bed.



Dad was rightly outraged and disgusted. He asked me if I'd seen the photos in my time going through the Epstein files. I immediately recognized the first image of Epstein and deduced that it had been Photoshopped from a widely distributed photo of Epstein hugging Ghislaine Maxwell. The second image seemed to be an AI rendering. (To add to the confusion, images reportedly do exist of Epstein cuddling children.) I let him know that the imagery was fake, and a distinctly non-yuletidy conversation ensued. Yes, Epstein was a heinous pedophile and convicted sex offender. Also, the internet is awash in fake, traumatizing slop that's being used to score points in an ongoing information war. Happy holidays!



Early this morning, the Department of Justice released nearly 30,000 documents related to its investigations into Epstein. A previous batch was released late last Friday afternoon, as mandated by Congress, and was notable for its thorough redactions, its overall lack of material related to President Donald Trump, and the fact that it was incomplete. This latest batch contains far more mentions of Trump, leading the DOJ to issue a defensive-sounding, partisan, and frankly unprofessional post on X: "Some of these documents contain untrue and sensationalist claims made against President Trump that were submitted to the FBI right before the 2020 election. To be clear: the claims are unfounded and false, and if they had a shred of credibility, they certainly would have been weaponized against President Trump already."



As I looked through the documents myself, I realized that many mentions of Trump in this batch come from news stories or documents referencing publicly available information about the president. For example, a random email in the archive includes a link to a story headlined "Trump: Kushner's Security Clearance Is Up to Kelly."



But there are some new, salacious-seeming details. Take, for instance, a 2020 email from an unidentified federal prosecutor alerting an unknown recipient that Trump had taken more trips on Epstein's plane than was previously realized. There are at least two unvetted forms submitted in 2020 to the FBI's National Threat Operations Center tip line that mention Trump's name in conjunction with alarming and unproven allegations, including rape and paying for sex.



The White House did not respond to a request for comment about these new documents and allegations, and instead referred me to posts on X by the DOJ; Trump has previously denied any wrongdoing and has downplayed his past relationship with Epstein.



Another shocking revelation is a copy of a letter allegedly written by Epstein to Larry Nassar, a former U.S.-gymnastics-team doctor who was convicted of possessing child pornography, among other crimes, and who used his position to sexually abuse hundreds of women and girls. The letter was postmarked three days after Epstein's death, in 2019, and makes a reference to suicide. "As you know by now, I have taken the 'short route' home," the letter, which appears to have been signed by Epstein, reads. "Good luck! We shared one thing ... our love & caring for young ladies and the hope they'd reach their full potential." The letter continues: "Our president also shares our love of young, nubile girls. When a young beauty walked by he loved to 'grab snatch,' whereas we ended up snatching grub in the mess halls of the system." The existence of a letter sent by Epstein to Nassar had been previously reported by the Associated Press, but the contents had not been; earlier today, the DOJ posted on X that it had concluded that the Nasser letter was fake, which "serves as a reminder that just because a document is released by the Department of Justice does not make the allegations or claims within the document factual."



These details alone are a lot to take in. That they are just a few needles of newsworthy information in a PDF haystack is dizzying. Blearily tabbing through the files at random this morning, I came across screenshots of what appear to be emails between prosecutors in Epstein's 2008 sex-crimes case, which resulted in Epstein getting a cushy plea deal (almost all of the names in the email are redacted). I can think of no reason that the names of those who afforded him such an arrangement shouldn't be made public. In one of the emails, from late May of that year, one person mentions an unnamed person, presumably Epstein, spending only 90 days in jail. "Please tell me you are joking," the other replies. "Maybe we should throw him a party and tell him we are sorry to have bothered him." Such emails, although redaction-heavy, are the kind of information that journalists and investigators have longed for--they shed partial light on the government's leniency in the case. Still, the release is piecemeal and difficult to comb through; as a result, it paints an unclear picture.



As is often the case online, the messy, public release has at times led to more confusion than clarity. On X this morning, I came across a viral post containing a screenshot of one of the FBI tips from the files that alleges that Trump and Epstein raped a woman. "Now we're starting to see why Trump was hiding the Epstein files, and it probably gets much worse," the post reads. Digging through the files, I've confirmed that the document is real, but the post--which currently has several million views--lacks crucial context. The allegations are not part of a court document or witness testimony; they're transcribed from a 2020 call to the FBI tip line, and totally unconfirmed.



This is a sterling example of the informational chaos here. A disturbing, salacious tip, the credibility of which is completely unknown, printed on an official FBI form: It's perfect fodder for screenshots, reposts, and accusations. The "information" looks terrible for Trump, but it's presented without any burden of proof. That the DOJ would release something so potentially incendiary but redact other information, such as the names of government lawyers, only adds to the confusion.



The Epstein scandal has consumed Washington and dogged Trump's second term, and the release of these latest files is textbook news dump: a massive tranche of individual image files and PDFs, collected with few discernible organizing details, dropped online just before the Christmas holiday. Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche said on Sunday that the partial, phased release is being done in part to protect victims. Although that could be the case, the drip-drop release has the added effect of being frustrating and overwhelming, stringing everyone along during a moment when fewer people are likely to be paying attention.



Ironically, the nature of the release also means that the story will not die. Today's release has only fanned the flames of the conspiracy. It also fragments an important news story such that it becomes hard to get a good sense of where things stand. In one interpretation, it might feel like the walls are closing in for Trump and the White House, where an avalanche of anecdotal evidence--the infamous 50th-birthday-book release in September, a trove of emails in November that mention Trump and his onetime adviser Steve Bannon, last Friday's release, today's--is piling up. But seen another way, this release is also optimally confusing, muddying the waters with as-yet-unverified information that's being disseminated via individual screenshots on social media, making the whole thing easier to dismiss.



Read: You really need to see Epstein's birthday book for yourself



There's a secondary effect for those of us watching, which is that of being trapped in some kind of Epstein holiday purgatory. Family gatherings and Honey Baked Hams are colliding with the slow-burn proliferation of crime-scene evidence related to an alleged prolific sex trafficker who appears to have been close friends with the current president of the United States. Those following the Epstein saga closely are stuck waiting for the next shoe to drop; those with more normal news-consumption habits or who may wish to ignore the sordid affair may be forced to acknowledge it as nauseating details barge into their life while they scroll, channel surf, or talk with a politics-obsessed uncle at the dinner table.



This would be a small price to pay, if any true accountability were to come from this process. But much of the context of the Epstein files is that they are being released by a DOJ that, as my colleague David A. Graham wrote yesterday, has gone to great lengths to politicize itself in the second Trump administration. As Graham notes, the entire Epstein ordeal is a showcase of "compounding failures" by the federal government, from its slowness to act on tips about Epstein many years ago, to the plea deal in 2008, to this administration's questioning of Epstein's associate Ghislaine Maxwell and her move to a minimum-security prison this past summer. And then there is what the files continue to confirm: a moral rot in some of the wealthiest and most powerful people in the world. Combine these things, and the files are a recipe for inspiring potent distrust and resentment.



Those of us paying attention are, for now, stuck--bombarded with enough troubling information and allegations to assume the worst about this conspiracy, but also possessing enough earned cynicism and suspicion to assume that little will change.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/12/holiday-epstein-purgatory/685435/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



There's a 92 Percent Chance Trump Is Making It Up

When riffing, the president exhibits an unusual tell.

by Marie-Rose Sheinerman

Sat, 20 Dec 2025




President Donald Trump likes to use a big number to anchor his point, especially when he wanders off on a tangent. Often it seems that a specific figure is on the tip of his tongue.

At this year's ceremonial turkey pardon, Trump praised a farmer from Wayne County, North Carolina, for raising two "record-setting" birds, but then pivoted to his own electoral margin of victory: "I won that county by 92 percent." (In fact, he won it by 16 percentage points.) At a McDonald's corporate event last month, Trump claimed that the United States controls 92 percent of the shoreline of the Gulf of Mexico (the Gulf of America, as he calls it). It's really about 46 percent. Trump won the veterans' vote, he said on Veterans Day, with "about 92 percent or something," and in July, he said he won farmers--well, "by 92 percent." (More accurate estimates of the portion of the electorate he won would be 65 percent of veterans and 78 percent of voters in farming counties, according to exit polls and election data.)

His fixation on the number between 91 and 93 has been a feature for a while. In April, Trump claimed that egg prices had fallen by 92 percent. (The Bureau of Labor Statistics said 12.7 percent.) And at a rally shortly before last November's election, while railing against journalists and the media, he allowed that "not all of them" are "sick people." Just "about 92 percent." That one, admittedly, is difficult to fact-check.

I came upon this curious pattern in the course of tracking down the basis for a far more serious claim the president has made repeatedly as part of his justification for the U.S. military buildup near Venezuela. More than two dozen strikes on small boats allegedly carrying drugs in the Caribbean and eastern Pacific have killed more than 100 people since September. The strikes have formed the core of the administration's ongoing campaign to treat President Nicolas Maduro as a "narco-terrorist," which many view as a veneer for wanting to see the Venezuelan strongman ousted from power and work with a new government to secure access to the country's oil and rare earth minerals.

Read: Trump knows what he wants, just not how to get there

"The drugs coming in through the sea are down to--they're down by 92 percent," Trump told Politico on December 8. At a roundtable later the same day, he went with "92 or 94 percent." Three days later: "Drug traffic by sea is down 92 percent," Trump said in the Oval Office. A day after that brought a new estimate: "We knocked out 96 percent of the drugs coming in by water," he told reporters.

More often than not, the president links the 92 (or more) percent claim to another: "Every one of those boats you see get shot down, you just saved 25,000 American lives." In December alone, he has cited that figure--25,000 American lives saved per boat strike--on at least six different occasions.

I asked the Coast Guard--the lead federal agency for maritime drug interdiction--for any underlying data or information to support both of those figures. The Coast Guard referred me to the Pentagon. The Pentagon referred me to the White House. The Department of Homeland Security referred me to the Pentagon and the White House, which repeated Trump's remarks without elaboration.

"President Trump is right. It is widely known that one small dose of these drugs is deadly, fentanyl is the number one killer of adults between the ages of 18 and 45, and any boat bringing this poison to our shores has the potential to kill 25,000 Americans or more," Anna Kelly, a White House spokesperson, told me in a statement. "Rather than try to poke holes in these facts, The Atlantic should join President Trump in elevating the voices of families who have lost loved ones to the scourge of narcoterrorism."

The president's claims, however, are so porous that I hardly found anywhere to poke. Although Trump and other officials have repeatedly said that the goal of the strikes is to combat the trafficking of illicit fentanyl--the synthetic opioid chiefly responsible for an epidemic of fatal overdoses over the past decade--the drug does not come from South America. It enters America primarily across the border with Mexico and is produced using precursor chemicals from China. Venezuela, however, is primarily a transit country for cocaine bound for Europe.

In a briefing with lawmakers early last month, top officials acknowledged that they believed it was cocaine, not fentanyl, on the boats. A former senior Coast Guard official told me that in his more than three decades in the service, he has not been aware of a single instance of an intercepted load in the Caribbean or eastern Pacific containing fentanyl. In sum, the boats being struck aren't carrying the drug that is the leading cause of overdose deaths in the U.S.--and what drugs they may be carrying aren't coming to America. So it is hard to see how each strike saves 25,000 American lives.

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

Bill Baumgartner, a retired Coast Guard rear admiral who directed the agency's operations in the Caribbean, told me that number "is just complete and pure fantasy." The only way to arrive at that total of saved lives is if you would have rounded up 25,000 people and forced them to consume lethal doses of cocaine--a claim "just as stupid as saying that there's a box of ammunition; if you confiscate a box of ammunition, you have saved 100 lives because there were 100 bullets there," Baumgartner said.

It is even unclear how many of the destroyed vessels were actually carrying narcotics. The administration has not specified or released evidence of the types or quantities of drugs on them. When identifying boats ferrying drugs, "the intelligence isn't foolproof," and destroying a vessel with a strike--unlike boarding it during an interdiction--leaves no room to correct faulty intelligence, Baumgartner said. In the 13 months leading up to early October, 21 percent of the boats interdicted off the coast of Venezuela turned out not to be carrying any contraband, according to data shared by Coast Guard Acting Commandant Admiral Kevin Lunday in a letter to Senator Rand Paul, a Republican.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimates that in the 12-month period ending in April, there were about 73,690 total drug overdose deaths in the United States (although that number is likely to increase when final data are tallied). If it were the case that each strike since September has saved 25,000 American lives, and given that 28 boats have been destroyed to date, the operation would have saved 700,000 lives--more than nine times the total U.S. drug overdose deaths in a year. "That makes no sense," Adam Isacson, an expert on drug trafficking in Latin America at WOLA, an NGO based in Washington, D.C., told me.

The majority of overdose fatalities stem from opioids, not stimulants such as cocaine. In 2023, the most recent year for which such data are available, the CDC tracked 29,449 cocaine-linked deaths. (About 1.2 grams of cocaine can constitute a fatal dose. That amount is 600 times greater than the 2 milligrams of fentanyl that can cause a deadly overdose.) But notably, nearly 70 percent of cocaine- and other stimulant-related deaths that year also involved fentanyl.

As for the basis for the president's claim of a 92 percent decline in maritime drug traffic: "We've only seen that in Trump's remarks. No sourcing, no other data," according to Isacson. (The White House did not specifically respond to my inquiry about it.) But the numbers the government does release give ample reason to doubt the statistic. Last month, the Coast Guard touted a record-setting year of drug interdiction; the agency seized more than 510,000 pounds of cocaine, primarily in the Caribbean and eastern Pacific, compared with the 167,000 pounds it seized on average in prior years. This month, as part of its ongoing maritime-law-enforcement operations separate from the strikes, the Coast Guard seized 20,000 pounds of cocaine in a single interdiction. But global cocaine supply and demand continue to reach new heights, according to a June report from the United Nations. And counternarcotics-enforcement veterans told me that even if drug traffic by sea has seen a sharp drop, that does not signal an overall decline in cocaine traffic, because traffickers adapt and reroute shipments.

Perhaps the president has divined these numbers through a mathematically rigorous process beyond the reaches of my imagination. After all, Susie Wiles, the White House chief of staff, told Vanity Fair that her boss is a "statistical savant." More likely, his affinity for 92 percent and extravagantly large round numbers is what in a game of poker might be called a tell. In 2019, Bloomberg noticed 10,000 cropping up whenever Trump made big claims, in topics such as the stock market and ISIS fighters. It was the number Trump cited for known or suspected gang members whom ICE removed in 2018 (though the agency put that number at 5,872). And it's the number of points he said the Dow Jones would have been up in 2019 had the Federal Reserve not raised interest rates the previous year.

Not every time the president cites a 92 percent is off base. His August boast of a "92 percent" approval rating for the Department of Veterans Affairs, for instance, was actually slightly less than the 92.8 percent of veterans who reported trusting the VA for their health care in the agency's survey that month. That was up from--wait for it--92 percent under the Biden administration the previous year. But more often than not, the number seems to serve as a clue that the commander in chief might be reaching for a number he can easily remember, caring little whether it is accurate.

At three different rallies in the fall of 2024 leading up to Election Day, Trump bragged about his nearly decade-long campaign to denigrate the press. "The fake news back there--they were at 92 percent approval rating when we started this journey in 2015. And now they're less than Congress," he said on November 2. "I'm very proud of that." In fact, the year the president descended his golden escalator and upended the country's political life, Americans' trust in the media was not at 92 percent. It stood at a then-historic low of 40 percent. In the years since, it has dropped to a new historic low of 28 percent. Congress's approval, for the record, stands at 15 percent.
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Dusty Pillars

Day 25 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




Day 25 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Dusty Pillars. This is the James Webb Space Telescope's mid-infrared view of the Pillars of Creation, trunks of interstellar gas and dust in the Eagle Nebula, about 7,000 light-years away. The mid-infrared view allows scientists to focus on the dense dust in the star-forming regions within these massive pillars.

See the full advent calendar here. Merry Christmas!
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Why Has Comedy Become So Right-Wing?

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s Helen Lewis on the Riyadh Comedy Festival, why comedians are attracted to conspiracy theories, and the rise of the right-wing comedy-podcast industrial complex. Plus: the importance of NATO and David's reflections on Edith Wharton's <em>Autres Temps</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 24 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 Trump administration's hostility toward NATO. David discusses why NATO was created, what it does, and why we should care about it. David also analyzes the United State's global leadership role and why so many bad actors advocate for isolationism.

Then David is joined by his Atlantic colleague Helen Lewis to talk about the proliferation and importance of right-wing "comedy" podcasts. They discuss why some comedians seem to go right-wing and why a growing audience is drawn to their uninformed rhetoric. Lewis also addresses the complicity comedians and their audience share in the rise of MAGA.

Finally, David closes the podcast with a discussion on Edith Wharton's Autres Temps and how it speaks to moral panics, social pariahs, and so-called cancel culture.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to another episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be my Atlantic colleague Helen Lewis, and we'll be talking about comedy and politics, and how the two combine. My book this week will be not a book but a short story: Autre Temps, by Edith Wharton.

Before I turn to either, I'm going to anticipate something that will be said in the dialogue with Helen Lewis, where she talked about one of our challenges in the face of the way modern media works is to keep rediscovering old truths. And so I wanna open this show this week by talking about an old truth.

If you've been reading in the news, you [may have] seen that the NATO alliance is under even more intense pressure than ever before. The Russians are demanding from the Trump administration not only that Ukraine not be invited into NATO, but that NATO actually step back. And the Trump administration is very hostile to NATO, the vice president even more than the president. [Donald] Trump has often speculated about quitting NATO entirely. And the new National Security Strategy published by the Trump administration is seething with hostility to Europe and NATO allies. So I thought today, I would talk about NATO, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and a little bit of rediscovering the old truths: How did it happen? Why was it a good idea? What's it for? Why do we care?

Well, let me recapitulate a little bit some history that, probably, we all know somewhere in our brains but have lost sight of. At the end of World War II, Europe was in ruins, and the Soviet Union was the dominant military power on the continent of Europe and in the Middle East and Asia too, was menacing, threatening, and aggressing against the shattered remains of a war-torn continent. Americans realized they had two urgent tasks if they were to ever enjoy any peace, security, and prosperity for themselves: They had to rebuild the economy of their defeated enemies, Germany and Japan; they had to rebuild the larger economies of Europe and northwest Asia; and they had to provide some measure of security because the last thing anybody wanted was to get Europe and Northwest Asia back into the game of arms racing for security, army against army. America would provide security for all, guarantee security for all, prevent the rise of independent security threats within these zones, and would use peace as a way to bring prosperity and use prosperity as a way to secure peace. And so NATO came into being.

It was formally declared in April of 1949, and originally, it had 12 members: Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United States. This group pledged that an attack by any one of them would be an attack on all of them. Now, this was a very unequal pledge. Obviously, if the United States were attacked, it would be nice to have Luxembourg by your side--everyone would appreciate that--but it wouldn't help. But if Luxembourg were attacked, it would make a great deal of difference to have the United States by its side. So although it was a defensive pledge of mutual aid, because, in 1949, the United States was the only nuclear power of the group--United Kingdom would soon follow--but in 1949, the United States was the only one, ultimately, NATO was a one-way military guarantee: American power, including American nuclear weapons, would protect the other members of the alliance.

NATO gradually grew, and along the way it grew, it took on new forms. In 1952, Greece and Turkey, neither of them on the Atlantic Ocean, joined. And NATO then sent a message--Greece and Turkey had been historic enemies, and NATO now became an institution that said, Not only are we defending our members against the threat from the Soviet Union, but we're also pledging that we're going to impose peace and security on our members, that Greece and Turkey are coming in together to signal that they may not love each other any better than they used to do, but there will be no more hostilities between them. And indeed, except for a brief clash in 1974, NATO has done a pretty good job of keeping the peace between Greece and Turkey with so many historical grievances between those two countries.

In 1955, West Germany joined, and NATO was saying that the enormous strength of West Germany--indispensable to European security but also a potential threat to people who remembered fighting the Germans in two world wars--West Germany would come in and join a collective club, and that NATO would become a way for the strength of some to become a resource and a source of security for others and not a threat to them. You didn't have to fear German power if West Germany belonged to the same alliance that was guaranteed by the United States.

In 1982, Spain joined. Spain had been a dictatorship since the Spanish Civil War, until the middle of the 1970s. Then Spain made a transition to democracy. When NATO was founded in 1949, there was one nondemocracy among the 12 members; that was Portugal. But from then on, NATO said--it became a rule: You can't be a NATO member unless you're a democracy. And Spain had to wait until it democratized to become a NATO member, which it did in 1982.

NATO achieved its greatest triumph in 1989 with the end of communism in Central Europe and the beginnings of the peaceful reunification of the continent. After 1991 and the end of the Soviet Union and the breakup of the Soviet Union into its constituent republics, Russia and others, NATO became a way to secure the loose nuclear material, to make sure that there were no bombs that went off. The Soviet Union at [the time of its] breakup, I think, had something like 50,000 nuclear warheads, very poorly secured, and many scientists who had nuclear know-how that could be sold. NATO became the instrument by which the warheads were secured--many of them were converted into peaceful electric power--and the scientists were provided with gainful employment so they would not be tempted to sell their skills to some bad actor.

In 1999, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland joined NATO, as if to say that Europe was no longer accepting the border imposed on it by the Stalinist division of Europe at the end of World War II, that Central Europe would join Europe and would be protected by Europe in the same way that other European democracies were.

In 2004, NATO got its largest expansion, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia, and the three Baltic republics: Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. Now, this last, the joining of the Baltic republics, is now a big MAGA talking point, that Newt Gingrich and Donald Trump will say, It was so terrible that we allowed Estonia to join. They forget that, in 1994, the biggest advocate of those countries joining was Newt Gingrich. In fact, letting Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania into NATO was point No. 6 in the 1994 Republican Contract With America. They listed 10 things they wanted Bill Clinton to do, and No. 6 was admit Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania into NATO--forgotten now, but important to remember. More members joined: Albania and Croatia, Montenegro and North Macedonia, and, in 2022, Finland and Sweden.

Now, the record of NATO is that once you're in NATO, you are safe, home free. You no longer have to fear the Russians. Those Russian neighbors, Georgia and Ukraine, who were not admitted to NATO were both attacked: the Georgians by Russia in 2008 and Ukraine first in 2014, when the Russians took Crimea, and then again in 2022, when they made their lunge at Kyiv and tried to take over the whole country.

There are people who wanna forget all this history and forget the incredible achievements, and they're usually motivated by two things. I get it, that the leaders of Russia and China prefer to see their neighbors isolated, weak, and defenseless. And I get it too, unfortunately, that there are people in the United States, in allied countries, and certainly posing as Americans and Europeans on social media who want the Russians and Chinese to have what they want: isolated, defenseless, vulnerable, weak neighbors.

But I think there's something that is going on that is much less obvious, much less rational, and much more sinister. And that is, there are people in American life, American politicians, including at the highest levels of this country, who say--one of the things that happened when the United States became committed to defending freedom abroad after World War II was it became committed to reforming itself at home. During the civil-rights movement, it was again and again an argument for why the United States had to end racial segregation inside the United States: How could the United States champion democracy abroad, which all Americans in 1962 wanted to do, if it defended segregation and the denial of the vote based on race at home? And so the need to defend democracy abroad, the shared consensus that the United States should do that, led to social changes at home that made America a freer and more equal society. Well, supposing you wanna undo those changes, supposing you think the United States is on the wrong track and it needs to be more authoritarian, more reactionary, more hierarchical, more oppressive at home. Well, obviously, then, just as the desire to project and protect democracy abroad led to social changes at home, the undoing of those social changes at home requires withdrawal from those commitments abroad.

And so it's not an accident that isolationism and reaction and authoritarianism go together; they're the same project. And when people are attacking America's obligations, both through NATO to European allies and through other treaty agreements--Japan's not a member of NATO, but there's a NATO-like treaty with Japan; Australia's not a NATO member, but there's a NATO-like treaty with Australia, ditto New Zealand. And the United States is drawing closer and closer to countries in Southeast Asia, and many are contemplating some kind of collective-security agreement for that region too. With the people who are opposing all of this, they're not just saying, I wish China would rule the world. I wish Russia could dominate its neighbors, although some of them think that. What they're saying is, I don't like the kind of country America is going to have to be if it's going to be a force for freedom in the world. I want a different America, a more brutish America, more reactionary America, more authoritarian America, more racist, more sexist, more corrupt America. And in order to achieve that end, I need to unravel the foreign policy that is pressing us to do more and do better.

So when you defend NATO, you're not just defending the peace and security of the world, although you are. And when you speak for NATO, you're not just speaking for the ideals of collective security that have made this planet such a better place since 1945 than it was before 1945. You are upholding and vindicating the best American ideals for Americans here at home, and those who are on the other side are trying to unravel the best American ideals for Americans here at home.

And now my dialogue with Helen Lewis.

[Music]

Frum: Helen Lewis is the author of two books: Difficult Women, published in 2020, and the Genius Myth, published in 2025. A graduate of Oxford, a past deputy editor of The New Statesman, she joined the staff of The Atlantic in 2019, where we are all very proud and pleased to call her a colleague.

Earlier this year, she attended the Riyadh Comedy Festival, and that is going to be the jumping-off point for our discussion today.

Helen, welcome to The David Frum Show.

Helen Lewis: Thank you very much for having me.

Frum: So, okay, Riyadh--

Lewis: (Laughs.) Yes, Riyadh.

Frum: --never been there. It's probably more exotic in my imagination than it is in real life.

Lewis: I think it was more exotic about 20 years ago. I talked to our colleague Graeme Wood, who, obviously, interviewed Mohammed bin Salman, the crown prince, for the magazine a couple of years ago, and he's someone who's been to the region a lot, and he talked about the speed of the transformation. So when I was there, yeah, it felt very particular, but it felt very different in ways I wasn't expecting.

So I was expecting, for example, for it to be a very conservative Islamic country. So the standard Saudi dress for men is a long white robe and a headdress; the standard Saudi dress for women is either a full-face veil or a hijab and covering, like, all of your body in an abaya. But the thing I wasn't quite expecting was that, obviously, there's been a huge influx of migrant workers. So actually, what you also have is a class of Indian, Bangladeshi, Pakistani, perhaps, men who are dressed in what you think of as kind of Western dress, but are all of a particular age and obviously all male, there to work on the huge amount of construction projects that are happening. And that really underlined, to me, the fact that this is a country that is trying to do something--it's trying to "speedrun modernity", one of my interviewees put it.

Frum: Yeah. Did you see unveiled women?

Lewis: Some--very occasionally. Okay, so you see tourists who are unveiled who are moving around, and, of course, one of the reforms by Mohammed bin Salman is that he's stepped down the religious police so you don't get hassled. I didn't get hassled. I walked around--I initially turned up with everything, just on the basis that you wanna be as respectful and discreet as possible when you're reporting, and then I realized it wasn't really necessary. And very occasionally, you do see a Saudi woman with her face, although not her hair, usually, uncovered.

Frum: Yeah. And at the comedy festival, was alcohol served?

Lewis: No. No. Well, I'm sure it happens privately, but that's the one big Sharia taboo that has not been bust open publicly, along with, of course, famously, the two rules for comics performing at the festival, right? One: We don't criticize religion. Although, actually, Louis C.K. had a few pops at Catholicism, so what we really mean is: We don't criticize Islam. And two: We don't criticize the royal family. Although I noticed that my royal family came in for some stick; that's apparently fine.

Frum: Yes. Now, remember the old Cold War joke about the American saying to the Soviet, I can criticize the president of the United States, and nothing happens to me, and the Soviet replies, I too can criticize the president of the United States, and nothing happens to me, so the same way. Although the lopsidedness of which religions you can criticize applies outside Saudi Arabia as well as inside. (Laughs.) Were the comedians as funny without alcohol?

Lewis: (Laughs.) That's a very good question. I don't drink very much anyway, but I do think there is a reason why comedy clubs have a two-drink minimum, and it's not just to get their profits up, right? It's to get everybody kind of loosened up.

The atmosphere was odd. It was held in the box arena in Riyadh. I's an in the round, so like a wrestling arena, essentially, 360-degree audience. It was a bit like people were just excited to be there, that it was happening, which, I guess, imagine being a 21-year-old in Saudi today, and there's huge bursts of Western cultures coming at you from the outside--you can probably get it through a VPN--and now, for the first time in your country, you're gonna be able to hear a stand-up comedian, even when you can remember from your childhood what Saudi Arabia was like. People were laughing.

I mean, Louis C.K.'s set was one of the most morbid comedy sets I've ever heard. (Laughs.) It was all about death and decay. So I felt that was a real challenge if you turned up your big night out in Riyadh.

Frum: But this is a large venue.

Lewis: Mm, yeah, several hundred people.

Frum: So it doesn't have that kind of intimate feel that we sometimes associate with comedy clubs in New York or Los Angeles.

Lewis: Right, and it could not have been less underground. Andrew Maxwell, who performed there, described the fact that he and Louis C.K. went to a Riyadh comedy club the night before, and they listened to comics performing. But this was more like a kind of classic arena show, more Madison Square Garden-type feeling, which have always got a slightly odd feeling, those shows, right? Because it's people who've come for a kind of big night out, rather than people who are massive comedy fans, basically.

Frum: Were women allowed to perform?

Lewis: This is the funny thing. There were a couple of women who did perform at the festival, not very many, but then, you could say that about American comedy clubs, to be quite honest. I looked into the gender ratio of guests on Joe Rogan's show, and it's less than one in 10 of them were women. Comedy in the podcasting circuit that spun off comedy--the Saudi Arabian gender ratio, actually not that different to what you might see in Austin or Los Angeles.

Frum: Well, that's actually the main thing I wanted to talk to you about. So I am not a big comedy consumer; I get most of my comedy insights secondhand, from members of my family who like it more than I do. It isn't that I dislike wit and humor, but I don't like the sort of the constraint of it and the idea that I'm a consumer of your wit, which may or may not be witty, so, it's not been my thing. Bt I'm interested in it as a social artifact because, believe it or not, not so long ago, it wasn't a big deal in North American culture, and suddenly, it is. The idea of filling a stadium that I would think of as a music venue with consumers of spoken-word performance like this, that would not very often have happened when I was younger.

Lewis: Oh, right. Yeah. It didn't seem that strange to me, because I grew up on people already doing comedy tours, but you're right. It was more, when I grew up, more people touring kind of regional venues rather than some of the kind of mega, mega--I mean, one of the reasons that this has happened is that Netflix, for example, has a whole strand called "Netflix Is a Joke" that they pour huge amounts of money into. They had Dave Chappelle performing for that. Just the amount of money--I think, particularly, as DVD sales have cratered, and everything's gone to streaming, live performance has become more and more important to people. So part of that does account for the rise of, I think, comedy in the culture.

And the second thing is the growth of this kind of alternative, "anti-woke"--I know that's a phrase that will probably make some people want to claw their eyeballs out--but the kind of anti-woke comedy scene that has formed in Austin around Joe Rogan.

Frum: Yeah, that's, I think, the main thing I wanna talk to you about today is--and something has happened, and it's hard to come up with a vocabulary for it. But I used to be a quite frequent guest on the Bill Maher show; I haven't been on for a while. And I don't have the dates at hand, but I'm guessing I would've started in the late '00s and appeared for the last time sometime before COVID. And one of the things I became aware of, over time, was that I had begun to be invited on the show as sort of a token Republican, and by the time my appearances on the show came to an end, I was noticing that Bill Maher was frequently much more right-wing than I was.

And now, partly, I had shifted in some of my political views, but so had he, and I don't think he was shifting alone. And maybe right-wing is not the correct word, because Maher remains very forceful in his opposition to President Trump, but I notice with many of the comedians--and maybe COVID was the decisive moment or maybe "wokeness," whatever we mean by that--something happened in the second half of the 2010s, where suddenly, comedy became something you would categorize as of the right, rather than of the dissident or the left or the progressive or some other form.

Lewis: Yeah, I've been thinking about this because I think my career probably tracks that change exactly. When I first started writing, in the 2000s, that was the time in which your view of Republicans was, they were family-rights conservatives, you know? It was kind of finger-wagging, very churchy guys who were telling you that gays were going to hell and women should kind of be stay-at-home. This is very offensive to you, as somebody who was around the Republican Party at this time--I'm not saying that was a true and accurate depiction; I'm saying that's what it felt like to somebody who was 18, 20 at that time, right? That the Democrats were the cool party of Bill Clinton and maybe smoked a little pot, whereas the Republicans were very straight-laced--they were the party of eating your greens and starching your shirt.

And then what's kind of flipped--and I think we can discuss what we mean by "wokeness"--was that we went through a period where the kind of cultural dominance of the left meant that you had this hyperfixation on kind of purity and in people getting canceled, which I know is still something that people will deny ever happened. But the example I would give is maybe the ur-example of this. Shane Gillis is a comedian, incredibly funny, just naturally very, very funny guy, and does some extremely good material about what it's like to get a bit older and start kind of complaining and grumbling about stuff. He says he has this worry about "early-onset Republicanism," where you get very annoyed about the fact there's a Black guy in every advert. And so he's not coming from a particularly right-wing point of view, but when he got hired for the cast of Saturday Night Live back in, I think, 2019, 2020, they found some old sketches in which he had put on kind of, I think, a sort of comedy Chinese voice. And so what he did was he went away, and he built up a podcast, and it became Matt and Shane's Secret Podcast--phenomenally successful, maybe one of the top-earning ones on Patreon. He then got offers from Netflix to do his specials there. He performs a lot at the Comedy Mothership. And sure enough, what happened? He was invited back, maybe a year ago now, to host Saturday Night Live. So he describes that arc that we're talking about, where, actually, the mainstream became--the kind of bit that young people maybe felt was preachy became the left.

Now, I think the people who disagree with me on this, the people from that sort of more Bluesky-ish tendency, would say what's actually happened is that a lot of these guys have hit middle age, and they're very rich, and they want lower taxes, or they don't like being talked back to. And I do think that is not an unfair criticism in some of these cases. Some of these guys have just had a lot of fame and attention and money, and you would kind of expect them to get a bit more annoyed with the youth of today, shaking their fist like Grandpa Simpson.

Frum: Well, you raise a lot of points there. As you said, there's a story that I think a lot of the people in this world would like to tell, which is: It's not about left versus right; it's about conformity versus nonconformity. It's about the hypocrisies of society versus the dissent and truth-telling, and just whoever's in charge, we're against them. So when the people who in charge are--and it was never thus, but let's pretend it was thus, and it was important to some people: If the church lady is in charge, I'm against the church lady, and when the wokeist scold is in charge, I'm against the wokeist scold, but I'm still me; I'm the same person, same pot-smoking, norm-defying Lenny Bruce figure I always was.

Lewis: Right.

Frum: And I don't wanna say that that's completely wrong, but I think one of the moments--again, I'm overprojecting from my Bill Maher experience--but one of the moments where I soured on the whole experience of being on the program was I was there with my elder daughter, who, much missed, and she was in the audience, and Maher had a whole bit where he was just railing on young people.

And what was going on here was not just a rebellion against the wokeist scold. It was also something, as you say, what happens when you get older. And it's not a universal rule, because I find, as I get older--and I'm a pretty materially comfortable person, and I don't like paying taxes; I do it, but I don't love it--is, as you get older, you also can become more sympathetic to the struggles of the young, as you get more distant from Who are you? What are you gonna do on this earth? Who are you going to do it with?, all those problems that you, one hopes, have settled in your life by the time you're in your 50s and 60s. And you then have a little bit more scope for compassion for those who are not settled in these situations in their 20s--i's very hard not to know who you are and what you're doing and who you're going to do it with--and you can go in that way too. But there seemed to be sort of a mood of not going that way, of being contemptuous and disdainful. And then sometimes, the young, like anybody else--I mean, we had a big story in The Atlantic about how the young in America are much more anti-Semitic than the people over 60; that's not good. But sometimes, they also are telling you about new things that you need to know about, whether you like it or not, and it's worth listening.

Lewis: Yeah, I think you capture exactly the debate and where it is, and so you have to be very careful about picking apart what the different currents are. I do think it is probably true to say that the people who are most likely to be offended--when I kind of came up, one of the big things that happened here was Jerry Springer: The [Opera], and the people who were protesting against that were, essentially, fundamentalist Christians.

And then I think now, when I think of stuff getting protested, actually, it's probably more likely to get protested by radical trans activists, for example, who think that perhaps you shouldn't have a cisgender actor playing a trans character or whatever it might be. That's the feeling of balance that I think has happened to the arts. You had the rise of sensitivity readers, where, essentially, a kind of professional class of witchfinders, who were all one person designated to be the representative of an entire swath of a minority group, came in and ruled on what language was acceptable and what wasn't. You had the rise of this kind of "Own Voices" in young-adult literature, which was the idea that nobody, really, should write stories about people who weren't like them. And so I do think there was a movement where lots of artists found that their creative freedom was being impinged upon. And now, maybe some of that, like you say, some of that was justified. It wasn't particularly great for American comedy when Saturday Night Live was only written by white men who'd been to three universities, right? It's actually benefited enormously from expanding the pool of its talent. But with that did [come] what people experience as a kind of finger-wagging censoriousness, undoubtedly so.

And one of the things, to go back to Riyadh, that really struck me was that a number of people who were there taking the Saudi money were kind of the canceled comedians--so Dave Chappelle being a really obvious example, somebody who had literal protests outside Netflix because of his special; Kevin Hart, who was ditched from hosting the Oscars because of past homophobic comments; Aziz Ansari, who went on one very bad date and got MeToo'ed in a way that I think almost everybody now acknowledges was a massive overreaction to what actually happened, as described by both people in that situation. So I think people felt that they'd been exiled, and there was no way back. And actually, what was waiting for them was the warm embrace of a whole new ecosystem, particularly through YouTube, even Rumble, that was gonna make them very, very, very good money, and they didn't need to ask Lorne Michaels or whoever it was for permission to be a comedian anymore.

Frum: Well, we all prefer applause to criticism; that's true. (Laughs.) And we tend to feel more warmly toward people who applaud us than to people who don't, and that's understandable. And we can also, if we're not careful, become more like the people who are applauding us. So if the people who are applauding us are very anti-vaccine, if they are "just asking questions" about World War II, then we find ourselves being drawn, as some comedians have been, into the anti-vaccine crackpot world or, in some cases, outright Nazi apologetics or, worse, outright pro-Nazism, and that is something that you see too. There's this conveyor belt from anti-woke to outright demented, crazy.

Lewis: Yeah, and I think it was a really good example of that. What you're describing is this feeling like if people are telling you not to do something, that that itself is a reason to do it. I think that became a really toxic and poisonous thing, as is the idea that if everybody's against you, and the establishment is against you, you are, by default, Galileo [Galilei]. And again, both of those are very intensely narcissistic things because they're all about putting you at the center of this.

So I think what happened during COVID--again, that's kind of important to this story too because some of the things that Americans, and British people too, were being told actually didn't have a great deal of scientific reckoning behind them; they were the best guess at the time. But people experienced them as very illiberal. And that tipped over into sometimes just actual quack stuff. But it was this kind of valorization of, as you say, they call it "JAQing off": "just asking questions."

Frum: Well, lemme just say something about Galileo. So the reason Galileo is Galileo was he was the greatest astronomer of his time, and the repressive apparatus of the church, for its own reasons, said, We want you to recant some of your theories. But what if Galileo were not the greatest astronomer of his time? What if he were just some guy, and all the astronomers were saying, You're out of your mind. Then you're just a crank. It's one thing to say, I'm gonna defy the government or the church on vaccines, but when you say, I'm going to defy everyone who knows anything about vaccines on vaccines, you're not a brave truth teller. You're somewhere on the spectrum between an anti-social menace and just a crackpot crazy person. But you probably don't know what you're talking--you can't pass the exam in grade-10 biology and you're telling the head of the National Institutes of Health that he's wrong.

Lewis: Yeah, yeah, yeah. I have a whole chapter on this in The Genius Myth--which, you might have noticed, I'm subtly advertising behind me--

Frum: Good for you.

Lewis: --in exactly this point, which is, there's a great quote from Hans Isaac about Isaac Newton, that people often fancy themselves the Isaac Newton of science, and they actually find themselves the Isaac Newton of alchemy. Even very smart people do make these catastrophic errors. And they have a saying in the social sciences: When you hear hoofbeats, think horses, not zebras. But that mythology--that, like, I am John Proctor; I'm Galileo, saying, I am Ignaz Semmelweis, the guy who believed in a germ theory of disease and got laughed at--is so potent for a class of people who already had fairly large egos, have been through some kind of rejection or trauma by what they see as the liberal establishment. And then, if you're now presented with a chance to say, Maybe they're all wrong, and I'm the only one who's right, I think that is why so many of them went bananas during COVID.

Frum: Do you follow comedians under the age of 40--the next generation? Can you make any comments about the future trends?

Lewis: One of the things that's really interesting is, obviously, the move from, sadly--well, you're embracing the brave new video world, but some of us are still very text-based, and the move from consuming text-based content on the internet to video is one of the most profound shifts of this kind of current decade we're living through. Comedy is very well placed to take care of that.

So I'm gonna butcher both their names, but Vittorio Angelone, who's an Irish comedian, has become very popular through that short-form video. In the U.S., there's a guy called Gianmarco Soresi, who posts lots and lots of stuff online, is incredibly popular. And the thing that's interesting about them is that they're both under 40, I think--I wouldn't classify them as either kind of woke or anti-woke comedians. They are people who are of the generation where this argument has sort of already happened for them, right? They know that Donald Trump is a menace, and that's kind of taken for granted. But they also know that the kind of people who make you sit in a pronoun circle are very annoying.

And one of the reasons I like comedy is that it is a way of testing where people actually are. I don't know if you do this when you write a long feature--when I write a long feature, I always try and have one word in my mind that is the kind of uniting theme. And for Riyadh, that theme was complicity. Because when you laugh at something, you're complicit with it. If someone tells a racist joke and you laugh at it, you have signaled that that's okay, right? An anti-Semitic joke, you've laughed--the comedian has brought you into a communion with them. And then I felt the same thing about taking money from Mohammed bin Salman to kind of whitewash the reputation of his country: It's complicity. And that's why comedy poses these quite big ethical questions.

And there's also a really good test of whether or not it's any good, in a way that there isn't-- theater, maybe you can rate how many people have fallen asleep by the end, but a comedian is either funny or not. And so they're either in tune with the mood of their audience at that particular time--and it dates so incredibly quickly that it's always kind of contemporary and energetic.

Frum: You helped me understand why I don't love it so much. I don't like the idea of being in a big hall with people, and someone says something, and you say, That's the signal--you're all to laugh. Everybody here, laugh. And I was like, You're all laughing? And maybe I'm now guilty of the same thing [as] the anti-woke people: I need to take my time on this and think it over. I'll laugh at what I damn well please to laugh at and not what the crowd tells me to laugh at. And so maybe I am my own narcissistic anti-woke monster all on my own.

Lewis: No, but I think that's probably why you--not to, sorry, put you on the couch and psychoanalyze you here--but I think that's why, unlike a lot of people in your intellectual milieu, you ended up being very early and very strongly anti-Trump in an uncompromising way, because you just didn't want to be one of the crowd and do things for the easy life, right? I know exactly that feeling you mean, because I feel it too. I always sit there like the guy in Life of Brian, like, We're all individuals!, and I'm like, I'm not!

Frum: (Laughs.)

Lewis: That's often how I feel about comedy. I feel like I'm sort of resistant; I'm fighting it--which is why, when it's good, I appreciate it more.

Frum: Yes. So were you able to talk to any of the people who'd been at the Riyadh festival? Did they give you their thoughts on your one word, complicity?

Lewis: I talked to Andrew Maxwell, who I knew already; he and I have both appeared on BBC shows. One of the things that I always try and do for The Atlantic is give you the best version of the opposing argument. Now, I wouldn't go to Saudi Arabia and take government money in order to perform there. I think, as a moral thing, I just wouldn't do it. But I wanted to hear, in good faith, from somebody who had done it what their rationale for doing it was. And clearly, for some of them, it was just like, I'd like to redo my conservatory or get a new patio or pay off my fifth ex-wife, or whatever it might be.

But Andrew did make a very sterling case, which was: Saudi Arabia's changing fast in a more socially liberal direction--it's becoming less overtly misogynistic, for example; it is becoming a more normal Gulf Arab country by that metric--and I want to help that process. I want to be part of the enlightenment, I guess, reaching there, people hearing that, actually, you can keep pushing and pushing and pushing and push a tiny bit and push a tiny bit. And maybe, one day, they'll be making jokes about Mohammed bin Salman over there without getting locked up. It's not gonna be immediately, that's for sure.

Frum: Well, that's so interesting because if they had had the Riyadh concert music festival, and you were interviewing a great concert musician, they could legitimately say, Look, I'm an artist. I don't do politics. If people wanna hear music, I will go, and I obviously have to make a living, but I also wanna share the unspoken language of the arts, the nonpolitical message of the arts. And you think, That's not a crazy thing to think.

But the whole point to comedy is, because it's spoken, because it's a commentary on human life, it inevitably has social and political content. And so these so-called political podcasters, these so-called comedy podcasters whom you described at the beginning, they are some of the most important political voices. And they play a double game--I think Jon Stewart invented this--where, on the one hand, they're holding people to moral standards in a kind of irreverent way, but then, when anybody says, Well, what about your moral standard?, [they say,] Oh, I'm just telling jokes. None of the rules I'm applying to others apply to me. And so you get the Joe Rogans and others who are encouraging people not to take lifesaving vaccinations. And then when you say, You're doing a really bad thing here. If people die of measles, you have an important part of the blame, [they say], What are you talking about? I was just asking questions or making jokes.

Lewis: Yeah, that's the bit where I get up on my moral high horse, definitely. Red Scare, which is one of these very popular podcasts, had Nick Fuentes--the Groyper leader and anti-Semite in chief--on, and they said, Oh, we're such big fans of you, and there's this kind of nihilism, this kind of "LOL, nothing matters," as if this is all happening purely at the realm of discourse. And someone asked me about it, and I got into a small rant about the fact that it is only two generations since young American boys were dying on the beaches of Normandy in order to stop Europe succumbing to Nazism. How unbelievably disrespectful is this to the incredibly comfortable life that you have that you can't even hold yourself back from criticizing some weird virgin on the internet. You're not being asked to storm Normandy; you're merely being asked to not to do podcasts with an avowed anti-Semite, and even that is too much to ask of you. I find it--

Frum: Well, we notice something else about Nick Fuentes. I saw that he did this clip with Piers Morgan where Piers Morgan asked him a bunch of questions about his sex life--and so when you call him a virgin, it's based on that--where I don't think what Piers Morgan understood when he was doing that grilling was Nick Fuentes was playing the part of a podcast comedian. That Nick Fuentes, every time he answered a Piers Morgan question--Do you think women should vote? Do you think Black people should be property? Have you ever touched a woman?--that, if you watched it, you realized that Fuentes was doing an ironic double spin, as if to say, Maybe this is true; maybe this is not. What is happening here is, I'm in the comedic zone, where there are no moral implications to my words, and this old duffer doesn't understand the game that is being played on him. He's trying to take me as if text still mattered, as if words still mattered, when what we all know is that it's only affect that matters.

Lewis: Yeah, that's that [Jean-Paul] Sartre quote about how difficult it is to debate with anti-Semites, right, because they don't have to be sincere. Everything for them is a joke and a game, and you're the one who's left kind of trying to enforce standards and rules. And you do see that across that pod--when we talk about podcast comedians, I guess the sphere that I'm talking about is Joe Rogan; Lex Fridman, who was a researcher at MIT, is now a very popular podcaster; Theo Von. (Laughs.)

Frum: Yeah, Theo Von. But aren't Candace Owens and Nick Fuentes basically doing comedy too? When Candace Owens comes before the courts of law to say, You owe the Macron family so much money for your outrageous lies,. isn't that going to be, ultimately, her fallback, to [say,] I was engaging in satire?

Lewis: Yeah. I spent the first 10 years of my career writing about feminism, and a there was a lot of Oh, can't you take a joke? from people who were playing that exact double game. There was a whole, like, Oh, get me a sandwich. And it was always kind of like, No, no, the joke's on you if you take it too seriously that we mean this seriously--but we do mean this seriously, and we are trying to intimidate you out of public life. There's a huge amount of that that goes on.

And you're right, there's another thing that happens--I call it wounded baby bird syndrome--where someone like a Joe Rogan or a Lex Fridman will interview Trump, right; both of them interviewed him in the run-up to the election. So they are performing the role of a journalist interviewing a politician--and on some of the most popular platforms in the world, more popular than the platform that you or I have. But they will still act like they're just in their little shed, like they're a kind of mom-and-pop store, right? This kind of, Oh, little old me, I can't be expected to do any research or prep. I'm just a podcaster. I'm just a little birthday boy. And I find that so despicable as well. Take this job seriously. Take your audience seriously, and be respectful to them. And don't kind of constantly say, Why is everybody attacking me? I'm just doing my best.

Frum: Yes, yes. So that's back to your one word, complicity, because you first make the audience complicit--

Lewis: Well, also, there was something that was embarrassing about all that Trump podcast tour, right, which was, it was just sort of celebrity mutual masturbation in the sense they were just excited to have Donald Trump on the show, like, I get to sit next to Donald Trump, which is, as a journalist, is just--I think we should really bring back that being very uncool, right, just being overawed by your subjects. You're there to do a job. If you're going to be a plumber, you don't get to kind of act like this.

Frum: There's an audience failure here too because, in the end, the audience doesn't demand more--what we all thought was the check, what one would've thought in, if you were a host on 60 Minutes in 1985, and you were interviewing a candidate for president or vice president, and you didn't do any research, didn't do any preparation. But now, the politician comes on, the host doesn't know anything, hasn't read anything, doesn't ask any serious questions, and the audience says, We love this. We love this a lot more than we ever did having the hard question asked.

Lewis: Yeah, I think being amateurish is taken as being more authentic, and that is just a kind of cultural reaction against very high-production, very choppy news--the intense artificiality, I think, of a lot of TV journalism--that this is seen as being more authentic.

And you know what? There are things to be said for it. I will defend the Theo Von interview of Trump because he didn't try and massively press him on his potential tariff policy; he talked to him about his overbearing, violent father and his alcoholic brother, who seemed to be quite sensitive, and what an effect it had on a young boy to watch his sensitive older brother get bullied by a father and then die of alcoholism. And I, actually, from that, I understood a little bit more about the psychology of Donald Trump.

Frum: But look, I agree with you about the artificiality. In the olden days, there was a lot of: Politician comes in and says something, and then the interviewer, using a host of recent college graduates, produces the video montage that says, But you said something completely different 16 years ago in Schenectady. And you think, So what you're punishing the politician for is not saying exactly the same thing at exactly all times, at exactly all places, for not being even more of a robot than they already are? That's kind of a dumb gotcha and not a helpful gotcha. Because, in the olden days, the host would never admit to having any standards, never believing that free trade is better than protectionism, the only way you could hold a politician to account was by discovering some inconsistency with the politician's own views, and then the response to that was to become a super-robot.

So that was bad. And there was a point where you needed the host, actually, to be willing to at least implicitly say, Protectionism is bad, and free trade is good, and that's why we're going to ask you these questions about tariffs. And if they won't do that, then it's useless. But we've now drifted into a world in which most people who get most of their information are getting it in these ways, from these sort of found experiences with people who pridefully don't know anything and are often intoxicated while not knowing anything.

Lewis: I was really surprised, actually--I was looking at Joe Rogan's daughter's Instagram feed, for various reasons. (Laughs.) And there's a photo of her and her sister and her mom and Joe Rogan in the Oval Office, and they're all grinning 'cause they've been invited in by Trump. And I find this kind of fascinating, and I guess it's something that, as journalists, we have to reflect on: what of our failures led us to this moment. But I constantly hear, Journalists are far too cozy with power, so cozy with power. And so we've been usurped, or replaced, by people who are literal friends with the people that they're reporting on--the new Pentagon briefing room that's full of MAGA influencers, whose only qualification for that job is access, right, is groveling that leads to access, or the mad, influencer-only briefing that Karoline Leavitt had where she got asked kind of questions that were sort of like, By how many percentage [points is] tractor production up this year, Great Leader?

Frum: Or that incident with, speaking of complicity, where MAGA influencers came to the, I think, the White House to receive binders about the Epstein files and to pretend that there had been some release, when what was in the binders was old information, and everybody knew it was old information, and they agreed to be props in a fake show of fake transparency by a White House that was actively engaged in covering up President Trump's connections to [Jeffrey] Epstein, about which we continue to learn more and more all the time.

Lewis: Yeah, I think that was quite a sobering experience for some of them because they were publicly humiliated--an experience that happens to many people who come into the Trump orbit, right, which is that you think other people are the marks, and then you discover that you're a mark as well. And sure enough, most of them just pivoted straight back to doing the con job themselves.

Frum: Well, I've been stressing this point about audience responsibility, so for people who enjoy comedy more than I do and who enjoy these podcasts, if you're going to keep watching them, how do you become a better consumer of them? Is it just a matter of smoking less, or is there a filter you can put on the end of the cigarette to make it less harmful?

Lewis: I always try and consume both content and the opposition to that content. I think that's a quite good habit, right? You wanna consume the popular content and the best criticisms of it. And what's kind of a fascinating dynamic that's happened is, if you go on Reddit, quite a lot of the Subreddits, the forums that discuss these particular shows, have really turned on their hosts in a way that's really quite lively and energizing. The Lex Fridman Subreddit, someone--who can say who--moderates that in an incredibly North Korean style, so any criticism of him is removed. But the Joe Rogan Subreddit is just full of people going, Why are you such a sellout? We came to you because you were anti-establishment, and now you're sucking up to this guy? What's happening? So I find, that's--

Frum: Is that opposition, or is that just intensification? Like: Joe Rogan, the problem is, you're doing too much homework--

Lewis: (Laughs.) No, the great challenge for all of them was that they presented themselves as anti-establishment, and they've become the new establishment, right? That's--

Frum: I'm sorry--I'm asking not about them; I'm asking about their audience. Isn't the challenge for their audience to say, You know what? You're not actually going to go read The New England Journal of Medicine yourself, but if you wanna know what's in it, you should get your information from people who really do take it seriously? And not that it's always right, because it's often wrong; that's the nature of science. But the challenge is not to complain about Joe Rogan for not being stupid enough, defiant enough, indifferent enough, but to say, How do I, as a user, connect myself to something true and deep and written by people who are not bad-faith actors?

Lewis: Yeah, and I think the other thing that's gotta happen--and it's quite painful, and don't know about you, but I feel quite resistant to do it--is that people who are coming from that more mainstream point of view have got to go and fight for questions that they thought, maybe, were long settled. I know you've written this in relation to anti-Semitism; I've written this in relation to just the prosecution of sex crimes--

Frum: Yeah. Was Hitler bad? We're debating, Was Hitler bad? (Laughs.)

Lewis: (Laughs.) Yeah, very, very fundamental questions that we may have thought were long settled: Do vaccines help more people than they harm? Very simple things. And there's a guy called Dr. Mike who is very good at doing this and, actually, just fundamentally acknowledging that what we thought was settled questions aren't settled and they have to be relitigated, which, for me, has been a kind of painful thing to accept. But the gatekeeping is over, is broken, and who has the most compelling story and is competing in the arena is going to win. So people who believe in the things that I believe have gotta get into that arena.

Frum: And I would say the true counterculture--and I think that's a little bit why I'm doing this thing that I'm doing here today and why I wear a necktie when I'm doing it, is to say--the real counterculture is to say we have to rediscover some--one of the comments on this podcast that I saw, one of the comments that I really treasure, he said, When I watch this show, I feel like it's 1963 again. (Laughs.) I'm not sure whether he meant that in a bad way or a good way, but there's a part of me that says, I think I understand what you mean, that the way we're going to deal with the Theo Vons and Joe Rogans is not by mocking them for not being ignorant enough or being cozy when they shouldn't be cozy. It's to say, You know what? We want real information, and we want good faith, and we wanna--

Lewis: There is a real hunger for that. Of everything that I've done in my career, the most instantly, wildly virally successful thing I've ever done was that 2018 interview I did with Jordan Peterson for GQ, something like 70--

Frum: And that's seen by tens of millions of people, right?

Lewis: Seventy million views on YouTube, the last time I checked. And that was, like, an hour and a half of two people from incredibly different perspectives having a serious, sustained, engaged podcast conversation. And sure enough, people did actually--you couldn't pay me to watch it back again--but people craved it, and they wanted it; they wanted to hear the articulation of both sides and those sides interacting. So I don't think we should write off the audience.

And I also agree with you, for me, having a good life is having your own experiences that aren't mediated through a corporation, have friends who you're actually friends with, where you eat meals with them, where you do activities with them. Not everything is making somebody a profit at some point. And that, to me, is my kind of new-year message of how to reclaim your life: just to kind of live actual, real life, rather than providing content or money for social-media companies.

Frum: What a great place to pause. Let that be the last word; that's fantastic. Thank you so much, Helen. Thanks for making time today.

Lewis: Thank you.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum:  Thanks so much to Helen Lewis for joining me today on The David Frum Show.  For the December 17 episode of The David Frum Show, I selected as my book of the week Joseph Conrad's Lord Jim. Lord Jim is a novel that addressed themes of duty and courage and their failure. The selection was inspired, I said, by early eyewitness reports that Australian police had been slow or even reluctant to act against the two gunmen who carried out the anti-Semitic massacre on Sydney's Bondi Beach. I recorded the day after the massacre, when information was still fragmentary. I cautioned in the episode that these eyewitness reports were collected in the immediate aftermath and must be handled with care. The world now has a fuller picture of the shooting and the police response.

From beginning to end, according to Australian police reports, the shooting lasted about six or seven minutes. Multiple police officers exchanged fire with the gunmen. One of the gunmen was killed by a police officer. Two police officers were seriously wounded in the gunfight. The officers were armed only with sidearms and had to aim carefully so as not to injure innocent people.

It's important to do justice to the police officers who faced deadly danger that terrible day, and so I here correct the reports I referenced in my book discussion of December 17.

And now, this week's book: Edith Wharton's Autres Temps.

And I chose it because I anticipated that the dialogue with Helen Lewis would bring up the subject of cancellation and its consequences, and this short story is a precursor on that very theme. Autre Temps, "Other Times," is a long short story. It was originally published in 1911 in a magazine, and then it was revised and published in book form in 1916. As I go, I think you'll see the relevance, but I'll circle back just to pound the point home.

It tells the tale of a woman named Mrs. Lidcote, who is a wealthy expatriate New Yorker, now resident in Florence, and she's been traveling the world. She has made trips to Siam, and she's made trips to India, but Florence is her base. We meet her on board a ship, hastening back to her native New York City, just a few days out of harbor, and she's on an emergency mission because her daughter, her only child, is in trouble--or so she believes. And she was responding to a telegram that she received that has summoned her back from her travels to go comfort her daughter.

And the trouble we discover is this: Mrs. Lidcote is an expatriate because, although this is never quite made explicit in the story, 18 to 20 years before, she left her husband for another man. She never married the other man; that's why she's still Mrs. Lidcote, the name of the husband she ran away from. And she caused an enormous scandal in her world of upper class, capital-S New York society--so much so that the only thing for her to do, when whatever relationship she'd entered into failed, was to leave the country.

Now her daughter has broken up with her husband and has remarried another man, and Mrs. Lidcote knows exactly what to expect, knows how terrible this is going to be, knows how it destroyed her own life. Here's Mrs. Lidcote on board ship, as she's getting ready to meet her daughter.

"When she was alone, it was always the past that occupied her. She couldn't get away from it, and she didn't any longer care to. During her long years of exile, she had made her terms with it, had learned to accept the fact that it would always be there, huge, obstructing, encumbering, bigger and more dominant than anything the future could ever conjure up. And, at any rate, she was sure of it, she understood it, knew how to reckon with it; she had learned to screen and manage [it] and protect it as one does an afflicted member of one's family.

"There had never been any danger of her being allowed to forget the past. It looked out at her from the face of every acquaintance, it appeared suddenly in the eyes of strangers when a word enlightened them: 'Yes, the Mrs. Lidcote, don't you know?'"

But something strange begins to happen, even on ship, even before she returns to New York. There begin to appear clues that her daughter's experience, in fact, will be very different from her own. The first clue is, she catches a conversation among some wealthy people who are also in first class on the boat with her, and the name of her daughter comes up. And she catches one of the other Americans in first class, a snatch of conversation, where this woman says of her daughter, "Leila? Oh, Leila's all right." That phrase, "all right," and the implicit contrast between Leila and Mrs. Lidcote will recur again and again through the story.

Leila has, in fact, remarried the man she ran off, with and no one seems to take it amiss. And the phrase "all right" recurs again and again through the story. Everybody says it's "all right," and everything is "all right," except for Mrs. Lidcote herself. And Leila's new husband--maybe this helps--comes from a wealthy family. He's on his way to a diplomatic career, assisted by an uncle who has a place in the Cabinet. And when Mrs. Lidcote is finally escorted to the couple's country house, the friend of the daughter who escorts her explains the house is modest; it has "only 10 spare bedrooms," and we learn that Leila is having her marital pearls reset and that her portrait will be painted by [John Singer] Sargent.

And as truth dawns on Mrs. Lidcote, she gives vent in her interior monologue to a little bit of bitterness: "If such a change was to come," she thinks to herself, "why had it not come sooner? Here was she, a woman not yet old, who had paid with the best years of her life for the theft of the happiness that her daughter's contemporaries were taking as their due. There was no sense, no sequence, in it. She had had what she wanted, but she had had to pay too much for it. She had had to pay the last bitterest price of learning that love has a price: that it is worth so much and no more. She had known the anguish of watching the man she loved discover this first, and of reading the discovery in his eyes. It was [a] part of her history that she had not trusted herself to think of for a long time past: she always took a big turn about that haunted corner. But now, at the sight of the young man downstairs"--that is, Leila's husband--"so openly and jovially Leila's, she was overwhelmed at the senseless waste of her own adventure, and rung with the irony of receiving that the success or failure of the deepest human experiences may hang on a matter of chronology."

So other times, other customs, other ways--the world is different in 1910-ish than it was in 1880-ish or 1890-ish, and Leila gets away with what doomed the mother. And here's the kicker to the story: It turns out that, while Leila is forgiven, Mrs. Lidcote is not. No one anymore quite remembers why she was so scandalous; they just remember that she was so scandalous. And while visiting her daughter, with all these people who are completely at ease with her daughter having left one man and married another, that company of younger people still continue to snub and slight and disapprove of Mrs. Lidcote for reasons that they don't know why. The other time has not just passed in time; it also remains present.

And that's the reason that I wanted to circle back to the story in light of my conversation with Helen Lewis. America went through a moral panic, sometimes called "wokeness"--you can call it "cancel culture"; you can call it a lot of things--but over that period of time, people lost careers, who were sometimes made pariahs, lost friends, lost families, for reasons that, in retrospect, don't seem very substantial, often seem quite outright crazy, often seem as harsh and unjust as the reasons that led to Mrs. Lidcote's banishment from New York society. But that change of mind doesn't change anything for them, even after the moral panic subsides. You probably know your own version of Mrs. Lidcote. Ask that person their story; you may hear a tale out of literature.

Thanks so much for watching or listening to The David Frum Show today. I hope you'll subscribe and share the program on whatever platform you like best. Remember, always, that the best way to support this podcast is to subscribe to The Atlantic; you can support the work of all of my colleagues that way. I hope you will consider following me on social media: @DavidFrum on both X (Twitter) and Instagram. And I so appreciate you being here, and I wish everyone who celebrates a very happy Christmas. Be sure to join us next week for another episode of The David Frum Show.

[Music]
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A Gravitational Lens

Day 24 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Day 24 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Gravitational Lens. Galaxies in this James Webb Space Telescope image appear to be stretched into arcs and lines, their appearance warped and magnified by powerful gravitational lensing in Galaxy Cluster Abell S1063, which bends the light of more distant galaxies as it passes through on its way to Earth.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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The Writer Fueled by Life's Randomness

Rabih Alameddine, who won the National Book Award last month, has described his idiosyncratic approach as "childish rebelliousness."

by Lily Meyer

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




"When I'm told I should write a certain way, I bristle," Rabih Alameddine wrote in a 2018 Harper's essay. "I even attempt to write in opposition to the most recent book I finished. If my previous novel was expansive, I begin to write microscopically; if quiet, I write loudly. It is my nature." The 66-year-old artist and novelist has, over the course of a nearly three-decade career, turned this urge, which he self-deprecatingly calls "childish rebelliousness," into a varied and sophisticated body of work.

His 1998 debut, Koolaids: The Art of War, juxtaposed the Lebanese Civil War and the AIDS epidemic--two tragedies that shaped the author's early life--in a furious, fragmented tale, as if the book itself were shattered by its anger. Since then, Alameddine has continued to invent his own forms, but also drawn on more venerable ones: He's written a novel made entirely of first chapters and another that uses camp to riff on the Thousand and One Nights; his seventh and latest, the National Book Award-winning The True True Story of Raja the Gullible (And His Mother), employs drag as a central metaphor that informs both its story and its layered structure. The only quality uniting his books, it can seem, is their literary fearlessness. For Alameddine, no storytelling challenge is too great.

And yet fear is among his recurring themes. Each of Alameddine's books, dissimilar as they otherwise may be, is an attempt to wrestle with the terrifying arbitrariness of fate. This preoccupation seems to emerge from Alameddine's personal understanding that the unpredictable swings of history can change a person thoroughly, irrevocably, and without warning. In "How to Bartend," a wrenching yet humorous essay about living through the AIDS epidemic, Alameddine describes testing positive for HIV and his subsequent terror of getting sick, which did not happen. The piece concludes, "I did not die and I did not recover." Sometimes his characters are frankly afraid of this fact; sometimes they treat it as a cosmic insult, a cruel joke, or, less often, a potential relief.

No matter the emotions he's channeling, though, Alameddine maintains a sense of levity, one perhaps born of his feeling that, as he told NPR earlier this year, our society is "too earnest." How do we deal with terror, he went on, if we can't "laugh about it?" His writing style, which is relentlessly playful, matches this belief. In 2016's The Angel of History--perhaps Alameddine's saddest novel--Jacob, a gay Yemeni poet living in San Francisco, conjures friends he's lost to AIDS and rages at the homophobia they faced as they died; he wrestles with deep survivor's guilt and despairs at the next generation's lack of interest in the pandemic.

Alameddine injects a spiky humor into Jacob's shattering grief: In one scene, Jacob recalls exploding at a younger gay writer for his generation's willingness to embrace straight culture in a monologue that begins, "All AIDS books are out of print because of you," and ends, "We refused everything, rejected their heavens and their hells, and you turn around and accept both." Jacob's accusations are deadly serious; the first one about AIDS novels is also very funny. Together, they represent Alameddine's preferred territory: the sliver of overlap between humor and rage.

Even Alameddine's most frightened narrators make light of their situations. Raja the Gullible begins in the present day but tunnels back in time to the Lebanese Civil War, during which the then-teenage protagonist, Raja, was kidnapped and held hostage by a militiaman. Alameddine uses a mock Christmas carol to show time passing by: "On the first day of my captivity," he writes in Raja's voice, "my jailer brought to me a manousheh," and so on to the sixth day, when "my jailer brought to me a sack of rice, a can of tuna, and three bottles of Pepsi Cola, and I hated cola, so I screamed at him for thirty minutes that just because he liked cola didn't mean I did." This comically petty and foolishly brave outburst is classic Alameddine, and would seem completely out of place were it not for his work's overarching conviction that we may as well poke fun at even our worst, most helpless circumstances.

In Raja the Gullible, Alameddine writes a character who treats the capricious twists of his life--some huge and historical, some small and personal--not just lightly but with a willful positivity that is somewhat surprising. Never before has he reached for such optimism. Its presence makes humor easy. The novel's anger, in contrast, is more hidden, even to its hero, and yet it is vital to Raja's trajectory. Over the course of the book, Alameddine pushes his protagonist to admit that he can be content with himself and his existence, yet angry at the swings of fate that shaped it; to understand, as many of Alameddine's earlier characters do instinctively, that laughing at terror and tragedy, important though it may be, isn't enough.

Like The Angel of History, Raja the Gullible is about past pain. Both novels follow writers as they look back on the most difficult parts of their lives. But whereas Jacob is instantly furious, Alameddine leads a reluctant Raja slowly to his rage, as if coaxing a small child toward something new. In order to do this, he moves backward from Raja's present as a beloved high-school philosophy teacher, occasional drag queen, and the author of one book--a long essay about roaming wartime Beirut that, serendipitously, has become famous abroad. When Raja is unexpectedly offered a literary fellowship in the United States, it sparks a spiraling reflection on not only his book's surprise success, but the other shocks that have altered him, such as the coronavirus pandemic, Lebanon's 2019 banking crisis and 2020 port explosion, and, above all else, his personal ordeal during the country's civil war.

For much of the novel, Raja refuses to admit that these events not only shaped but harmed him. His equanimity seems buoyed by the good fortune that his literary career represents. He wrote his book not for publication, but in order to practice his Japanese. That he speaks this language at all, despite having never lived in Japan or among Japanese speakers, is one of Raja the Gullible's main instances of a coincidence changing a character's life for the better, a rare occurrence in Alameddine's work.

Raja's relationship with Japanese, we learn, emerged in reaction to his complicated sense of home--meaning both Beirut and his loud, large, excess-loving family. Raja himself is none of those things. He's also not straight, which his relatives all sense when he's young and which none but his mother can tolerate. In high school, not long before the kidnapping, he wanders into his Japanese upstairs neighbors' peaceful apartment, devoid of ancestral clutter and homophobic aunts, and immediately sees in it a place of respite. Loaned a Japanese design book, he grows so entranced by the "banishing of the random, a celebration of order" in the book's photographs that he decides he will learn its language. By adulthood, this study has become a sanctuary from the chaos his country is undergoing. During and after the war, he writes about embattled Beirut in Japanese, "dissociating from his surroundings" through his struggles with syntax and vocabulary.

Usually, any effort an Alameddine character makes to process a story by telling it is a failure. In 2001's I, the Divine, Alameddine's novel made up wholly of first chapters, Sarah, an artist who has lived through a string of haphazard losses, keeps restarting the memoir she's trying to write; she wants to impose order on her life through narrative, but Alameddine won't let her. He arranges the story of her life nonchronologically, in a way that is, of course, calculated and artful on his part, but that underscores the futility of her memoiristic efforts. But in Raja the Gullible, it works. According to Raja, who spends much of the story directly addressing the reader, writing about what happened to Beirut helped him mourn. In his eyes--and, perhaps, in his creator's--that's even luckier than his book's eventual success.

Read: The cure for guilty memories

Raja has not, however, written about his own wartime trauma: his kidnapping, which was a life-defining experience of randomness. In fact, as of the beginning of Raja the Gullible, he has spent decades refusing to tell his own story, even to himself. Slowly, Alameddine makes clear that Raja is fortunate, yes, but he's also determined to see himself as fortunate. His luckiness, like his drag persona, is to some degree a character he creates. But as the novel burrows backward through Raja's memory, remaining resolutely cheery in its tone, the memory of his bad luck gets harder for him to repress. Eventually the kidnapping not only bursts out, but becomes the centerpiece of the book. Alameddine initially casts it as a blundering, droll misadventure--the militiaman was a high-school classmate of Raja's who captured him by mistake while trying to take some wealthier boys hostage. But soon he reveals it to be a profoundly disturbing story: Raja, who was just 15 at the time, fell for his captor.

Underground in a makeshift bunker, the boys built a relationship that was, in Raja's words, both "horrific" and "exhilarating"; to use our era's terms, it was at once consensual and not. Alameddine writes it as a swamp of sex and emotion in which joy and abjection, care and abuse, coexist without canceling each other out. Here, the sensation of wobbling on an emotional knife's edge that characterizes much of his other work roars back as Raja recalls his first love. Boodie, the militiaman, fed and tended to Raja while keeping him in a state of dependency; if Boodie had ever failed to show up, Raja would have starved "to death in grimy darkness." He treated Raja lovingly in bed while insisting that he cross-dress to seem more like a woman.

Interestingly, a similar request appears in The Angel of History, in which Jacob's friend Lou falls in love with "Max the I'm-not-gay carpenter," who demands that Lou "dress in drag or Max wouldn't go anywhere near him." Max loves Lou, but in a way utterly warped by his fear of his own sexuality. By comparison, Alameddine makes Boodie's love for Raja seem straightforward. Raja chooses to recall it as if it were, anyway. He describes the cross-dressing request less as a show of Boodie's power as a kidnapper than as evidence of his power as a lover: 15-year-old Raja was in sexual thrall to Boodie, and if pantyhose made the sex better, then he'd wear them every night.

Reading these scenes is challenging, sometimes wrenching, but they aren't Raja's greatest wartime trauma. Here, Alameddine's attunement to the arbitrary reappears as a refusal to assign meaning where readers likely anticipate it. The event that changed Raja forever begins with a seemingly tiny detail: When the moment arrived for him to escape, he was wearing a dress. Of course, he wasn't going to waste time changing--and, as he recollects, instead of welcoming him home, "people talked, and talked, and wouldn't stop talking about me in a dress."

His relatives spread rumors about him. His own father gave him the silent treatment. "When I was sixteen or seventeen," Raja recalls, "I was told by a student in my class, and for the life of me I can't remember why he did, that the image of me twirling continuously like a dervish with a rising skirt before seated men with machine guns resting between their legs was imprinted in his memory." It is this image, which seemed to spread throughout Beirut, that meant Raja's life "was never the same."

Read: A book that doesn't seek to explain itself

For the adult Raja, the randomness of the kidnapping has no meaning. The randomness of the dress, though, is directly connected to the familial homophobia that has shaped much of his life--including his relationship with his mother, which is, by the time the book begins, by far the closest one either of them has. Precisely because his mother doesn't reject him, their bond has a unique tenderness and strength. After the dress incident, his mother chooses her child over everything else, public opinion and her marriage included; Raja, in turn, chooses his mother over the rest of his relatives. In fact, he ignores them all--he even ignores a persistent rumor that one of his cousins is a lesbian, meaning he may not be alone in his experience of family prejudice--rather than deal with his anger at them.

Alameddine suggests that this willfulness is why his protagonist decides to cut Boodie "out of my memory," as Raja reports triumphantly to the reader, explaining, "I forbade my mother to bring him up. I wouldn't allow him any life in my life." Seen one way, this claim is a victory. Seen another, it's the direct analogue of Alameddine's statement, at the end of "How to Bartend," that he neither died nor recovered.

Of course, it's also not true. Readers know Raja remembers Boodie because, at the time he announces that he doesn't, he's just told us about him in hair-raisingly randy detail. Raja would rather not acknowledge that he's mad at Boodie. But when the other man suddenly reinserts himself into Raja's present--he turns out to be pulling the strings at the mysterious American arts fellowship--Raja gets his chance to express the sort of fury that pours unstoppably out of Jacob in The Angel of History.

Boodie, who now goes by the Americanized "Buddy," has decided he wants closure. He wants Raja to forgive and love him. He wants, in short, the most linear narrative of all: a redemption arc with a romantic happy ending. He does not get it. Raja the Gullible ends as a rejection of the sort of tale Boodie wants to tell, and yet it's still an American story of self-actualization. During their encounter, Raja has no choice but to articulate his emotions--not in Japanese, as before, but in an English-language explosion of rage. He realizes that he could forgive Boodie and return to his status quo of determined cheeriness, but he doesn't want to. Raja's encounter with Boodie shows him that he's proud of who he is, which comes as no surprise to the reader; after all, this is a man who took up drag in adulthood following an adolescence shaped by his family's dress-induced hysteria. Still, the contrast with Boodie, who "chose to kill people who were not like him," is potent. "I should forgive that?" Raja asks rhetorically. "Fuck no."

Raja's declaration of ongoing spite turns into a wider emotional opening. It lets him rebuild familial relationships he's long turned from (see: lesbian cousin) and accept care from people other than his mother for the first time since he left Boodie's bunker. For an otherwise-complicated novel, this is too close to uplifting. It's nearly a happily-ever-after: Raja embraces anger, and anger sets him free. It may be true in life that this is part of the route to recovery from trauma, but as an ending rather than a stop along the way, it's a little neat. If the rest of Alameddine's work is a tug-of-war between laughing and shouting at fate, a tense expression of simultaneous resignation, terror, and mockery, the last portion of Raja the Gullible lets the rope go slack. Or maybe this is one last joke Alameddine is playing on his narrator; maybe Raja the gullible is getting fooled by anger. In that case, the joke's on me too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2025/12/rabih-alameddine-true-true-story-raja-gullible-book-review/685432/?utm_source=feed
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So This Is Why Trump Didn't Want to Release the Epstein Files

The latest batch includes many new references to Trump--and enough ammunition for Congress to keep pressing.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Nearly two years ago, Donald Trump kicked off the presidential-campaign season with a declaration: "I was never on Epstein's Plane, or at his 'stupid' Island," he posted on Truth Social in January 2024. Reports to the contrary, he insisted, were the fault of AI--and of his political rivals: "This is what the Democrats do to their Republican Opponent, who is leading them, by a lot, in the Polls."



But this week, the documents released by Trump's own Justice Department--including flight logs and emails--told a different story. Federal prosecutors determined in January 2020 that Trump had been a passenger on the notorious private jet owned by Jeffrey Epstein--who would later be charged with sex trafficking--far more often than they had realized.



Many of the flights on what came to be known as the Lolita Express took place "during the period we would expect to charge in a Maxwell case," a federal prosecutor in New York told colleagues. Epstein's co-conspirator Ghislaine Maxwell was subsequently convicted and is now serving a 20-year prison sentence for her role in the sex-trafficking operation, including using the plane for "transporting a minor to participate in illegal sex acts."



There are many other mentions of Trump. The president's name appears more than 100 times in files released yesterday as part of the DOJ's compliance with legislation requiring it to disclose everything it has on the Epstein case. Trump fought Congress's demand for transparency for months before abruptly pivoting and endorsing the bill once he realized he had lost. Although many references to Trump are clearly from news reports or from seemingly unverified tips to the FBI, one conclusion from the files is that Trump's relationship with Epstein, a former friend, was of interest to federal law enforcement for years.



A White House official told me that Trump was never contacted by law enforcement regarding his interactions with Epstein during the time period for which Epstein and Maxwell were charged. The president has denied wrongdoing, though his characterizations of his relationship with Epstein--including about his presence on the plane--have shifted over time. Abigail Jackson, a White House spokesperson, declined to answer questions about the discrepancy between the president's prior statements and the material released by the DOJ but said in a statement, "The truth remains: Donald Trump did nothing wrong."

Read: The Epstein files only get worse

Trump has also insisted that he knew nothing of Epstein's criminal activity--though his critics have questioned how that could be true given their close relationship and history of chasing women together. Members of Congress from both parties have said they will continue to probe the issue in the upcoming year. Representatives I spoke with told me their takeaway from reading the files is that top officials in the Trump administration have not been honest about what was in them, and that they intend to press Attorney General Pam Bondi and FBI Director Kash Patel for more information.



"Although the files are overly redacted, they've already demonstrated that the narrative painted by Patel in hearings, Bondi in press statements, and Trump himself on social media wasn't accurate," Thomas Massie, the Kentucky Republican who co-authored the Epstein legislation, told me. "A complete disclosure consistent with the law will show there are more men implicated in the files in possession of the government."

Representatives and staff on the House Oversight Committee told me they were drafting subpoenas in response to the documents released yesterday, seeking more information related to law enforcement's identification of 10 alleged "co-conspirators" shortly after Epstein's arrest in July 2019. The case that prosecutors were building related to those unnamed co-conspirators appears to have been substantial. One document released yesterday is a November 2020 overview presented to the deputy attorney general from an acting U.S. attorney titled "Anticipated Charges and Investigative Steps." But what, if any, next steps were taken remains a mystery: The rest of the page is redacted.



Oversight Committee members are also drafting a contempt resolution to penalize Bondi for not ensuring that the DOJ fully complied with the law. The resolution, spearheaded by Massie and Democrat Ro Khanna, will give Bondi 30 days to fully release all of the remaining Epstein materials, then fine her $10,000 each day that she doesn't release them after that. They told me they expected to introduce the resolution when Congress returns in January. They are also moving ahead on articles of impeachment for Bondi, and said they were optimistic that they could get them passed in the House.

Khanna told me that there was an emerging "coalition of the right and left to fight for justice." That alliance, he added, "has proven to be the kryptonite that marks the beginning of the end of the Trump era."

Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away'

The files released yesterday--and Trump's prominence in them--appear to have changed the calculation for senior Democratic Party leaders as they prepare for the midterm elections. Party leadership had previously sought to convince junior members not to focus on Epstein. But this week Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer said he will push for the Senate to hold the DOJ accountable for not fully complying with the legislation, citing a missed 30-day deadline for all files to be released and excessive redactions in those that have been.



"The Department of Justice needs to shed more light on who was on the list, how they were involved, and why they chose not to prosecute. Protecting possible co-conspirators is not the transparency the American people and Congress are demanding," Schumer said in a statement.



The Justice Department has acknowledged there are still many more files to be released--and the known backlog grew longer today when the DOJ announced that the FBI and New York prosecutors had uncovered "over a million more documents related to the Jeffrey Epstein case" and that the process of reviewing them could take "a few more weeks." Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche had earlier said on Meet the Press that the delay was due to the need for additional redactions in order "to protect victims." Behind the scenes, his office has requested additional "emergency" help from U.S. attorneys' offices to continue reviewing and redacting Epstein-related material over the Christmas and New Year holidays, CNN reported.



The DOJ did not respond to my questions, but on X, the department's public-affairs office has sought to downplay mentions of Trump in the files, saying that yesterday's documents "contain untrue and sensationalist claims made against President Trump that were submitted to the FBI right before the 2020 election. To be clear: the claims are unfounded and false, and if they had a shred of credibility, they certainly would have been weaponized against President Trump already."



When asked if the president still has confidence in his attorney general's handling of the release of the Epstein files, Jackson said, "The president's entire Cabinet, including AG Bondi, has done a great job implementing the president's agenda."



Survivors of Epstein's abuses reacted with both excitement and anger as they reviewed the new files, lighting up group chats. Some were working retail jobs on one of the busiest days of the year; others were caring for children home from school. Lisa Phillips told me that there were still too many unanswered questions, but that the months of work she and other Epstein survivors had put into lobbying Congress were finally delivering results. "This is the first news that has made me feel like we are making headway," she told me.



Sigrid McCawley, an attorney who represents several of Epstein's victims, said it would take time to know the true impact of the "avalanche" of new documents released yesterday. But she told me that one thing is clear: "These brave survivors were absolutely correct that the government was withholding critical information from the public."



Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting. 








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/12/trump-epstein-files-justice-department-redactions/685455/?utm_source=feed
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Get Ready to Start Hearing About Aileen Cannon Again

The Florida-based judge is likely to once again play a central role in politics in the new year.

by Marilyn W. Thompson

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




Not so long ago, when the FBI raided Donald Trump's 126-room Palm Beach mansion and found scores of classified documents, the notion that the disgraced former president would return to the Oval Office seemed far-fetched to just about anyone paying attention. Just over three years later, Trump is president, and the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of Florida is investigating the raid for being part of what the president's allies have branded a "grand conspiracy" against Trump.



From her quiet courthouse in Fort Pierce, Florida, Aileen Cannon is poised to reprise a role that gave the district-court judge an improbably influential say in national politics. Cannon is expected to preside next month over a special federal grand jury called by Jason Reding Quinones, the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of Florida, that will probe aspects of the FBI's raid--as well as broader allegations of a plot against Trump by Democratic politicians and other government officials. If the grand jury returns indictments, Cannon would be in a position to oversee trials of people Trump has long targeted for retaliation.

Cannon's involvement could change the trajectory of the president's retribution campaign. Trump's efforts to prosecute perceived enemies have thus far rested on thin indictments brought before skeptical judges; cases against former FBI Director James Comey and New York Attorney General Letitia James, for instance, were quickly tossed out. But Trump allies insist that there is much more to come. Cases like the ones against Comey and James were a mere "appetizer," Mike Davis, a Trump loyalist who is close with Quinones, teased on The Charlie Kirk Show this fall. "Just wait for the main course."

Last year, Cannon made one of the most consequential judicial decisions in decades by throwing out criminal charges against Trump related to his mishandling of classified documents. What had once seemed a rock-solid case that could end in Trump's conviction on federal felonies had already been dramatically slowed by Cannon's willingness to entertain even the most fantastical claims made by the former president's lawyers. With Cannon's dismissal of the case, the thicket of legal roadblocks impeding Trump's return to the presidency was suddenly cleared. As liberals despaired, Cannon became a folk hero on the right, a fearless judge who would stand up to a justice system weaponized to force Trump from politics. Conservative luminaries such as former Attorney General Ed Meese, whose brief to the court heavily influenced Cannon's 93-page decision, praised her courage and promise. Trump called her "the absolute model of what a judge should be."

On Monday, an attorney for former CIA Director John Brennan--a frequent target of Trump's ire who was subpoenaed by prosecutors last month--preemptively tried to persuade Cannon's boss, Southern Florida Chief Judge Cecilia Altonaga, not to permit Cannon to hear any case brought against his client. Kenneth Wainstein's request, first reported by The New York Times, cited "judge shopping manipulations that appear to be underway" during an already active Miami grand-jury investigation. Wainstein described the inquiry as a "politically motivated and fact-free criminal investigation." He also questioned why it is necessary to convene an additional grand jury in Fort Pierce--where Cannon happens to be the only judge. The prosecutor, Wainstein wrote, was trying to steer the case to Cannon as part of "the President's mandate to use the courts to punish his perceived political adversaries." Neither Quinones nor Cannon responded to requests for comment.

Trump frequently praises Cannon, which suggests that he's very much aware of what she's done for him--and continues to do. That's why she's emerged as a widely discussed possible nominee for an appellate seat--or even for the Supreme Court. In the five years since Trump nominated her for the district court, her record has been defined by a refusal to follow judicial norms or bend to public criticism. Her colleagues on the federal bench and others who have studied her record tell me that she is meticulous in the extreme. She insists on doing things her own way--even if that means ignoring precedents with which she finds fault or ruling in a manner that appears to give deference to the man who elevated her. When lawyers for a North Carolina man accused of trying to assassinate Trump argued that Cannon should recuse herself from the case because of perceived bias, she denied the motion and responded in October 2024 with typical precision.

"I have no control over what private citizens, members of the media, or public officials or candidates elect to say about me or my judicial rulings," she wrote. "Nor am I concerned about the political consequences of my rulings."

Cannon's critics--and they are legion--find that hard to believe. To them, she is the very emblem of what happens when the law and politics collide.

The grand jury isn't the only way in which Cannon is poised to emerge as a significant judicial figure in the new year. She has been under unusual pressure from an appeals-court panel to decide whether she will unseal the second volume of Special Counsel Jack Smith's investigative findings, a document focused on the classified-documents case that she has kept out of public view for the past year. On Monday, she issued two rulings that made the report less likely to ever become public. She denied a motion from two advocacy groups that asked her to release the report, then issued another ruling giving Trump, the Justice Department, and other parties 60 days to file objections to unsealing the document. Trump's personal attorney has urged her to keep the report secret, referring to Smith as a "so-called special counsel."

Just a handful of people have seen the report. Cannon ordered it delivered to her chambers and ruled on the first full day of Trump's second term that it would remain confidential in order to protect the rights of Trump's co-defendants. It remained sealed long after the charges against them were dropped, which effectively negated her reasons for keeping it confidential. The report could be embarrassing for Trump. It is believed to describe his efforts to retain classified documents after leaving office, including the role allegedly played by the current FBI director, Kash Patel, who was a White House adviser during Trump's first term. Keeping the report sealed prevented public scrutiny of Smith's findings during Patel's contentious Senate confirmation hearing, which critics said was the whole point. "Judge Cannon very purposely sealed the report so that it would never become public," the former appeals-court judge J. Michael Luttig told me.

Read: The man who will do anything for Trump

When Trump nominated Cannon in 2020, even close watchers of the judiciary barely knew her name. At 39, she would be among the youngest district-court judges in the country. Yet her nomination checked several boxes valued by Trump's team: She was Latina, with South Florida roots, connections to the state's Republican political circles, and a Federalist Society pedigree.

Born in Colombia, Cannon was raised in Miami in a Cuban American family shaped by anti-Castro activism and business success. She grew up hearing stories of her grandparents' flight from Havana in 1960. Her maternal grandfather rebuilt his advertising firm into an international powerhouse serving Hispanic markets and more. Her mother, Mercedes, became an activist on Cuban issues, while her father, Michael, an Indiana native, worked in the family firm.

Cannon attended an elite private high school, graduated from Duke in 2003, and earned her law degree at the University of Michigan four years later. In Ann Arbor, she joined the campus Federalist Society, which was reshaping conservative legal strategy and building a bench of future prospects. A colleague of Cannon's who knew her as a summer associate at the top-tier Washington, D.C.-based firm Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher told me that her conservative ideology, particularly on government power and social issues, surfaced even in casual lunch conversations. "She was very solid, very conscientious, and, frankly, at the same time, one of the most ideologically driven people I've ever met," said this person, who, like some others interviewed for this story, spoke on the condition of anonymity to share candid thoughts about Cannon. "She got very animated and agitated about whatever the topic was."

Read: Retribution is here 

After graduation, Cannon joined the firm, where Eugene Scalia, son of the late Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, was a senior partner. Cannon became a regular at George Mason University's Scalia Forum, absorbing the principles of textualism and skepticism of federal power.

By 2013, she had traded corporate law for a prosecutor's job in the U.S. Attorney's Office for the Southern District of Florida. She prosecuted 41 defendants and argued four cases before juries before transferring to the appellate division, which her colleagues said was a better fit. When a slot opened in 2019 for a permanent judgeship in Fort Pierce, few ambitious lawyers stepped forward. The courthouse had a docket heavy with routine criminal cases, including more than its share of disturbing child-pornography cases developed by a federal task force in the city. Yet for Cannon, the position offered a break from the chaos of Miami. Senator Marco Rubio's office encouraged her to apply, according to answers she gave the Senate Judiciary Committee, and by the summer of 2020, she was testifying via video.

Her confirmation hearing drew little notice. Coached by the White House counsel's office, she fielded questions about judicial restraint with textbook answers and assured members of Congress that she would "fully and faithfully" abide by Supreme Court and Eleventh Circuit precedent. Nothing in her soft-spoken manner suggested the storm she would create.

Cannon's inexperience--and a temperament that colleagues would later describe as exacting--surfaced almost as soon as she took the bench. She inherited some long-running civil disputes alongside the usual churn of immigration and street-crime cases. Her Fort Pierce docket includes passport fraud, drug trafficking, health-care fraud, and the occasional high-profile lawsuit. But unlike most district judges, who routinely rely on magistrates to lighten the load, Cannon tended to keep control of most matters. Inside the court, that preference produced friction--and a noticeably slower pace. A report card issued twice a year by the federal courts serves as a kind of public shaming of judges who fall behind. As one district judge explained to me, judges go to great lengths to ensure "that there is a zero beside your name" for motions pending for longer than six months. It is one of the few available tools for measuring judges' performance.

About a year into the job, Cannon reported 40 motions pending for more than six months. Nationwide, other judges had higher backlogs, but not in the Southern District of Florida, where almost all others reported zero. She lagged behind in many later reports, frustrating plaintiffs, defendants, and their lawyers. Two of her law clerks quit, a rarity in the federal system. To explain delays, Cannon usually checked boxes citing unusually difficult cases or "heavy civil and criminal caseload."

Fellow judges sensed that she was struggling, but they told me that she rarely reached out for advice. "She keeps to herself," said one judge who occasionally hears cases in Fort Pierce. At one administrative meeting early in her tenure, when judges discussed COVID-era reopening plans, Cannon sharply objected to district-wide masking and vaccination protocols. Judges, she insisted, should govern their own courtrooms. To some veterans who were accustomed to newcomers showing deference to established rules and procedures, her tone landed as imperious. "This was her opening salvo: anti-mask, anti-vaccine," one judge who was in the meeting told me. "It kind of threw us for a loop."

Privately, lawyers grumbled about her approach, but they feared crossing her. They describe a judge who is ever-vigilant for breaches of decorum and exacting about grammar. Cannon is known to chastise even seasoned attorneys for failing to meet her detailed procedural preferences. She scolded a lawyer in a yearslong civil-rights lawsuit for being unable to immediately produce a document she wanted to review. She dismissed the case of a plaintiff who used a wheelchair and was representing himself in a lawsuit against a city over handicapped access to a pier, saying that even self-represented litigants must meet her deadlines. Long delays on routine motions were coupled with sudden decisions that blindsided lawyers and sometimes reopened cases to appeal or refiling.

Listen: The Justice Department won't break easily

Cannon has shown a willingness to place her own reading of constitutional authority above the guidance of appellate courts, which have admonished her for overreach and for misinterpreting the law in several cases unrelated to Trump. That tendency has set her apart from other district judges, who told me that they would be uncomfortable reinterpreting the limits of executive power. "When the overwhelming authority, including the Supreme Court and other courts, point in one direction, you really don't have the right to throw all that out," the retired federal judge Nancy Gertner told me.

Cannon's sentencing record shows a judge not afraid to lecture defendants about family responsibility, drug abuse, and child exploitation. Although she usually followed recommendations from the U.S. Attorney's Office, she occasionally broke away. In 2022, as threats of political violence escalated nationwide, she showed leniency to Paul Vernon Hoeffer, a Palm Beach Gardens tow-truck operator, who pleaded guilty after leaving vulgar, threatening voicemails for three female Democratic officials--including then-Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi. A prosecutor asked Cannon to give Hoeffer 41 months in prison to reflect the severity of threats "to shoot them in the head, or cut their heads off, and that they were going to die." Cannon gave him 18 months. "Even when political discourse is not especially eloquent or even well-informed, we cherish our constitutional freedoms as Americans," the judge explained.

Since then, Cannon herself has been a target. An Illinois man pleaded guilty in October to federal charges of making violent threats against her, and a Texas woman received a three-year sentence last year for leaving threatening voicemails.

Judges told me that they privately worry about Cannon's safety, particularly after she oversaw the trial of Ryan Routh, who was found guilty of attempting to assassinate Trump at a Florida golf course. Cannon allowed Routh to represent himself after reviewing his psychiatric evaluation, then cut off his incoherent opening statement in less than five minutes. The case was the third she has handled involving Trump. It likely won't be the last.

Cannon first became entwined with Trump's legal fate three years ago, after the FBI raided Mar-a-Lago and seized 33 boxes, including some stacked high in a gilded bathroom. Outraged, Trump brought a civil suit that landed before the judge. His attorneys asked her to appoint a special master to review more than 100 documents marked as classified. The Justice Department warned that such an intervention would be an "extraordinary judicial intrusion" that would drastically slow the case. Cannon sided with Trump. She appointed retired Judge Raymond Dearie, but the review was halted when an appeals panel--including two Trump appointees--ruled that she had overstepped her authority.

When Jack Smith, as special counsel, indicted Trump in June 2023, Cannon drew the case by random assignment. Her early rulings signaled skepticism toward the prosecution. She questioned the scope of Smith's authority and invited outside lawyers aligned with the Federalist Society to challenge the constitutionality of his appointment.

Read: The Bolton case is not like the others

Then, in July 2024, on the opening day of the Republican National Convention, Cannon issued her decision dismissing the case entirely. Drawing heavily from briefs submitted by Meese and others, she concluded that Smith's appointment violated the Constitution's separation of powers--a novel theory that had never before voided a federal prosecution. "She was careful about understanding the law and applying it," Meese told me. Richard Swanson, the president of the New York County Lawyers Association, condemned her decision on his blog at the time and has followed Cannon's rulings since then. "When you take a step back and look at her opinions as a whole, they're devoid from real-world context and concealing, to some extent, her very much strong red-team agenda," Swanson told me.

From the convention stage, Trump called Cannon "a highly respected federal judge in Florida" who had found that "the prosecutor and the fake documents case against me were totally unconstitutional."

Trump continues to praise Cannon, calling her "brilliant" in a March speech at the Justice Department. By then, the Eleventh Circuit had invited her to sit as visiting judge, and she wrote a dense 37-page opinion on birthright citizenship that Swanson calls "a classic example of textualism run amok." Trump's words only fueled speculation that she might soon be elevated to join a higher court permanently.

But for now, she remains in Fort Pierce, more consequential to politics than any other district judge in recent memory.
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Trump Is Suddenly Looking a Lot Smaller

The president is no longer dominating his party or the country in the way he once did.

by Jonathan Lemire

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




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


Hey, remember April? 



When President Donald Trump marked his 100th day in office at the end of that month, he was on a seemingly unstoppable roll. After taking four years out of office to prepare, he and his team returned to power with a blitz of more than 140 executive orders. He bent the Republican-controlled Congress to his will and dismantled much of the federal bureaucracy. He brought powerful institutions, including prestigious universities and law firms, to heel, demanding that his ring be kissed and his wallet fattened. He upended the nation's economic and diplomatic relations with the world. He hijacked Americans' attention--he was everywhere!--while openly musing about tearing up the Constitution and serving a third term. Moreover, Democrats were in disarray--truly--and their party's future seemed in doubt. Trump stared out from the cover of this very magazine with the accompanying quote "I run the country and the world." Honestly, it was hard to argue with him.



But as 2025 draws to a close, Trump seems a whole lot smaller. His party has been battered in recent elections. His poll numbers on even his signature issues--the economy, immigration--have tumbled. He's seemingly lost touch with what got him elected, instead focusing on projects both petty and self-aggrandizing. As Americans worry about affordability, Trump and his family have profited wildly from his time in office. Republicans have begun to openly and repeatedly defy him. Democrats have started to outmaneuver him. Today, the Jeffrey Epstein scandal once more erupted with embarrassing revelations and unanswered questions. And every now and then, Trump seems to have a hard time even staying awake.



Every president is inherently a lame duck the moment he takes the oath of office for the second time. But many presidents have been at least able to delay their diminishment until after the midterm elections, at which point--political capital largely exhausted, the political world turning to the race to pick a successor--they tend to focus on things over which they still have control, such as foreign policy and legacy building. Remarkably, Trump, not even a full year into his second term, seems to have already gotten there. Intensely focused on winning a Nobel Peace Prize and on striking lucrative business deals, he's hosted a parade of world leaders at the White House while increasing his foreign travel and cutting back his domestic trips. He's also intent on leaving a physical mark on the nation's capital, slapping his name on the Kennedy Center and commissioning the construction of a massive arch (surely the "Arc de Trump") while using gold fixtures and a demolition crew to remake the White House itself.



That myopic focus has worried Republicans, who are now sounding the alarm on a possible wipeout during next year's midterm elections. There has been a wave of congressional retirements and rumors of more coming early in the new year. And among some of those who look to outlast Trump in Washington, there has been a growing willingness to defy him. To be clear, the president still enjoys widespread popularity with the MAGA rank and file, and many GOP lawmakers live in fear of a Trump-backed primary challenge. But arguably, one of Trump's greatest political superpowers--one that has been evident since his hostile takeover of the GOP in the 2016 campaign--was an ability to demand absolute fealty from Republican lawmakers. That is now eroding. And the first, most meaningful, fissure has been about a dead man.



Trump really wanted to stop hearing about Epstein. He snapped at aides who tried to bring up Epstein when storylines about the disgraced pedophile financier began to percolate during the late summer, and he grew furious at some MAGA supporters who wouldn't let the matter go. The president himself was never a full-throated Epstein conspiracy theorist, but he repeatedly intimated during last year's campaign that something was nefarious about the government's handling of the case. Yet he never understood why the matter--and questions about Epstein's prison death, which was ruled a suicide--was so meaningful to some of his supporters: It was not a liberal conspiracy theory; it was largely a MAGA one. Trump admitted to a long friendship with Epstein--the two men ran in the same rarefied Manhattan and Palm Beach circles and enjoyed pursuing young women--but, he insisted, he broke off contact with the financier before he ran into legal trouble. (His accounts as to why they had a falling-out have shifted multiple times.)



Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away' 



Yet it was some of MAGA's loudest voices--Marjorie Taylor Greene and Nancy Mace among them--who defied Trump's efforts to bury the story. And it turned out that they were the harbingers of an avalanche; Trump got rolled by Republicans in both the House and the Senate last month when they voted for the publication of all of the Epstein materials. His hand forced, Trump authorized their release. But every time his administration has tried to make the Epstein matter go away, it's only inadvertently turned up the spotlight. Last week's publication of Epstein materials failed to satisfy lawmakers on both sides of the aisle, and that release focused on former President Bill Clinton, making it appear transparently political. Today's batch--quite the news dump, just before the Christmas holiday--yet again reinforced just how close Trump and Epstein were.



The Epstein question spawned the first widespread Republican rebellion against the president and opened the door for GOP defiance on other issues, including the legality of the Venezuelan boat strikes and tossing away the filibuster. Formerly meek Republicans found their voice to scold Trump for his callous social-media post blaming the filmmaker Rob Reiner for his own murder. They urged him to focus on health-care costs and affordability in the new year.



The White House, which did not respond to a request for comment, insists that Trump is listening. His aides have begun organizing events on housing and prescription-drug prices. They touted the fact that the nation's economic growth accelerated to a 4.3 percent annual rate last quarter, blowing past expectations. After months without any domestic travel, Trump went to both Pennsylvania and North Carolina to (at least nominally) discuss affordability. Aides promise that he'll be on the road often next year, ahead of the November midterm elections. Hill Republicans seem willing to try to tackle health care. Although the chances of getting another sweeping legislative program through Congress may be slim, the West Wing is looking into another batch of executive orders--including rolling back more environmental and business regulations--to goose the economy. And conventional political wisdom has rarely applied to Trump, who still has the time, and power, to pull off another comeback.



But Trump himself displays no sign of a course correction. He has defended tariffs that have raised prices on consumers and previewed plans to ratchet up a deportation plan that polls show voters think is too extreme. He shouted his way through an Oval Office address last week meant to be a reset, seemingly trying to browbeat America into believing that he's doing a good job. (He also recently rated the economy "A+++++.")



And he's eager to show off the designs for the arch that will mark an entrance into Washington and the $400 million ballroom that will be built where the White House's East Wing once stood. Yesterday, he boasted about a new "Trump class" of naval warships that military experts immediately denounced as unnecessary and expensive. He reveled in receiving a "peace prize" from FIFA, the soccer organization, and in hosting the Kennedy Center Honors ceremony. (Next year, he'll surely insist that they be called the Trump-Kennedy Center Honors.) And he proudly showed off the "Walk of Fame" he constructed on the West Wing colonnade, which included insulting assessments of some former presidents (no word yet on what he wrote about Chester A. Arthur) that even some Fox News hosts panned as a childish desecration of a sacred national space.



Read: The talented Mr. Vance



Trump's preoccupations have only reinforced the perception that he's lost touch (as have the several recent moments in which the 79-year-old president appeared to fall asleep in public). None of this has reassured a Republican Party beginning to eye the midterms with dread. As Trump's poll numbers continue to dip, more Republicans feel that a permission structure has been created for them to occasionally defy the president's wishes. And for the first time, some in the GOP are beginning to consider life after Trump. There are deep divides in the MAGA base--many on full display at the Turning Point USA conference this week--but also a willingness by Vice President J. D. Vance and others to take some (quiet) steps toward inheriting Trump's mantle.


 "No Republican had dared even breathing the word 2028 for fear of triggering Trump," one close outside adviser told me. "But that's changing. And the quickest way to become a lame duck is to lose your own party."
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House Republicans Aren't Having Any Fun

They're blaming their leader, House Speaker Mike Johnson.

by Elaine Godfrey, Russell Berman

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




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

On a particularly stressful day in a particularly stressful week during what has been, honestly, a particularly stressful year for House Republicans, the ever-sunny but perpetually beleaguered Mike Johnson insisted that he retained at least a modicum of power over the institution he ostensibly leads. "I have not lost control of the House," the speaker declared to a gaggle of reporters trailing him through the Capitol.

Johnson's own members, in the past month, have accused him of stretching if not wholly disregarding the truth, and his assertion last Wednesday that he has a firm grip on power was correct only in the most technical sense. On the day he uttered it, a group of Johnson's most electorally vulnerable soldiers abandoned him to help Democrats force a vote on extending health-care subsidies, and a longtime lawmaker became the 25th House Republican--with many more expected to follow--to announce that he would not seek reelection next year. "This place is disgraceful," GOP Representative Mike Lawler of New York vented on the House floor, calling out Congress's failure to prevent a spike in health-insurance rates set to occur in January. In the preceding weeks, a member of the speaker's leadership team--Representative Elise Stefanik of New York--publicly denounced Johnson as ineffective (shortly before she announced that she was, for now, quitting politics altogether), and another high-profile (albeit perpetually aggrieved) Republican, Representative Nancy Mace of South Carolina, pined, in the pages of The New York Times, for the sturdy hand of Nancy Pelosi.

As Republicans approach the one-year mark of their trifecta under President Donald Trump, their party's rank-and-file lawmakers are not a happy bunch. And like so many unhappy employees, they are directing much of the blame toward the boss: the speaker they elevated from obscurity a little more than two years ago.

"We need a course correction here," Representative Kevin Kiley of California told us. A host of current and former GOP members of Congress we interviewed echoed his sentiment; they used more pungent terms when granted anonymity to speak candidly. These Republicans described a speaker who had, contrary to Johnson's avowal otherwise, lost practical control of the House.

"I think he's a good man, a good attorney, a good constitutionalist, and a bad politician," one House Republican told us. Another said Johnson was well meaning, but to a fault: "In his obsession with not offending anyone, he offends everyone."

The roots of Republican despair are both political and legislative, and they extend far beyond Johnson. Democrats will begin the new year favored to recapture the House in the midterm elections. (A Trump-led effort to fortify the GOP's majority through aggressive gerrymandering has stalled.) With the majority in jeopardy, Republicans are bracing for a flood of additional members quitting their reelection campaigns after the holidays. A few, including Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia, are leaving even before their terms are up.

Dim electoral prospects aside, many Republicans are also realizing that being a member of Congress in the Trump era is not all it's cracked up to be. For that, they have themselves at least partly to blame. From the opening days of the president's second term, congressional Republicans largely ceded their constitutional authority over spending to the executive branch. With a few mostly tepid exceptions, they made no effort to constrain DOGE while the Elon Musk-led department ransacked federal agencies established and funded by Congress. They approved provisions, slipped into House resolutions by Johnson, that restrict lawmakers from acting to cancel Trump's tariffs. Even the House GOP's biggest legislative victory--the summer passage of the so-called One Big Beautiful Bill Act--was a ratification less of their agenda than of the president's. The speaker's decision--criticized by some in his party--to keep the House out of session for the entirety of the six-week government shutdown this fall only added to the sense that the chamber was verging on irrelevance.

Read: The state that handed Trump his biggest defeat yet

It's no wonder, then, that Republican frustrations seem to be intensifying. "They're basically put in a position where they've got an honorary title as a member of Congress but no authority to do anything," former Representative Reid Ribble, a Wisconsin Republican who retired in 2017, told us. "Until the actual way you govern changes, they're going to feel this way."

From the start, Johnson's unwavering loyalty--some would say obsequiousness--to Trump has defined his speakership. He's developed a reputation for never saying what he actually thinks about anything, lest he cross the president. Yet some Republicans are beginning to join Democrats in seeing that as a fault of Johnson's rather than a credit. "The reason he's hanging on is because President Trump wants a weak speaker," a House Republican told us. "He wants a speaker that essentially functions like a staff member, which is what Mike Johnson does." Former Representative Bob Good of Virginia, an arch-conservative who left Congress in January, called Johnson "a puppet of the president" and said that Johnson remained speaker after Trump's election only because of the president's personal urging. "As has been sadly the case throughout the year, Republicans simply surrendered to his wishes," Good said.

Johnson has also faced criticism from Republican women, who have accused him of not taking them seriously as policy makers. It did not go over well, one lawmaker told us, when Johnson remarked in a podcast interview that the Republican he would most trust to cook him Thanksgiving dinner was Representative Lisa McClain, the chair of the GOP conference--the rhetorical equivalent of a man giving his wife a vacuum cleaner for her birthday.

Among lawmakers' many other complaints are that Johnson, perhaps even more than his predecessors, has tightly centralized power and deprived rank-and-file Republicans of the ability to secure votes on their legislative priorities, much less pass them. They say he also takes too long to make decisions and frequently punts the most difficult ones. "You can't over-deliberate. Over-deliberation in this town is not good," Representative Byron Donalds of Florida told us. Representative Chip Roy of Texas, who like Donalds is forgoing a reelection bid next year to run for statewide office, said that House leadership needed to be more aggressive about acting on conservative priorities, even if they stand little chance of clearing the Senate. "We've done some good stuff, but we need to be on offense and do more," Roy told us. "You can't just rest on your laurels and hope that you're gonna win the election."

Some of these gripes are time-honored grievances, the kind that House members make about their leadership no matter who is speaker or which party is in charge. After we asked Johnson's office to comment for this story, calls started pouring in from members who wanted to vouch for him. "The speaker is doing a beautiful job in a really tough situation," Representative Celeste Maloy, a second-term Republican from Utah, told us. She specifically defended Johnson's treatment of women in the Republican conference and gently chided his critics. "I would rather see women supporting each other and supporting the causes we all believe in, and working towards long term goals," she said, "instead of focusing on short-term disagreements."

Representative Jodey Arrington, the chair of the House Budget Committee, cast Johnson's deliberative and collaborative style--a source of complaints from some Republicans--as a "member-driven model" of leadership. "With that, there's more discussion and debate. It's always more efficient in leadership if you just tell them what to do," Arrington told us. Johnson, he said, "is not your typical Washington leadership guy who works in power plays and side agreements. He is fully transparent." (In a statement, a Johnson spokesperson did not address the criticism of the speaker directly, instead boasting that under his leadership, the House GOP had "one of the most productive first years of any Republican Congress in history" and "stuck together to deliver the bulk of the America First agenda.")

Johnson and his allies point out that the GOP majority is historically small, leaving him almost no room to maneuver and forcing him to achieve near-total party unity on any major vote. In shepherding Trump's domestic-policy bill to passage, the speaker achieved a significant number of conservative wins--so many, in fact, that if they were split into different bills the House's achievements for the year would look much more impressive. The speaker "is not getting enough credit for what House Republicans have been able to accomplish," Representative Dusty Johnson of South Dakota told us. He turned to Jay-Z for inspiration: "I would say that Congress has 99 problems, but Mike Johnson is not one of them."

Read: The accidental speaker

Yet dissatisfied Republicans have rebelled against Johnson in ways that Democrats rarely if ever did against Pelosi when she presided over a similarly slim majority during the first two years of Joe Biden's presidency. GOP lawmakers have frequently stalled legislation by defecting on key procedural votes, and in recent months they have gone around Johnson by signing Democratic-dominated discharge petitions to force votes on legislation that the speaker has tried to block.

These tactics have, in turn, annoyed Republicans who believe that their restive colleagues are making an already challenging political environment even worse for the party. As the year draws to a close, they have taken to complaining about all the complainers. "We need more happy warriors," Dusty Johnson said, arguing that Republicans have fallen into a culture of "victimhood" that he used to associate only with the American left.

Whether the speaker's job is secure has become a topic of some debate inside the Capitol. The most obvious threat will come in the November elections, but could Republicans depose Johnson as they did his predecessor, Kevin McCarthy? Stefanik told The Wall Street Journal earlier this month that if a vote were called tomorrow, Johnson would not have enough support from Republicans to stay as speaker. Greene has also reportedly been talking with colleagues about an effort to oust Johnson, but she plans to leave the House next month. Asked if he was ready for new leadership, Donalds said, "Yeah, but I mean, look, it's not coming up." But then he added: "You never know in this town." With Johnson's support, Republicans changed House rules to make it harder to remove a speaker in the middle of a term. "Usually there are tremors before a speaker goes down," one House Republican told us, "and this speaker has faced a number of tremors."

Johnson's challenges won't get any easier when his unhappy Republican campers return to Washington in 2026. He'll probably have to watch as the House passes a bill to extend health-insurance subsidies over his objections, and Congress faces the prospect of another partial government shutdown at the end of January. Johnson might hold the speaker's gavel for another year, but the extent of his sway has never seemed more in doubt.
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Trump's Vanity Fleet

The Trump-class ships are about branding, not strategy.

by Tom Nichols

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




Imagine the CEO of a car company telling his engineers and designers that he wants them to make a new line of automobiles. He knows nothing about cars and has no interest in how they're produced, but he knows one thing for certain: The line will be named after himself. Everyone claps--because of course they do--but no one really knows what comes next, except that the line needs to look sexy and sporty.

That's pretty much what the president did today when he announced that a new class of ship named after one Donald J. Trump would be added to the "Golden Fleet," his name for a renewed U.S. Navy. (You might wonder about the propriety of a sitting president naming naval vessels, among other things, after himself. Pardon the expression, but that ship has sailed.)

Trump's press conference today was among his more haywire performances, and his slushy delivery and meandering answers will not halt speculation about his cognitive health. When asked for his endgame in the confrontation with Venezuela, for example, he launched into his usual lines about people being sent into the United States from prisons and mental hospitals, as if someone had hit the wrong button and played the wrong recording. He also reiterated that he wanted U.S. ships to be more attractive, noting that he would be involved in the design of the new vessels because "I am a very aesthetic person."

(Apparently, no one has ever explained to him that sharp design does not equal military value. The B-52 bomber, the mainstay of the U.S. bomber force for decades, was affectionately called the BUFF by its crews. Big, ugly, fat ... the rest you can figure out.)

Trump and Navy Secretary John Phelan did make some news today. (Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Defense Secretary Pete Hegeseth were also on hand, but they limited themselves to some standard-issue sycophancy.) First, we learned that the president of the United States clearly has no idea what battleships are. Second, the United States is going to invest in a new class of naval vessel. Third, America is going to reverse more than 30 years of wise policy by putting nuclear weapons back on U.S. Navy surface vessels.

Read: The pitiful childishness of Donald Trump

Trump announced that the new Trump-class ships will be "battleships," but they seem to be supersize versions of the existing workhorse of the Navy, the Arleigh Burke-class destroyers; the first ship, called the Defiant, will be about three times the size of a Burke. The Navy has also announced the development of a new class of frigates. Destroyers and frigates, as the Navy knows (and as the commander in chief should know) are not battleships. Battleships are huge and powerful, and are meant to dish out --and withstand--serious punishment. Destroyers and frigates are less rugged, and perform missions that require more speed and agility than battleships can muster. But none of that matters: The goal, apparently, was to give a childlike president a new toy, named after himself, in exchange for gobs of money that the Navy will figure out how to spend later.

Indeed, defense investors cheered the announcement, but the spending will likely come much later, because the United States does not have the capacity to build vessels it hasn't even designed yet. Trump told a reporter today that he expects the first ship to arrive in two and a half years, which is possible if the Navy slaps some gold paint on a Burke class, adds some missiles, and then stencils USS TRUMP on the side. But the last time the Navy really tried to create a new kind of ship--the Zumwalt-class destroyer--the process took years and ended in failure.

The biggest news came today when Phelan said that the new Trump class will carry nuclear weapons. Why? Perhaps Phelan, who has no experience in, or with, the Navy, figured that Trump would want the new ships to have the biggest and best of everything. (Phelan did promise today that they would be the "best-looking" warships in the world.) But like everything else about this chaotic scheme, putting nuclear arms on destroyers or cruisers or "battleships" makes no sense in the 21st century--if it ever did.

During the Cold War, U.S. surface vessels carried all kinds of nuclear munitions for use against other ships, submarines, and land targets, because such was the logic of the Soviet-American standoff: World War III would be a final confrontation of two immense military forces, including nuclear duels at sea. In 1991, with the Soviet Union on its last legs, President George H. W. Bush ordered the removal of all such weapons from the surface fleet. Many Navy officers were relieved: I know from speaking with several at the time that they regarded nuclear weapons on their ships as a useless burden.

Today's Navy is not going to get into a nuclear showdown with the Soviet fleet. Nor, for that matter, is it likely to trade mushroom clouds at sea with the Chinese or Russian fleets. Carrying nuclear weapons on surface vessels--big, slow, exposed platforms--is not only strategically pointless but also a needless risk. George H. W. Bush and Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney, both defense hawks, knew this more than three decades ago.

As with all Trump vanity projects, no one seems to be asking what national purpose is served by these new plans. Does the Navy need new ships? What should it do with them if it gets them? Do they really need to be armed with nuclear weapons? The answer from the Trump administration, clearly, is: Who cares? As retired Rear Admiral Mark Montgomery told The Wall Street Journal, the Golden Fleet plan is "exactly what we don't need"--but, he added, no one is focused on America's maritime needs, because "they are focused on the president's visual that a battleship is a cool-looking ship."

Read: This is what presidential panic looks like

Phelan might not know much about the Navy, but he knows Trump: He promised that the new Trump-class ships will inspire "awe and reverence" in any port they visit. But strategy is more than just giving lethal playthings to a president who has a simplistic understanding of ships. It is the art of making choices, an attempt to match means with ends. In a rational world, this would be the thinking driving the acquisition of weapons.

I taught military officers for more than two decades at the Naval War College. One thing I learned from conversations with my students was that the Navy really needs to invest more in its officers and sailors, and reduce the tempo of operations that are burning them out. The best ships in the world won't mean much if their crews are fatigued and poorly trained. As the defense analyst John Ferrari recently wrote, for years, the Navy has been "structurally compromised" because its people are exhausted, its ships are "aging faster than they could be repaired," and the fleet's readiness is declining. These are serious problems that require serious work, but Trump has found a way around all of this irritating chatter by sticking his name on a new ship and telling the military to go build it.

At Mar-a-Lago today, Trump reiterated his demand that Greenland must become part of the United States. His plan for a fleet of Trump-branded battleships is only slightly more likely to happen than a victory parade in Nuuk--and neither is in the national interest of the United States.
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Bari Weiss's Audience of One

Trump's plan to corrupt the media is starting to work.

by Jonathan Chait

Mon, 22 Dec 2025




A key goal of Donald Trump's second term has been to use government power to place important media properties in the hands of loyalists who will bend coverage to the president's will. Yesterday, the Trump-approved management at CBS duly held back a 60 Minutes report about the administration's treatment of migrant detainees deported to El Salvador.

Although many of Trump's goals to reindustrialize the economy or prosecute his enemies have floundered, his plan to corrupt the media is starting to work.

During his first term, Trump's efforts to get the media to do his bidding consisted mostly of endless whining, punctuated by regular threats of nuisance lawsuits and the occasional actual suit. In his second term, he has seized upon a more effective tool. Most large media properties have owners, and those owners have business that relies on the federal government. Trump has made clear that the price of cooperative regulatory policies from his government is giving him friendlier coverage.

Franklin Foer: CBS and CNN are being sacrificed to Trump

The president has not even bothered to conceal the terms of his transaction with the billionaires Larry and David Ellison. Over the summer, the Trump administration approved a merger that gave the Ellisons control over Paramount, CBS's parent company. After the merger was announced but before the administration approved of it, CBS agreed to settle one of Trump's groundless lawsuits (against CBS News for the way 60 Minutes edited an interview with Kamala Harris, a standard journalistic practice). But Trump wanted more than money. He wanted influence over CBS's coverage of his administration, and he believed its new owners would give it to him.

"Larry Ellison is great, and his son, David, is great. They're friends of mine" he told reporters in October. "They will make the right decisions. They're going to revitalize CBS--hopefully, they'll bring it back to its former glory."

That same month, David Ellison appointed Bari Weiss, editor of the neoconservative publication The Free Press, to run CBS News. Trump praised the move in his own 60 Minutes interview. "I see good things happening in the news. I really do. And I think one of the best things to happen is this show and new ownership," he told Norah O'Donnell. "I think it's the greatest thing that's happened in a long time to a free and open and good press."

Weiss has held the job for only a few months, but Trump expects results quickly. Friday night, speaking at a rally in North Carolina, he complained that CBS has not yet changed its coverage of him to his liking. "I love the new owners of CBS," he announced, before adding, "60 Minutes has treated me worse under the new ownership than--they just keep treating me, they just keep hitting me, it's crazy."

Two days later, Weiss, who once decried "self-censorship" at The New York Times, yanked the 60 Minutes segment on deportations that had been slated to run. CNN reported that the story had been screened internally five times, including for Weiss on Thursday, who offered notes but allowed it to move forward, but the segment apparently looked very different to Weiss a few days later. "We determined it needed additional reporting," a spokesperson for CBS News said in a statement. (CBS did not respond to a request for comment.)

Weiss reportedly explained to her colleagues this morning that the segment "did not advance the ball," and to do so, "we need to be able to get the principals on the record and on camera." Because 60 Minutes had already asked the administration for comment and had been denied, this interview requirement would appear to give the Trump administration an effective veto on the piece--all the administration needs to do to keep it off the air is refuse to grant an interview.

David Frum: Welcome to the Mafia presiden

According to The New York Times, Weiss "also questioned the use of the term 'migrants' to describe the Venezuelan men who were deported, noting that they were in the United States illegally." In fact, various investigations into the U.S. government's unconstitutional deportation of hundreds of Venezuelans to El Salvador have found that most of the deportees had no criminal record, and many had broken no U.S. immigration laws, either.

This detail would seem to undercut Weiss's complaint that the 60 Minutes segment fails to advance the ball. If even the editor of CBS News is unaware that the Trump administration has deported migrants without due process, more coverage of the fact is surely needed.

Those of us outside of CBS lack the benefit of having seen this segment, so it's impossible to vouch for it. And it is of course at the discretion of a newsroom's leader to determine what to publish, or air--or not. Still, the visible aspects of the process do not inspire confidence.

Back when she took the job, Weiss wrote a memo to her staff at CBS News stressing her desire to restore the network's public trust. That is a worthy goal. But after the president praised her appointment, then complained that she wasn't acting quickly enough to impose pliant coverage, and she almost immediately spiked a critical story on what appear to be dubious grounds, it seems clear that it's not the public's trust she is concerned about, but Trump's.
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Conservatives Want the Antebellum Constitution Back

The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments are in trouble.

by Adam Serwer

Sun, 21 Dec 2025




Last July, while on his way to his job as a security guard at a cannabis farm in California, George Retes was tear-gassed, pepper-sprayed, and arrested by federal agents conducting an immigration raid. The agents ignored the license plate on Retes's car and the sticker on his windshield, both of which identified him as a U.S. Army veteran, and did not even bother to determine whether he was a citizen before strip-searching him and locking him up in a cell. Retes was detained overnight without any opportunity to call a lawyer or his family.

"No one deserves to be treated like this," Retes told this magazine after his release. "To have no rights. It's just crazy to think about--that they can just mask up and take someone off the street, no questions asked, and you're just gone."

Read: A U.S. citizen detained by ICE for three days tells his story

Retes is one of an estimated 170 American citizens who have been detained by federal immigration agents as part of President Donald Trump's mass-deportation campaign, according to ProPublica, which warns that the count is both incomplete and unofficial because the federal government is not documenting its own abuses of power. At least 20 of those citizens, ProPublica found, had been detained overnight and incommunicado--a violation of their constitutional rights. When questioned about these detentions, Trump-administration officials claimed that the citizens had assaulted federal agents--an assertion proved false in many cases by video evidence or an inability by the government to produce serious charges reflecting the accusations. (One thrown sandwich hardly counts.)

Across the country, federal agents are flagrantly and casually disregarding Americans' due-process rights. And they have been remarkably forthright about how they choose their victims. As Gregory Bovino, a top Border Patrol commander, told a white reporter: Agents were arresting people based on "the particular characteristics of an individual--how they look. How do they look compared to, say, you?"

In Memphis, Reggie Williams told ProPublica that he was instructed by federal agents to keep his ID on him going forward, as though Black residents of the city were emancipated slaves forced to carry freedom papers lest they be kidnapped and returned to bondage. Bovino said basically the same thing after federal agents assaulted a Somali American citizen and refused to free him for hours despite his offers to show them a photo of his passport on his phone: "One must carry immigration documents," Bovino posted on X. In Chicago, Maria Greeley was zip-tied by federal agents coming off a double shift at the bar where she worked. She had her passport and showed it to them, and still they detained her because, she said, she did not "look like" a Greeley.

This is racial profiling. And the Supreme Court has declined to stop it.

In September, an emergency docket decision effectively permitted this racial profiling by lifting a court order preventing it. "The Government sometimes makes brief investigative stops to check the immigration status of those who gather in locations where people are hired for day jobs," Justice Brett Kavanaugh wrote in a lone concurrence. Although "apparent ethnicity alone" isn't enough to detain someone, it can be a "relevant factor," he continued. "Under this Court's precedents, not to mention common sense, those circumstances taken together can constitute at least reasonable suspicion of illegal presence in the United States."

What this means in practice is that if you are not white, you cannot go certain places without the risk of being kidnapped by federal agents. That is not "common sense"; it is the nullification of the Constitution's guarantee of equal rights under the law.

This decision is only one of the ways that the Court, under Chief Justice John Roberts, has been chipping away at the parts of the Constitution dedicated to ensuring equal citizenship to all through rulings on voting rights, immigration, and equal protection. It has done this even as it insists--while striking down affirmative action and school-integration programs--that the Constitution is "colorblind."

The Constitution of the Roberts Court is not color-blind. It is a Constitution that permits discrimination on the basis of race, but forbids alleviating discrimination on the basis of race. And over the next year, the Court will face more cases that could further erode both the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, pushing America back toward what some on the right believe is the true, Antebellum Constitution.

The Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments make up the Civil War and Reconstruction amendments. The Thirteenth abolished slavery except as punishment for a crime, but America needed to do more to prevent the resurgence of the slave-owning South's caste-based society. The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments enshrined in the Constitution principles of universal male suffrage, nondiscrimination, and nonracial (birthright) citizenship. Although imperfect--the vote for women was not included--they were a crucial first step toward ensuring that the rights conferred by American citizenship would remain inviolate no matter where you were, and no matter who you were.

After the Reconstruction period following the Civil War, the Supreme Court essentially voided the meaning of these amendments. The post-Reconstruction Court helped pave the way for Jim Crow, showering most of the rights reserved for the emancipated on corporations, allowing states to disenfranchise their Black populations through superficially "color-blind" means, and permitting racial discrimination by both government entities and private actors. The amendments were resurrected during the civil-rights movement, but they are now under assault for a second time by both the Court and an executive branch that is distorting or refusing to enforce antidiscrimination laws about housing, voting, and employment.

A faction of conservatives has never stopped this campaign. As soon as the Reconstruction amendments were passed, people argued that they were illegitimate, a betrayal of the original document--a "rape of the Constitution" as the columnist Frank Meyer wrote in 1964 about Brown v. Board of Education in National Review. In 1965, that magazine published a cover story arguing that the Voting Rights Act, by enforcing the Fifteenth Amendment, would effectively "repeal the Constitution to give the Negro the vote." During the Reagan administration, a young attorney in the Justice Department named John Roberts fought to weaken the law. Originalism, the author Madiba K. Dennie points out, is a convenient vehicle for this project because it prioritizes interpretations from historical periods where women and Black people were excluded from the political process.

In more recent years, the slain right-wing activist Charlie Kirk complained that the Fourteenth Amendment was a "Marxist revolutionary gateway" for everything the left wanted to push through. The more genteel conservative writer Christopher Caldwell argued that the entire post-civil-rights-movement Constitution was a "rival" to the "constitution of 1788, with all the traditional forms of jurisprudential legitimacy and centuries of American culture behind it."

Roberts's Court likes to invoke history and tradition, but some justices are perfectly happy to ignore the express intent of the Founders--such as the fundamental belief that the Constitution is meant to change--to further an ideological project. The Roberts Court's repeated rewriting of the Constitution on Trump's behalf reveals the antebellum Constitution they envision to be a fraud, a gauzy nostalgia based on the Founders' worst impulses as slavers and hypocrites. This is an attempt to turn the guarantees of the Civil War amendments back into what James Madison called "parchment barriers," their meaning perverted to ensure the protection of the strong instead of the weak.

Since 2007, when Roberts struck down a school-integration program while stating that "the way to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race," the right-wing majority has followed the philosophy that there's no discrimination if you pretend it isn't happening. Although the Fifteenth Amendment states clearly that the right to vote cannot be "denied or abridged" on the basis of "race, color, or previous condition of servitude," the Roberts Court has acted as though the only true discrimination is against the right to discriminate.

In 2013, the Court effectively nullified a requirement in the 1965 Voting Rights Act that forced jurisdictions with a history of discrimination to "preclear" their voting-rule changes with the Justice Department. The majority ignored the express language of the Fifteenth Amendment in doing so, and Roberts relied on a doctrine that "all States enjoy equal sovereignty," a phrase that exists nowhere in the Constitution but was invoked by Chief Justice Roger Taney in the infamous Dred Scott decision: Taney argued that letting Black people be citizens would violate the sovereignty of the slave states. Prohibiting states from passing discriminatory voting measures was a form of discrimination--against states, which matter, not against Black people, who don't.

In the 2018 case Abbott v. Perez, the Court approved election maps drawn by Texas's Republican-controlled legislature that diluted the voting power of the state's growing Black and Latino populations. In the majority opinion, Justice Samuel Alito criticized not the state but a lower court that had rejected the maps. The court, Alito wrote, had violated the "presumption of good faith" on the part of the legislature. The implication of that rebuke is that Texas's attempting to discriminate against Black and Latino voters wasn't wrong; noticing the attempt was wrong. The next year, in Rucho v. Common Cause, the Court concluded that partisan gerrymandering was a "political question" beyond the reach of the courts, paving the way for states to disenfranchise minority populations as a partisan act rather than a discriminatory one, as though the former cancels out the latter.

Trump is now urging emboldened Republican legislatures to gerrymander congressional districts much more in order to voter-proof the Republican majority in the House. His Justice Department sent Texas a letter saying that some of its voting districts "constitute unconstitutional racial gerrymanders" that must now be "rectified." What that meant, remarkably, was that the districts had been made too diverse. In short, they were not racially gerrymandered enough. When a district-court majority--including a Trump-appointed judge--blocked the maps for being "racially gerrymandered," it pointed as evidence to the DOJ's own letter and that department's complaint that the districts were "coalition districts" or "majority-non-White districts in which no single racial group constituted a 50% majority."

The Roberts Court then overturned that decision, arguing that the lower court was "upsetting the delicate federal-state balance in elections." Not only did this repeat the Court's earlier position that it's wrong to notice discrimination but not wrong to engage in it, but the decision encourages states to draw discriminatory maps and lie about their intent, knowing the justices have their back.

Later this term, the justices will decide in Louisiana v. Callais whether Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act allows the creation of majority-minority districts. Louisiana has taken the position that the creation of such districts--a requirement meant to prevent lawmakers from disenfranchising minorities by slicing up districts to render their votes meaningless--violates the Constitution because "all-race based redistricting is unconstitutional." The irony is that what Republicans want is to do is precisely race-based redistricting. If they prevail, the Fifteenth Amendment, which was adopted to eliminate racial caste, will be employed to maintain it. The only way to reconcile the Court's jurisprudence with the Reconstruction Amendments, the Harvard Law professor Guy-Uriel Charles told me, is if you "turn the purpose of the Reconstruction amendments on their heads."

This disenfranchisement will have long-term consequences--and not only in the arms race to the bottom reflected in the Democratic-controlled states that have shown themselves to be willing to retaliate.

As Frederick Douglass declared in 1865, the ballot is a means of self-defense, not simply a right or responsibility: "Without this, his liberty is a mockery; without this, you might as well almost retain the old name of slavery for his condition; for in fact, if he is not the slave of the individual master, he is the slave of society." Americans of all races will suffer by this weakening of democracy. When lawmakers can entrench themselves in office regardless of public preference, they need not heed the will of the people.

The Fourteenth Amendment is under siege in other ways, too. Attacks on the rights of women (such as the right to not be forced to give birth by the state) and on trans people (who have been banned from serving in the military) also violate the amendment's assurance of equal protection under the law. It is shockingly easy to find right-wing commentators advocating for the restriction of women's right to vote and to leave a marriage, and even for employers' discrimination against women in the workplace.

Read: Does Heritage support discrimination against women?

In the White House, Trump has been undermining discrimination law by refusing to enforce it. The administration has argued that Trump holds the authority to ignore laws banning job discrimination on the basis of race, sex, religion, or national origin for federal employees, and has rolled back enforcement of the Fair Housing Act. Aside from Trump's ban on transgender people in the military, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth announced his intention to ignore reports of discrimination or harassment.

Recently, the administration announced that it would not be investigating discrimination on the basis of "disparate impact," in which discrimination can be proved through effect rather than intent alone. That can sound abstract, but here's one example: The Trump administration ended a requirement that the state of Alabama provide Black residents with proper sanitation, calling it "illegal DEI." Not flooding Black neighborhoods with raw sewage, according to the Trump administration, is racist.

The administration is also working to use laws that were meant to prevent discrimination to encourage it instead. Trump has weakened the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission's ability to fight race- and gender-based discrimination in employment, instead directing it to threaten companies that maintain diversity programs. This week, the EEOC chair explicitly invited "white males" to file discrimination claims. The civil-rights division of the Justice Department has shut down its voting-rights cases while placing the department's support behind efforts to disenfranchise minority voters. Administration officials have threatened lawsuits against schools and businesses for "illegal DEI," giving those institutions a strong incentive to maintain an overwhelmingly white workforce so they don't get sued. In the meantime, the Department of Education has reportedly almost entirely ceased investigations of racist harassment of students. This legal hostility has extended to state censorship of any acknowledgment of race and gender discrimination--save for that against white people and conservative Christians.

None of this is consistent with "equal protection of the laws." But it is consistent with the Antebellum Constitution's narrow definition of who "We the People" are.

A future administration could reverse those policies. But Trump's attack on birthright citizenship is different. On the first day of his current term, Trump issued an executive order announcing that babies born in America to undocumented immigrants or people on temporary visas are not citizens. A lower court blocked the order, and later this term, the Supreme Court will hear the case. If the end of birthright citizenship is upheld, the country will be irrevocably altered. Even those whose citizenship is not in question might have to carry proof of citizenship at all times to avoid being kidnapped, detained, and possibly exiled by federal agents in the name of Kavanaugh's "common sense."

The birthright-citizenship clause was written into the Fourteenth Amendment specifically to overturn Dred Scott's conclusion that Black people could never be citizens. Then-Chief Justice Taney's rationale was simply that Black people were "not included, and were not intended to be included, under the word 'citizens' in the Constitution, and can therefore claim none of the rights and privileges which that instrument provides for and secures to citizens of the United States."

Representative John Bingham of Ohio, dubbed the "Madison of the Fourteenth Amendment," declared that there could be "no greater political atrocity" than denying birthright citizenship, because that would easily lead to a minority being subjected to "absolute despotism." That the birthright-citizenship clause applies to everyone has been a subject of near-total legal consensus until Trump. There is no "originalist" case against birthright citizenship, but there is a partisan one.

Given the extreme nature of many of the conservative movement's demands, the Roberts Court may not give into all of them, or at least not all at once. Some legal experts are skeptical that even this Court will allow Trump to nullify birthright citizenship by fiat. But the larger project of restoring the Antebellum Constitution will continue.

Before these amendments, the Antebellum Constitution contemplated the rights and freedom of white men, but no one else. It did not guarantee equal protection under the law. It did not protect the right to vote. It did not outlaw discrimination on the basis of race, gender, religion, or ethnicity. What it did was protect the right of some men to own other men as property, by definition an affront to the idea that "all men are created equal."

When the 18th-century writer Samuel Johnson asked why "we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of negroes," he was identifying no mere contradiction, but liberty as it was imagined by men who owned other human beings as property. Slaveholders such as John Calhoun saw slavery as inseparable from their own freedom, and they worried that the false doctrine of abolitionism would eliminate that freedom away. "Already it has taken possession of the pulpit, of the schools, and, to a considerable extent, of the press; those great instruments by which the mind of the rising generation will be formed," Calhoun said. (It seems the "woke mind virus" was telling lies about the great and benevolent institution of American slavery as far back as two centuries ago.)

Defending slavery, however, required invasive uses of power, such as banning antislavery literature and returning escaped Black people to bondage. Many white Americans in the 19th century began to understand that the "Slave Power" curtailed their freedoms as well. And this is what many people forget: Systems of domination rarely spread their blessings widely. The Redemption-era revocation of Black freedoms didn't result in prosperity for white people writ large, but a Gilded Age in which the upper classes gained unfathomable wealth and economic crises left millions destitute. The nation may have held on to white supremacy, but it also got low wages, a threadbare welfare state, and a society dominated by the rich. Everyone else was too divided by race and class to challenge them.

The blood of Confederate soldiers who would never own a slave watered southern fields because they saw slavery as the cornerstone of their social and economic order. The Populists failed to ameliorate the deprivation of the Gilded Age because white laborers who had more in common with their Black counterparts chose the psychological wage offered by Jim Crow over the literal wages that might be earned through brotherhood. The MAGA elite offers a similar fantasy today, though the number of Trump voters who will see a loved one deported or their paycheck dwindle will eclipse by orders of magnitude those who rub shoulders with donors in his new ballroom.

MAGA's ruling caste will not be as overtly racially circumscribed as in the past. But we can trace its contours in the Trump administration's policy decisions and legal victories, and the Roberts Court's resurrection of the Antebellum Constitution. The path the justices are walking leads to Calhoun's paradise: an America where a class of stateless children can be denied education and medical care; where people of color must carry identification papers if they don't want to be harassed, detained, imprisoned, or worse; where workers can be subject to invidious discrimination without recourse; where the military points guns at the taxpayers who fund it; and where the official ideology of the state is vindicated by elections the ruling party cannot lose. It will be a society of the dominators and the dominated. But it will not be a democracy worthy of the name.
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'They're Delusional if They Think This Is Going to Go Away'

The Trump administration's release of the long-awaited Epstein files didn't provide what survivors were looking for.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Sat, 20 Dec 2025




Jeffrey Epstein's victims began the day believing they might finally get something they'd been requesting for years: a direct conversation with the nation's top law-enforcement official before the Justice Department made public a full trove of long-buried documents and photos. The release of the Epstein files, as the department's hundreds of thousands of investigative materials have come to be known, might finally provide clarity on what the government knew about Epstein's sex-trafficking scheme and when it knew it. The victims sat by their phones waiting anxiously--but also, they told me, with a bit of hope.

Just over 24 hours earlier, on the eve of the deadline for the files' release, Attorney General Pam Bondi and Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche had placed a call to a group that supports survivors of Epstein's abuse, according to multiple people briefed on the outreach. On the call, the officials previewed what would and wouldn't be in the disclosure: photographs, yes; videos, no. Victims' names would be redacted. At one point, according to a person familiar with the conversation, the officials suggested that if video exists, it may still be in the possession of the Epstein estate--an assertion that raised alarms among survivors who have long believed that recordings were used as leverage and blackmail.

This morning, the Justice Department indicated via email to the group that Bondi would try to speak with survivors and expressed support for them, according to people familiar with the correspondence. But soon after, they were told that the attorney general would not be available after all, due to a medical appointment. One DOJ official familiar with Bondi's schedule told me the attorney general "was at Walter Reed today for a prescheduled routine appointment," and emphasized that "no call was missed," because "that meeting was never scheduled."

Meanwhile, Blanche appeared on Fox News and announced that the administration wouldn't be hitting its deadline from Congress. Some files would be released, but many would not--at least not yet. Survivors were left with familiar feelings of disappointment and disillusionment, as well as unresolved questions: Why did the Trump administration change course last month on its promise to release all of the Epstein files if it wasn't going to actually follow through? What was the government holding back--and why?

Read: Circles of Epstein hell

Sharlene Rochard first met Epstein in New York in the mid-1990s, when she was still a teenager. She told me that she has taken additional security precautions in and around her home in recent days, not knowing what would be released or whether she would be mentioned. She and other victims had asked the DOJ for advance notice and preparation for what was coming, she said, so that they didn't find out what was in the files on television or social media. But she didn't get that.

"I feel really disappointed," Rochard said. "America is getting a look tonight into how we have all felt for years."

The failure to schedule a call with victims was only one piece of a broader, frantic rush inside Donald Trump's Justice Department as it approached the final hours of its congressionally mandated deadline. The Epstein Files Transparency Act, signed by Trump on November 19, requires the attorney general to make public, within 30 days, "all unclassified records, documents, communications, and investigative materials" in the DOJ's possession that relate to Epstein and his associate Ghislaine Maxwell. The cache was believed to include flight logs, internal DOJ communications, and even records concerning the "destruction, deletion, alteration, misplacement, or concealment" of Epstein-related evidence.

The law tries to preempt a possible work-around by the DOJ. It explicitly bars the department from withholding, delaying, or redacting records because of "embarrassment, reputational harm, or political sensitivity," even for "any government official [or] public figure."

Members of Congress and staff for the House Oversight Committee told me that they were alarmed by the DOJ's silence in the days and hours before the release. Staff for Senator Jeff Merkley and Representatives Ro Khanna and Thomas Massie had repeatedly sought guidance from DOJ officials on what would be released and how the department was preparing. The lawmakers never got a response.

Read: How to read the Epstein files like an expert

Victims said Bondi's failure to talk with them prior to one of the most significant releases to date made them feel that those most harmed by Epstein's crimes were just an afterthought. Marijke Chartouni was among the victims who had been hoping to talk with the attorney general before the files were made public. "Today marks a long-awaited moment for many of us," Chartouni told me. "This is about truth, accountability, and confronting law-enforcement failure."

When she learned of Bondi's medical appointment, Chartouni said she was disappointed: "I wish her a speedy recovery. The timing is unfortunate and will only add to the arsenal of conspiracy theories."

Khanna, a California Democrat, said that he and members of his staff had been in contact with victims last night, describing hopeful text messages and relief that there were efforts to pull together a meeting, even at the last minute. But Bondi's failure to follow through with a meeting, he said, "shows her total callousness to the survivors' trauma. She just doesn't get it."

A spokesperson for the Justice Department told me in a statement that, "within 24 hours of requesting a meeting, the Attorney General and the Deputy Attorney General responded and made time to speak to this group for Epstein survivors. Who this group decided to put on that call is not up to the AG and the DAG. The DOJ will not be disclosing the private details of the call out of respect for survivors."

The brother of Virginia Roberts Giuffre--one of the most prominent Epstein survivors, who died by suicide in April--described the day as "huge" but heavy with dread. Sky Roberts tried to distract himself with Christmas shopping while he waited for the files to be released. His voice broke when describing his family's pain during their first Christmas without his sister. He told me that he worried about what he called "smoke and mirrors"--a partial release dressed up as transparency. He said his sister had been very clear in her conversations with law enforcement about names of alleged co-conspirators and participants. He believed that the DOJ has in its possession evidence that "brings everything together."

He said he hoped his sister's decades-long efforts to hold accountable men who she and others alleged had participated in or enabled the sex-trafficking scheme would matter. "If those names aren't coming out, then the whole exercise is just a cover-up," he said.

When Blanche appeared on Fox News this morning, he confirmed that the DOJ would be releasing some of what it had. But it would not meet the deadline for making public all of the files, Blanche acknowledged, citing the need to protect victims' identities and make the appropriate redactions in all documents. That, he said, could take more weeks of work by Justice Department lawyers.

Late this afternoon, the DOJ began posting on its website what it calls the first batches of records. It was a convenient moment: near the end of a Friday as Washington, D.C., emptied out for the holidays, and neither the House nor the Senate was in session. The files that were released appear to be some new material from prior investigations of Epstein, combined with documents and photographs that were already in the public domain. Some whole pages were redacted.

Read: The Ghislaine Maxwell emails

There were multiple new photographs of former President Bill Clinton, including an undated image that appears to have been taken on a private plane with a blond woman sitting on his lap, her face redacted. The DOJ's public-affairs department seemed intent on highlighting Clinton's inclusion--one post on X read, in part, "Do you not see Clinton's face??"

Clinton has long denied any wrongdoing, and in a statement, his spokesperson emphasized that the former president was among those who "knew nothing and cut Epstein off before his crimes came to light."

"The White House hasn't been hiding these files for months only to dump them late on a Friday to protect Bill Clinton," the statement said. "This is about shielding themselves from what comes next, or from what they'll try and hide forever."

In a series of posts on X this evening, Representative Massie, a Kentucky Republican, said that the day's release "grossly fails to comply with both the spirit and the letter of the law" that Trump signed last month. When I talked with him late this evening, he told me, with reference to the Justice Department, "I can't believe how badly they botched this."

Roberts said he and his family were still working their way through the many thousands of pages of files. He described the experience as "surreal" and said that he felt a mix of appreciation and pride for his sister and other victims' efforts over decades to get the attention of federal law enforcement. He and others I spoke with said they felt vindicated that included in the files released today appeared to be Maria Farmer's report to law enforcement, which had never been seen before. It is dated September 1996, and it describes Epstein's alleged possession of photographs of underage girls. "Epstein is now threatening [redacted] that if she tells anyone about the photos he will burn her house down."

Read: Virginia Giuffre's family was shocked that Trump described her as 'stolen'

Information that Roberts said he had expected to be in the files didn't appear to be there--such as the names of other prominent men who are believed to have been involved. "I feel like we're still getting the same runaround we were getting before," he told me, "where they're kind of slow-rolling it and keeping what they want to keep from us."

Khanna told me that he was discussing next steps with Massie and others on the Oversight Committee, which may include contempt of Congress or articles of impeachment for Bondi and Blanche.

"We're exploring all options--including impeachment," Khanna said. "They're delusional if they think this is going to go away."

Isaac Stanley-Becker contributed reporting.
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A Nakedly Imperialistic President

After pretending the attacks on Venezuela were about drugs, Trump confirms it's about the oil.

by Jonathan Chait

Fri, 19 Dec 2025




There is a certain eerie familiarity to the Trump administration's slow roll to war with Venezuela. There is the ominous military buildup, the shifting rationales, and even a shaky claim of "weapons of mass destruction," thanks to the administration's recent reclassification of fentanyl, to help justify its attacks.

The conflict with Venezuela will probably play out differently than the Iraq War did--perhaps better, perhaps worse. But the moral basis upon which it is being waged is most certainly worse.

The administration initially justified its campaign, which has already involved 28 known U.S. attacks against boats that officials have claimed were carrying illegal drugs, as a defensive war to stop the flow of drugs. "This mission defends our Homeland, removes narco-terrorists from our Hemisphere, and secures our Homeland from the drugs that are killing our people," Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth wrote on X last month.

Given Venezuela's slight role in the supply chain of illicit drugs to the United States, and President Donald Trump's otherwise fairly lax approach to the narcotics trade--he has pardoned or granted clemency to more than 90 drug criminals across both terms--whispers began circulating recently that the true motive was pecuniary, that Trump was really interested in Venezuela's oil. "This is a shakedown--a financial shakedown, being done primarily for profit," one official told my colleagues Vivian Salama and Sarah Fitzpatrick last week.

Will Gottsegen: The new 'weapon of mass destruction'

This secret motive didn't stay secret very long. Last week the president told reporters that the U.S. had seized a "very large" oil tanker off the coast of Venezuela "for a very good reason." Asked what would happen to the oil, he responded: "I assume we're going to keep the oil." Trump then demanded this week that Venezuela pay for the oil assets the country had apparently stolen from the U.S. Speaking to reporters, he framed the conflict as retribution: "They took our oil rights. We have a lot of oil there. As you know, they threw our companies out, and we want it back." Trump has ordered a naval "blockade" aimed at Venezuela's oil industry.

Homeland Security Adviser Stephen Miller has tried to blend Trump's mob-like account with the supposed ideals and concerns that initially motivated this campaign, writing on X: "American sweat, ingenuity and toil created the oil industry in Venezuela. Its tyrannical expropriation was the largest recorded theft of American wealth and property. These pillaged assets were then used to fund terrorism and flood our streets with killers, mercenaries and drugs."

More than 20 years ago, George W. Bush's critics accused him of going to war in Iraq for the oil. But President Bush made it plain that this was not his objective. At the outset of the conflict, he called Iraq's oil wells "a source of wealth that belongs to the Iraqi people," and he never turned them over to American hands.

Trump did not oppose the Iraq War at the time, but he did present himself as a critic after it went south. His most consistent reason for his opposition was that America had failed to seize Iraq's oil, despite the fact that doing so would have been a war crime.

In his first term in office, Trump repeatedly expressed his regret that the U.S. failed to use its interventions in Iraq and Libya to seize their oil reserves, and tried to use American troops in Iraq and Syria for this purpose. But like many of his first-term impulses, this one was dismissed and deterred by his subordinates for being impossibly unrealistic, immoral, or criminal. Trump's second term has seen many of the president's once-unimaginable demands transformed into official policy.

Vivian Salama and Sarah Fitzpatrick: Trump knows what he wants, just not how to get there

The fact that Trump wants to seize Venezuela's oil wealth does not mean it will happen. Nor does it mean that this is the administration's sole motive. The Washington Post reports that Miller's support for the war evolved out of a desire to attack drug cartels in Mexico, and he seems to believe that war will make it easier for him to declare Venezuelan migrants enemy combatants and deport them.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio, whose thinking aligns with more traditional Republican foreign-policy goals, wants to depose Venezuela's dictator, Nicolas Maduro. It is true that Maduro has crushed what remains of the country's democracy and installed a kleptocratic leadership. But Trump's plan to use war to seize Venezuelan wealth is incompatible with democratizing the country. Any Venezuelan government committed to transferring its national wealth to foreign hands will lose legitimacy immediately, and will succeed in holding power only through raw force.

Trump has long benefited from his contrast with the second Bush administration's failed experiments with nation building. He has dismissed his Republican critics as neoconservatives, and some left-wing populists credit him for moving his party away from Bush-style interventionism.

Yet Trump's saber-rattling against Venezuela confirms that his argument with neoconservatism was never about the hubris of exporting democracy or a faith in pacifistic leadership. Trump's main complaint about Bush was that he squandered an opportunity to enrich the U.S. by caring too much about international law and the dignity of the Iraqi people. For all their arrogant blundering, neoconservatives were at least motivated by ideals about promoting American values around the world. Trump seems eager to replace this doctrine with an old and naked form of imperialism.
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John Roberts's Dream Is Finally Coming True

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

by David Daley

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




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

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

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

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

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

Read: This is the presidency that John Roberts has built

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

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

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

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

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

Listen: If the Voting Rights Act falls

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Read: The decision that could end voting rights

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Read: How the Court became a voting-rights foe

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

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



This article was adapted from David Daley's book, Antidemocratic.
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        Is Victor Wembanyama Too Tall?
        Ross Andersen

        In middle age, some sports fans become reactionaries. Due to dwindling neuroplasticity, or some general souring toward the world, they can no longer appreciate how a game evolves. It's similar to when a music fan stops checking for new artists and plays only albums that they loved in high school. As an aging NBA fan, I'm trying to stay vigilant. I never want to catch myself ranting endlessly at the bar about the inferiority of younger stars. When I watch them on the court, I look for fresh expres...

      

      
        ChatGPT Needs More Cowbell
        Nancy Walecki

        You'd be forgiven if you can't hum the 18th-century Cumbrian folk song "Do Ye Ken John Peel." But in 1942, a version of that tune, reworked with lyrics about Pepsi-Cola, was the most recognized melody in America.Three years earlier, two men walked into the office of Pepsi-Cola's president, carrying a phonograph. They played a demo of what would become one of America's earliest advertising jingles. To the tune of "Do Ye Ken John Peel," it went: Pepsi-Cola hits the spot / Twelve full ounces, that's...

      

      
        The Epstein Files Only Get Worse
        Charlie Warzel

        This particularly cursed holiday week kicked off in earnest last night when my father turned his iPad in my direction. On its screen was a terribly disturbing post on X containing two images. In the first, Jeffrey Epstein was hugging and kissing a little girl. In the second, that girl was bound and gagged on a bed.Dad was rightly outraged and disgusted. He asked me if I'd seen the photos in my time going through the Epstein files. I immediately recognized the first image of Epstein and deduced th...

      

      
        The Phone-Based Retirement Is Here
        Charlie Warzel

        A friend of mine had just traveled across the country to see his family when he texted me, deeply concerned. The chaos of holiday travel is always a drag, but usually, it was offset by getting a break and watching his kids spend quality time with their grandparents. But this year was different, he said: "They were just absorbed in their phones a lot of the time, and distant." He wasn't talking about the kids, but the grandparents.I've heard similar anecdotes in recent years--adult children worried...

      

      
        'It's Very Controversial, but I Love Nick Fuentes'
        Ali Breland

        When I rode the escalator into the lobby of the Phoenix Convention Center on Thursday, one of the first things I saw was a two-story-tall picture of Charlie Kirk with his arm reaching out to the sky. The late co-founder of Turning Point USA was an inescapable presence at AmericaFest, the organization's annual gathering. In the VIP area, a large screen played clips of Kirk on repeat. I watched people line up to get their picture taken next to a portrait of Kirk underneath a tent that read Prove Me...

      

      
        The Huge Problem Waymo Didn't See Coming
        Patrick George

        Waymo's self-driving robotaxis can successfully nail a tricky left turn, weave through lanes to drop you off at the airport, and safely pass a U-Haul that's idling in the middle of the street. But during a blackout, they apparently turn into four-wheel bricks.On Saturday, when a major power outage in San Francisco knocked out traffic signals, many Waymo vehicles didn't pull over to the side of the road or seek out a parking space. Nor did they treat intersections as four-way stops, as a human wou...

      

      
        The Future of Film Is Behind Us
        Daniel Engber

        There's a scene near the start of Avatar: Fire and Ash that sums up the premise of the franchise, and its approach to making movies: Jake Sully, a colonialist Marine reborn as a blue-skinned freedom fighter, is trying to persuade his wife (also an alien) to accept the human weapons he's found at the bottom of the ocean. As a proud Pandoran, she won't touch the cursed technologies of the "sky people." So instead he starts to strap grenades onto her wooden arrows, Rambo-style. This can be their com...

      

      
        Would You Trust a 22-Year-Old AI Billionaire With the Global Economy?
        Lila Shroff

        Brendan Foody is 22 years old and runs a company worth billions. This August, I met the young CEO in a glass conference room overlooking the San Francisco Bay. While his peers are searching for their first jobs, Foody is pursuing a "master plan," as he calls it, to upend the global labor market. His start-up, Mercor, offers an AI-powered hiring platform: Bots weed through resumes, and even conduct interviews. In the next five years, Foody told me, AI could automate 50 percent of the tasks that pe...

      

      
        The Most #### Administration Ever
        Charlie Warzel

        Updated at 8:50 a.m. on December 20, 2025Late on the Friday afternoon before Christmas, and just hours before a deadline mandated by Congress, the Department of Justice released part of the trove of documents known, colloquially, as the Epstein files. The contents, most of which I've reviewed, are, at different times, unnerving, enraging, banal, even absurd (in the case of a photo of Jeffrey Epstein posing with a giant Winnie the Pooh mascot). More than anything, they are ####, which is to say, u...

      

      
        The Backlash Against Car Prices Is Here
        Patrick George

        This December, Americans are coming together with their loved ones to celebrate what really matters: Toyotathon. During the holidays, when car companies offer sales to clear out their leftover inventory, "well-qualified buyers" can find some of the year's best deals. You can have yourself a Happy Honda Days, make the most of the Chevy Red Tag Savings Event, or splurge during Lexus December to Remember.But things are a bit different this year. Cars are getting more expensive, with no relief in sig...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        The View From Inside the AI Bubble
        Alex Reisner

        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 com...

      

      
        
          	
            Global | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Is Victor Wembanyama Too Tall?

Why it's hard to watch the NBA's most promising young talent

by Ross Andersen

Thu, 25 Dec 2025




In middle age, some sports fans become reactionaries. Due to dwindling neuroplasticity, or some general souring toward the world, they can no longer appreciate how a game evolves. It's similar to when a music fan stops checking for new artists and plays only albums that they loved in high school. As an aging NBA fan, I'm trying to stay vigilant. I never want to catch myself ranting endlessly at the bar about the inferiority of younger stars. When I watch them on the court, I look for fresh expressions of basketball beauty. And yet, despite my best efforts, I'm having a hard time getting into Victor Wembanyama.

Wembanyama, the league's most promising young player, is only 21 years old and he's French, but I don't hold either of these things against him. Nor do I resent him for playing for San Antonio, a rival of my beloved Lakers. In fact, his fiery desire to improve reminds me of a young Kobe Bryant. I enjoyed his off-season jaunt to China, especially the 10 days that he spent at a Shaolin temple, learning kung fu. And at a time when NBA stars tend to be overly friendly with one another, Wembanyama has an entertaining tendency to needle his rivals. As a player, though, he leaves me unmoved.

Read: LeBron James and the limits of nepotism

Part of it is that he's not especially relatable. In the parlance of sports fandom, Wembanyama is a freak. He ranks among the most unusual-looking players to ever grace a basketball court. Even in a league populated by giants, he is preposterously lanky at 7 foot 4 inches and 235 pounds. Other players have been given nicknames that suggest the strangeness of their physiques: Giannis Antetokounmpo, the Milwaukee Bucks' muscled 6-foot-11-inch player from Southern Europe, is known as the "Greek Freak." Wembanyama, for his part, has been likened to a praying mantis. Before he was drafted, LeBron James called him an alien, and the nickname stuck.

Every professional athlete is an extreme outlier in terms of their body type, skill, ability, or all three. NBA teams seek out men of monumental stature; some 300 players in the league have been at least 7 feet tall. But even in this context, Wembanyama stands alone. Most 7-footers have been used as shot blockers; when they scored, it was almost always due to their extreme size. Wembanyama has mastered the skill sets of much smaller players. He can dribble through his legs; once I even saw him dribble through the legs of his defender. He can fluidly pull up and shoot from well behind the three-point line. It's not a stretch to say that Wembanyama moves better with a basketball than anyone ever has at his height. "In all other instances, a 7-footer dribbling the ball up the court means that something has gone wrong," the author and Spurs fan Shea Serrano told me. But when Wembanyama dribbles, Serrano finds it "good and right and holy."

Read: Air Jordan is finally deflating

Wembanyama may possess preternatural grace for someone of his size, but he is still a coltish presence on the court. He seems to have stolen a taller man's legs. Much of what he does comes easily on account of his enormous size, like a teenager having his way with a younger sibling's Fisher-Price hoop. In a half-court offense, Wembanyama is never more than two (giant) strides from the basket, and when he arrives, he needs just a bunny hop to bring his forehead even with the rim. He can catch a lobbed ball with his back to the basket and execute a reverse dunk before he lands. For anyone else, these alley-oops would be spectacular, highlight-reel plays. For Wembanyama, they look like chin-ups.

As every sports marketer knows, identification is at the core of fandom. It is easier for us to bask in the glow of a great player if we can imagine ourselves executing their moves. Brands that endorse athletes count on people to buy into this fantasy of attainable greatness; they come right out and say so.

But it's difficult for anyone to imagine doing the things that Wembanyama does, because he plays the game at such a high altitude. No normal person could ever match the skills of smaller NBA players either, but that fantasy is more accessible. Steph Curry, the league's all-time record holder for three-pointers, has a degree of eye-hand coordination that is at least as freakish as Wembanyama's height. But because Curry is just 6 foot 2, and I am nearly that, I can at least delude myself into thinking that with enough practice, I, too, could hit some of the shots that he does. It's no accident that Curry, Michael Jordan, and other players whose physiques more closely resemble the everyman's tend to have more fans, and more signature shoe lines. We look at Jordan and pretend that we can be like Mike.

Do people want to be like Wembanyama? Maybe so. He might be the front wave of a new era. The NBA may soon be stacked with even ganglier players who have all-world ball-handling skills and deep shooting range. Maybe my eyes will eventually adjust to them. Football fans needed time to accommodate themselves to Patrick Mahomes's sidearm throws, as did the baseball fans who at first recoiled from Hideo Nomo's tornado windup.

Either way, Wembanyama won't be bothered. In his first season, he was named Rookie of the Year, and in his second, he would have been named best defender had he not been injured. This year, he looks even better, and Nike has already given him a signature shoe. A special logo is emblazoned on the heel and insole: an alien.



*Sources: Jim Poorten / NBAE / Getty; Chris Coduto / Getty; Stephen Gosling / NBAE / Getty; Adam Hagy / NBAE / Getty
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ChatGPT Needs More Cowbell

AI struggles to write a good jingle.

by Nancy Walecki

Wed, 24 Dec 2025




You'd be forgiven if you can't hum the 18th-century Cumbrian folk song "Do Ye Ken John Peel." But in 1942, a version of that tune, reworked with lyrics about Pepsi-Cola, was the most recognized melody in America.

Three years earlier, two men walked into the office of Pepsi-Cola's president, carrying a phonograph. They played a demo of what would become one of America's earliest advertising jingles. To the tune of "Do Ye Ken John Peel," it went: Pepsi-Cola hits the spot / Twelve full ounces, that's a lot / Twice as much for a nickel, too. Pepsi-Cola is the drink for you. The jingle became a hit. People played it on jukeboxes around the country; it was translated into 55 languages. Electronic chimes atop a Pepsi-Cola plant in New York rang the first seven notes on the half hour. Other companies recognized the power of hummable commercials, and there were soon so many on the radio that listeners complained. Eventually, The New York Times' radio station banned these "singing commercials," but companies could get around the ban by launching instrumental versions instead.

America has had a love-hate relationship with jingles since, but they've continued to provide paychecks for musicians. Most of the music industry is made up of people in the gray area between "rock star" and "hobbyist," like the session musicians and composers who make not just albums, but commercial soundtracks and jingles. When a report surfaced in October that OpenAI was developing a music-generation tool similar to products like Suno and Google's Lyria, I wasn't worried about the rock stars. These artists at least have their celebrity to trade on. But advertising musicians' work is usually anonymous, and you don't need to be Stravinsky to compose the 800-588-2300-EMPIRE tune. Are the jinglers going to be okay, or will advertising melodies be yet another livelihood cut down by new technology?



Jingle writing has become less of an art and more of a science over the past several decades. There are conventions now that did not exist in the "Do Ye Ken John Peel" era, and conventions could make it easier for the work to be automated.

For starters, jingles have gotten shorter and shorter over the years, morphing from 30-second songs to what are sometimes called "mnemonics," or short sonic tags like the Netflix tudum and Liberty Mutual's "Liberty, Liberty, Liiiberty, Liiiberty." (Liberty Mutual's CMO, Jenna Lebel, told me that they originally tested a version of the song that repeated liberty six times, but they felt that was a bit much and cut it down to four, which went over well.) Sonically, jingles--I just can't get myself to call them mnemonics--are simple. Timothy D. Taylor, an ethnomusicologist at UCLA who wrote a history of advertising music, used to keep a database of every jingle he came across, labeled by genre. "Many of them were written like they were a song for children," he said. "The very simplicity of them was part of the reason they stick in your head."

Read: AI is democratizing music. Unfortunately.

With all of these limitations, jingle writers focus on measurable, proven qualities. "In many ways products like Suno think about music the same way that advertising agencies do--through words about mood and genre, and through references to existing artists," Ravi Krishnaswami, a musicologist who studies AI music at Brown and a commercial-music composer himself, wrote to me in an email. Agencies might give composers a brief asking for a song that feels "curious," "playful," "witty," and "quirky," for instance--the types of descriptors you might see on a Spotify playlist--and then gauge which jingles best evoke these emotions in listeners. In theory, AI could be programmed to create a ditty with these qualities--perhaps producing something as catchy as "Like a good neighbor, State Farm is there" or "I am stuck on Band-Aid" (both of which were composed by Barry Manilow, by the way).

But good commercial music needs to target people's emotions, and AI music is bad at doing that, at least for now. In one analysis by Stephen Arnold Music and SoundOut, a music-testing company, AI generally was not able to deliver tracks that matched the emotions requested by the prompters. Krishnaswami told me that, although AI can produce good jingles right now, "I'm not sure about 'great' yet."

I could see what he meant. When I played around with one generator, it gave me nice-enough music for B-roll in a cat-food commercial. But could AI give me something as delightfully weird as the Meow Mix song? No. I asked for a jingle I could use for a coffee company, hoping it could give me something like the Folgers theme. Instead, it gave me "Brewed Bliss," in which a store-brand Jason Mraz sang of "coffee magic in your soul."

Maybe lyrics aren't its thing, I thought. (We can't all be Barry Manilow.) So I asked the generator for a series of five notes a coffee company could use as its sonic tag. It then gave me a 2-minute-27-second song called "Coffee Chime." A soprano with Broadway-caliber diction narrated the song as it played, actually singing aloud the words "A five-note sequence that feels warm and inviting," and "a rising pitch on a xylophone, ending with a soft chime that lingers, evoking the sound of a spoon stirring in a cup." I tried to make it clear that I wanted something under five seconds that did not include self-narrating lyrics. But I just got another long song, more "sound of a spoon."

Read: Nobody cares if music is real anymore

Many of these jingles were ridiculous; many were deeply average. But the real problem was that I couldn't remember any of them. A good jingle needs to stick with you--Liberty Mutual chose its melody because people could sing it back after hearing it only once, Lebel told me. Repetition is the main way a song can become an earworm, but it also needs to be the right amount of familiar and unusual, Bradley Vines, the director of neuroscience for the consumer-intelligence company NielsenIQ, told me. Memorable songs have a common melodic shape--think of how many pop songs' melodies rise and fall in pitch, forming an arch (so does the tune of McDonald's "I'm Lovin' It"). But earworms usually have a surprising change in pitch, like that satisfying jump in the "Like a good neighbor" melody. "Given that a driver for earworms is the unexpected, an AI system trained on existing earworms may not be able to create a new one" by following what has worked before, Vines said.

The music I generated may have been forgettable because it was either too weird (no common melodic shape) or too bland (no surprising interval or rhythm changes). But research also indicates that people just don't remember AI-generated content as well as the kind made by humans. Vines told me that when NielsenIQ showed people AI- and human-created advertisements, they couldn't reliably distinguish between the two. However, when they looked at AI commercials, the memory systems in their brains were less active. "There was something that wasn't as familiar and relatable in those ads," he said. "There is something at the level of the nonconscious that still distinguishes" between human-created and AI-generated media.

Which isn't to say that advertisers aren't using the technology--they do, but mostly for demos, not the finished product. A composer who is not much of a singer might send a sample track with AI vocals on it. Or someone testing out whether to go with a band or a string quartet for a commercial track could easily try out both, before hiring people for the real advertisement. Part of this is pragmatic: Companies may be afraid of a lawsuit if, say, their prompt for "an upbeat 1960s British rock song with a 12-string Rickenbacker" produces a jingle that sounds too much like the Beatles. "I don't see anybody going, Hey, AI, write me the next Coca-Cola jingle," Jonathan Wolfert, the president of JAM Creative Productions, told me. (Ironically, Coca-Cola's current holiday campaign features AI-generated visuals--but even so, the company has emphasized that the music in the ads was performed by humans.)

Whenever music generation gets good enough, companies will be ready. Liberty Mutual uses AI for voice, music, and sound effects in the early-stage commercials it shows focus groups. Then, it uses humans for the final versions. For now, people generally feel like AI-generated ads are inauthentic, but Lebel told me that Liberty Mutual has been testing them "with the hopes to someday incorporate that in market."



Many people I spoke with said that a great jingle, or any great music, needs a "human touch." When I'd ask them to define it, though, the consensus seemed to be, "I know it when I hear it." But maybe it's simple: AI is not a human. It does not exist in the sensory world, and it's not exposed to the inspiration that daily life provides. Joni Mitchell wrote "Nathan La Franeer" about a real New York City cab driver who took her to the airport. Paul McCartney got the image for Eleanor Rigby's "face that she keeps in a jar" from his mother's cold cream. And the name Rigby, he saw on a sign while visiting Bristol.

Jingles are not Song to a Seagull or Revolver, but the best ones come from those same incalculable leaps of the creative mind. I thought of David Lucas. Now 88, Lucas was a prolific jingle writer from the '60s through the '90s, but by night, he was a rock musician. He was a producer on Blue Oyster Cult's hit "(Don't Fear) the Reaper," and was the one who suggested the song needed a cowbell. (He thought nothing of it until decades later, when SNL did an entire sketch about it, and needs more cowbell entered the cultural lexicon.)

Lucas was once in a meeting about Fanta. He told me about passing bottles of it around with the other advertising guys, laughing, having a good time. As he got into a cab to head back to his studio, he thought, Well, that was fun. And then he got the lyric "It's fun to be thirsty." It's a weird line--who likes to be thirsty? Not me. But after weeks of listening to jingles generated by AI, none of them stuck in my brain like Lucas's Fanta jingle, which I had heard only a single time. And I doubt that AI--or most humans, for that matter--would have thought that "(Don't Fear) the Reaper" needed more cowbell.
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The Epstein Files Only Get Worse

America is in for a confusing, troubling holiday.

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




This particularly cursed holiday week kicked off in earnest last night when my father turned his iPad in my direction. On its screen was a terribly disturbing post on X containing two images. In the first, Jeffrey Epstein was hugging and kissing a little girl. In the second, that girl was bound and gagged on a bed.



Dad was rightly outraged and disgusted. He asked me if I'd seen the photos in my time going through the Epstein files. I immediately recognized the first image of Epstein and deduced that it had been Photoshopped from a widely distributed photo of Epstein hugging Ghislaine Maxwell. The second image seemed to be an AI rendering. (To add to the confusion, images reportedly do exist of Epstein cuddling children.) I let him know that the imagery was fake, and a distinctly non-yuletidy conversation ensued. Yes, Epstein was a heinous pedophile and convicted sex offender. Also, the internet is awash in fake, traumatizing slop that's being used to score points in an ongoing information war. Happy holidays!



Early this morning, the Department of Justice released nearly 30,000 documents related to its investigations into Epstein. A previous batch was released late last Friday afternoon, as mandated by Congress, and was notable for its thorough redactions, its overall lack of material related to President Donald Trump, and the fact that it was incomplete. This latest batch contains far more mentions of Trump, leading the DOJ to issue a defensive-sounding, partisan, and frankly unprofessional post on X: "Some of these documents contain untrue and sensationalist claims made against President Trump that were submitted to the FBI right before the 2020 election. To be clear: the claims are unfounded and false, and if they had a shred of credibility, they certainly would have been weaponized against President Trump already."



As I looked through the documents myself, I realized that many mentions of Trump in this batch come from news stories or documents referencing publicly available information about the president. For example, a random email in the archive includes a link to a story headlined "Trump: Kushner's Security Clearance Is Up to Kelly."



But there are some new, salacious-seeming details. Take, for instance, a 2020 email from an unidentified federal prosecutor alerting an unknown recipient that Trump had taken more trips on Epstein's plane than was previously realized. There are at least two unvetted forms submitted in 2020 to the FBI's National Threat Operations Center tip line that mention Trump's name in conjunction with alarming and unproven allegations, including rape and paying for sex.



The White House did not respond to a request for comment about these new documents and allegations, and instead referred me to posts on X by the DOJ; Trump has previously denied any wrongdoing and has downplayed his past relationship with Epstein.



Another shocking revelation is a copy of a letter allegedly written by Epstein to Larry Nassar, a former U.S.-gymnastics-team doctor who was convicted of possessing child pornography, among other crimes, and who used his position to sexually abuse hundreds of women and girls. The letter was postmarked three days after Epstein's death, in 2019, and makes a reference to suicide. "As you know by now, I have taken the 'short route' home," the letter, which appears to have been signed by Epstein, reads. "Good luck! We shared one thing ... our love & caring for young ladies and the hope they'd reach their full potential." The letter continues: "Our president also shares our love of young, nubile girls. When a young beauty walked by he loved to 'grab snatch,' whereas we ended up snatching grub in the mess halls of the system." The existence of a letter sent by Epstein to Nassar had been previously reported by the Associated Press, but the contents had not been; earlier today, the DOJ posted on X that it had concluded that the Nasser letter was fake, which "serves as a reminder that just because a document is released by the Department of Justice does not make the allegations or claims within the document factual."



These details alone are a lot to take in. That they are just a few needles of newsworthy information in a PDF haystack is dizzying. Blearily tabbing through the files at random this morning, I came across screenshots of what appear to be emails between prosecutors in Epstein's 2008 sex-crimes case, which resulted in Epstein getting a cushy plea deal (almost all of the names in the email are redacted). I can think of no reason that the names of those who afforded him such an arrangement shouldn't be made public. In one of the emails, from late May of that year, one person mentions an unnamed person, presumably Epstein, spending only 90 days in jail. "Please tell me you are joking," the other replies. "Maybe we should throw him a party and tell him we are sorry to have bothered him." Such emails, although redaction-heavy, are the kind of information that journalists and investigators have longed for--they shed partial light on the government's leniency in the case. Still, the release is piecemeal and difficult to comb through; as a result, it paints an unclear picture.



As is often the case online, the messy, public release has at times led to more confusion than clarity. On X this morning, I came across a viral post containing a screenshot of one of the FBI tips from the files that alleges that Trump and Epstein raped a woman. "Now we're starting to see why Trump was hiding the Epstein files, and it probably gets much worse," the post reads. Digging through the files, I've confirmed that the document is real, but the post--which currently has several million views--lacks crucial context. The allegations are not part of a court document or witness testimony; they're transcribed from a 2020 call to the FBI tip line, and totally unconfirmed.



This is a sterling example of the informational chaos here. A disturbing, salacious tip, the credibility of which is completely unknown, printed on an official FBI form: It's perfect fodder for screenshots, reposts, and accusations. The "information" looks terrible for Trump, but it's presented without any burden of proof. That the DOJ would release something so potentially incendiary but redact other information, such as the names of government lawyers, only adds to the confusion.



The Epstein scandal has consumed Washington and dogged Trump's second term, and the release of these latest files is textbook news dump: a massive tranche of individual image files and PDFs, collected with few discernible organizing details, dropped online just before the Christmas holiday. Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche said on Sunday that the partial, phased release is being done in part to protect victims. Although that could be the case, the drip-drop release has the added effect of being frustrating and overwhelming, stringing everyone along during a moment when fewer people are likely to be paying attention.



Ironically, the nature of the release also means that the story will not die. Today's release has only fanned the flames of the conspiracy. It also fragments an important news story such that it becomes hard to get a good sense of where things stand. In one interpretation, it might feel like the walls are closing in for Trump and the White House, where an avalanche of anecdotal evidence--the infamous 50th-birthday-book release in September, a trove of emails in November that mention Trump and his onetime adviser Steve Bannon, last Friday's release, today's--is piling up. But seen another way, this release is also optimally confusing, muddying the waters with as-yet-unverified information that's being disseminated via individual screenshots on social media, making the whole thing easier to dismiss.



Read: You really need to see Epstein's birthday book for yourself



There's a secondary effect for those of us watching, which is that of being trapped in some kind of Epstein holiday purgatory. Family gatherings and Honey Baked Hams are colliding with the slow-burn proliferation of crime-scene evidence related to an alleged prolific sex trafficker who appears to have been close friends with the current president of the United States. Those following the Epstein saga closely are stuck waiting for the next shoe to drop; those with more normal news-consumption habits or who may wish to ignore the sordid affair may be forced to acknowledge it as nauseating details barge into their life while they scroll, channel surf, or talk with a politics-obsessed uncle at the dinner table.



This would be a small price to pay, if any true accountability were to come from this process. But much of the context of the Epstein files is that they are being released by a DOJ that, as my colleague David A. Graham wrote yesterday, has gone to great lengths to politicize itself in the second Trump administration. As Graham notes, the entire Epstein ordeal is a showcase of "compounding failures" by the federal government, from its slowness to act on tips about Epstein many years ago, to the plea deal in 2008, to this administration's questioning of Epstein's associate Ghislaine Maxwell and her move to a minimum-security prison this past summer. And then there is what the files continue to confirm: a moral rot in some of the wealthiest and most powerful people in the world. Combine these things, and the files are a recipe for inspiring potent distrust and resentment.



Those of us paying attention are, for now, stuck--bombarded with enough troubling information and allegations to assume the worst about this conspiracy, but also possessing enough earned cynicism and suspicion to assume that little will change.
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The Phone-Based Retirement Is Here

Do your parents have a screen-time problem?

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




A friend of mine had just traveled across the country to see his family when he texted me, deeply concerned. The chaos of holiday travel is always a drag, but usually, it was offset by getting a break and watching his kids spend quality time with their grandparents. But this year was different, he said: "They were just absorbed in their phones a lot of the time, and distant." He wasn't talking about the kids, but the grandparents.



I've heard similar anecdotes in recent years--adult children worried about their parents slipping into screen addiction as they age. Stories like this pervade the internet. (One representative thread from the Millennials Subreddit: "Are all of our parents addicted to their phones?") These accounts are striking in part because they mirror the concerns parents have been expressing for years about their children--that young minds are being influenced and warped by devices designed to seize and capitalize on their attention. Screen-time panics typically position children as being without agency, completely at the mercy of evil tech companies that adults must intervene to defend against. But a version of the problem exists on the opposite side of the age spectrum, too: instead of a phone-based childhood, a phone-based retirement.



Over the past year, I asked people to share their stories with me. "I am constantly begging my mom to put her phone down, every time I see her she is just mindlessly scrolling. I swear her attention span is GONE," one person wrote. Another described a parent as "playing Candy Crush for hours while the grandkids fight for a spot on her lap to play with her because that's 'spending time together.'"



Some described what sounded like an omnipresent sensory assault: "Visiting my folks is very often two TVs blaring in different parts of the house while everyone scrolls their ipads/phones," one person wrote. Many of the messages were quite blunt: "I've had to tell my boomer parents not to be glued to their iPads around our 3yr old."



Many people messaged me privately to express real concern. Most asked me not to use their full name, as they did not want to speak publicly about their family members. Josh, who lives in Ohio, said his father is consumed by vertical-video content on Instagram and TikTok. "I definitely think it's more of a coping thing with him," he said. "He has depression and bad anxiety. Trying to get him to turn to better hobbies."



Others were concerned about scams. "Worry more about him online than I do my 11 yo," a man named Conor said. "Every time I go back home I have to take my dad's iPhone and unsubscribe him from the myriad of scam virus scanning subscription apps he's been duped into downloading from an ad in some word game or something. Had to turn off his ability to download apps from the App Store as a preventative measure." One person who wished to remain totally anonymous said their parent had been spending inordinate amounts of time on Instagram and accidentally reposting NSFW videos to their feed and soothing themselves with brain-rot AI-slop content.

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

These stories aren't just anecdotal: Older people really are spending more time online, according to various research, and their usage has been moving in that direction for years. In 2019, the Pew Research Center found that people 60 and older "now spend more than half of their daily leisure time, four hours and 16 minutes, in front of screens," many watching online videos. A lot of this seems to be happening on YouTube: This year, Nielsen reported that adults 65 and up now watch YouTube on their TVs nearly twice as much as they did two years ago. A recent survey of Americans over 50 revealed that "the average respondent spends a collective 22 hours per week in front of some type of screen." And one 2,000-person survey of adults aged 59 to 77 showed that 40 percent of respondents felt "anxious or uncomfortable without access" to their device.



But usage surveys do not capture the nuance of a person's relationship with their device. It is easy to retreat to broad stereotypes about older adults--to suggest that they're illiterate when it comes to social media or confused by new technology, or to see them as dupes for scams. Reality is far more complicated, Ipsit Vahia, the chief of geriatric psychiatry at Mass General Brigham's McLean Hospital and the director of its Technology and Aging Laboratory, told me.



"There is just a fundamental error in the way we think about older adults, where we classify everyone 65 and over as this one kind of block," he said. Not only are the elderly not a monolithic group, but as Vahia argues, the older a generation gets, the more diverse that generation is. As he sees it, two 5-year-olds are going to have more in common by default than two 87-year-olds are likely to: The older you get, the more opportunities you have for different experiences, and to develop different habits and perspectives. "Our rule of thumb is that if you've met one older adult, well, you've met one older adult."

Listen: Is this the end of kids on social media?

Many of today's screen-time concerns are rooted in the coronavirus pandemic, which drove a noticeable uptick in tech adoption among seniors. "When the alternative is isolation, then the technology becomes a very powerful, positive force," Vahia said. In many cases, he notes, Zoom was the on-ramp. In the early days of the pandemic, families started having Zoom reunions, and churches began Zoom services. The technology became useful for telehealth appointments. All of this helped some older people become more confident using these technologies.



The thing to remember is that not all screen use is equal, especially among older people. Some research suggests that spending time on devices may be linked to better cognitive function for people over 50. Word games, information sleuthing, instructional videos, and even just chatting with friends can provide positive stimuli. Vahia suggests that online habits that might be concerning for young or middle-aged people ought to be considered differently for older generations. "High technology use in teenagers and adolescents is often associated with worse mental health and is a predictor of sort of more isolation and loneliness, even depression," he told me. "Whereas in older adults, engaging in technology seems to be protecting them from isolation and loneliness."



And yet many of the technology-use examples Vahia offered seemed somewhat idealized. Epic Words With Friends sessions or productive Wikipedia binges clearly fall in the less-problematic camp. But many of the people I'd heard from described device spirals that seemed far more depressing. One person who identified herself as a nurse working in the United Kingdom, and who asked not to be identified because she was not authorized to speak about patients, told me in a direct message that in her inpatient ward, many of her older patients are trapped in a cycle of "excessive scrolling," where "the amount of slop they consume on phones and iPads is unreal!"



"Some of it is fairly benign," she said. "And sometimes it's actually been pretty funny, like when folks end up in an autoplay cul-de-sac of Chinese language videos." But the negative effects "are bleeding through more," she said. She pointed to virulent anti-immigration content, "and the conspiracy thinking and medical distrust, too." Spend enough time on Facebook or Instagram and you can probably spot this dynamic in action. It looks like confused comments on AI-slop images from people who don't appear to recognize that what they're seeing is fake. It looks like hyperpartisan pages feeding generated images depicting minorities committing crimes reshared by concerned users who appear to be getting more fearful, paranoid, or polarized. It looks like scams from fake accounts pretending to be a bank or loan provider or a lonely man with some 30 female AI chatbot companions.

From the December 2025 issue: The age of anti-social media is here

Even here, Vahia urged against moral panic: When I brought up the idea of older people soft-brain scrolling AI slop on Facebook all day, he suggested a meaningful difference between active and passive consumption. Who's to say that every old person is necessarily being fooled by slop? Maybe they're making fun of it together or trying to figure out what's real and what isn't. "Slop as giving people a common thing to talk about that might not have too many common things to talk about--now that's a little more nuanced, isn't it?" he said.



Maybe so. There's certainly a bit of projection happening. The anxieties I heard from people who reached out to me--the anxiety I myself have felt--seem rooted in our own tortured relationships with our devices. Many of us are constantly concerned about what we're consuming, how much we're scrolling, and the subtle ways we're all being pushed, prodded, and manipulated online. And we map our individual worries onto others, fair or not.



But Shrimp Jesus and synthetic videos of ICE agents arresting people are meant to confuse or enrage users, along with all the other clickbait clogging social platforms. True, we shouldn't assume that older people are dupes, but this is a system run by tech giants that reward engagement, not quality: For people with more free time than they know what to do with, who may already be struggling with isolation or other mental-health issues, the glowing screen may be an irresistible temptation.



When I asked Vahia about the holiday elder-scrolling phenomenon that I'd heard so much about, he encouraged me to look at it from a different perspective. "Yes, you observe it when you meet them during the holidays," he said. "But the problem is you're not there the rest of the time. Their phones are a big part of their lives, for better or worse, and your arrival is actually the disruption."



It's worth considering, he argues, what the phone is doing when nobody is around. Is it preventing a loved one from sinking into depression? Is it giving them a tether to the world around them? Are they happier with the world in their pocket or on their tablet than they might be without it? Algorithms complicate human agency, but some people may want to spend their golden years on their phone consuming an endless scroll of entertainment. Who's to judge?



This is a muddled mess. The same tools that are keeping some people connected to reality are blurring the lines of what is real for others. But rather than rush to judgment, younger people should use their concern to open up a conversation--to put down the phones and talk.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/12/do-your-parents-have-screen-time-problem/685424/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



'It's Very Controversial, but I Love Nick Fuentes'

The white-supremacist influencer cast a shadow over Turning Point USA's annual gathering.

by Ali Breland

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




When I rode the escalator into the lobby of the Phoenix Convention Center on Thursday, one of the first things I saw was a two-story-tall picture of Charlie Kirk with his arm reaching out to the sky. The late co-founder of Turning Point USA was an inescapable presence at AmericaFest, the organization's annual gathering. In the VIP area, a large screen played clips of Kirk on repeat. I watched people line up to get their picture taken next to a portrait of Kirk underneath a tent that read Prove Me Wrong on the front. It was a replica of the structure that Kirk toured the country with--and that he was sitting under when he was assassinated, in September.



AmericaFest has long been one of the biggest events on the right, but this year, the conference saw a record turnout of roughly 30,000. When I asked attendees why they had decided to come, they invariably told me that they were there "because of Charlie." Many of the most prominent influencers and politicians in MAGA world spoke at the event, including Vice President J. D. Vance, Donald Trump Jr., and Steve Bannon. Almost all invoked his memory onstage. When Speaker of the House Mike Johnson spoke of erecting a statue of Kirk in the United States Capitol, the crowd broke out into "Charlie" chants. Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton compared Kirk to Jesus.



But during my four days at AmericaFest, I noticed that something else was also casting a shadow over the conference. Everyone had come to unite around Kirk, but they kept fighting about Nick Fuentes. In the opening hours on the first night, Ben Shapiro took the stage and ripped into the prominent white-supremacist influencer. Fuentes, who did not attend the conference, is a "Hitler-apologist, Nazi-loving, anti-American piece of refuse," Shapiro said. The crowd erupted in boos. At one point, I ran into the longtime GOP operative Roger Stone, who insisted that the debates over Fuentes and his staunch criticism of Israel were being inflated by the mainstream media. "I still haven't seen any polling showing that it's spilled over to voters," he told me. The early MAGA influencer Mike Cernovich told me something similar: "If you ask most people here, 'Do you think the war in Gaza is a genocide?,' I think most of us are like, 'I don't really care,'" he said.

Read: I watched 12 hours of Nick Fuentes

Fuentes has tremendous sway over the young right, and his profile has risen to new heights since late October, when the former Fox News personality Tucker Carlson hosted him for a friendly podcast interview. Carlson "built Nick Fuentes up," Shapiro said during his speech. "He ought to take responsibility for that."



When Shapiro finished his speech, attendees lined up to ask him questions. Shapiro was immediately challenged by a student from Baylor University named Nicky Rudd. He asked about the USS Liberty, an American spy ship that the Israeli military accidentally sank in 1967. Fuentes often talks about the incident on his nightly livestreams as part of his case against Israel and the Jewish people, peddling a conspiracy that the battleship was attacked on purpose. I tracked down Rudd after he finished questioning Shapiro. Rudd doesn't agree with everything Fuentes says, he told me. But, he said, "to deny the influence of Nick Fuentes is to deny what millions of Americans are thinking."



Kirk had perhaps no greater antagonist than Fuentes. While Kirk debated college students and set up TPUSA chapters at campuses across the country, Fuentes built an army of young fans, whom he calls Groypers, by making extremely bigoted jokes. In 2019, during the "Groyper War," Fuentes rallied his fans to confront Kirk and other establishment conservatives and ask them critical questions about Israel and other subjects. For years, Fuentes would continue to antagonize Kirk, claiming that he was influencing TPUSA from afar. "I took your baby, Turning Points USA, and I fucked it," Fuentes bragged on a stream in August. (Fuentes declined to comment for this story.)



At AmericaFest, I kept running into young Fuentes fans. "Honestly, it's very controversial, but I love Nick Fuentes. I listen to him every day," Vanessa Wright, a member of the TPUSA chapter at Utah Valley University, the college where Kirk was killed, told me. When I asked her about the demeaning things he's said about women (including that they "need to shut the fuck up"), she said that she appreciates his sense of humor. People take him too literally; he says things for "shock value," she insisted.

Read: The right's new kingmaker

Many Fuentes supporters I spoke with mentioned that they were especially interested in his steadfast criticism of Israel. After all, a majority of young Republicans now oppose aiding Israel. Although Fuentes's criticism of Israel is driven by gross anti-Semitism, he is one of the few prominent voices on the right who unequivocally criticizes the country. On Saturday, I ran into two college students from Florida who told me that they were Fuentes fans. (They wouldn't give me their names, citing the potential repercussions of being known as Fuentes supporters.) I had found them badgering people who were standing next to the booth for Generation Zion, an outreach and advocacy group for Jews and Christians who support Israel. The more talkative one, a man with blond hair nearly to his shoulders, said that he had been "watching Nick for a couple of years now." The other said that he didn't like Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu but credited him as "one of the greatest leaders of our time." He told me, "He's raping everybody. He's swinging his nuts everywhere."



The conflict at AmericaFest over Fuentes and Israel, the blond-haired student said, is like a "Black funeral." I asked him what he meant. "You know, like when a family member dies and all the family members go to the funeral, they just fight each other," he said. I decided that it was time to go when one of their friends came up, wearing a wide-brimmed felt hat and a lapel pin with an American and a Confederate flag on it. "I've gotten a lot of compliments on it here!" he told me. He also wouldn't give me his name but said that he was a leader in Middle Tennessee State University's College Republicans chapter.


Olivier Touron / AFP / Getty



As I've previously written, the GOP's old guard has been late to recognize just how much influence Fuentes has over young swaths of the party. Even at AmericaFest, some denial still lingered. On a certain level, that instinct was correct. Many people seemed unconcerned with fights over right-wing policy and ideology. "I had no idea there was friction," Daniel Fisher, an attendee in his 30s from Pennsylvania, told me about the fight over Fuentes. "I'm not too well aware of what's actually going on currently in the Republican political realm." Many people seemed content to watch live versions of The Daily Wire and other conservative shows that were being taped in the main hall. When I spoke with the Turning Point USA spokesperson Andrew Kolvet this afternoon, he conceded that "there was family business being handled onstage." He refused to talk directly about Fuentes and pointed me instead to a straw poll conducted by TPUSA. He emphasized that the results--AmericaFest attendees agree that Israel is the U.S.'s top ally--are evidence of unity within TPUSA.



But even the young people I spoke with who were opposed to Fuentes told me that he and his supporters are a serious problem for the future of the right. The Groypers have "taken over all of the TPUSA chapters in central California," Adrian Ayub, a 28-year-old running for a spot in California's state assembly, told me. I tracked down leaders of several TPUSA chapters in California who were at AmericaFest, and they agreed that Fuentes is a problem. Dylan Frazin, the vice president of the Cal State Fullerton TPUSA, told me that he was a "free-market capitalist" and that he was sick of ascendant "National Socialists" on the right. "I know people that have direct ties to Nick Fuentes that have been showing up to Turning Point meetings at other chapters in the California area," Frazin said.



Young anti-Fuentes attendees I spoke with also repeated the same sentiment about him to me: The Boomers don't get how much of a problem he is for the future of the right. "It's true the Groypers are here," Dimas Guaico, a 29-year-old advocate with Generation Zion, told me. "I feel like a lot of the leadership here, including TPUSA leadership, haven't done enough to call Groypers out. Now I feel like it's too late."





Even with its hundreds of chapters and get-out-the-vote efforts, TPUSA has always fundamentally been an online organization. Kirk was so successful in building TPUSA into a conservative juggernaut in part because he was better at marshaling the internet than other establishment groups were. His famous "Prove Me Wrong" events at colleges, for example, were perhaps more about producing viral clips for the internet than they were about showing up at any specific college. But the same dynamic now also helps illustrate why TPUSA is beset by infighting. To generate relevancy and influence, social-media algorithms demand spectacle, conflict, and edginess. Fuentes is a master of all three. He doesn't have the money or resources TPUSA does, but you don't need those things to go viral or to win hearts and minds online. And he didn't need to physically be at AmericaFest 2025 to be inside everyone's heads.
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The Huge Problem Waymo Didn't See Coming

A blackout in San Francisco revealed a new way for robotaxis to go wrong.

by Patrick George

Mon, 22 Dec 2025




Waymo's self-driving robotaxis can successfully nail a tricky left turn, weave through lanes to drop you off at the airport, and safely pass a U-Haul that's idling in the middle of the street. But during a blackout, they apparently turn into four-wheel bricks.

On Saturday, when a major power outage in San Francisco knocked out traffic signals, many Waymo vehicles didn't pull over to the side of the road or seek out a parking space. Nor did they treat intersections as four-way stops, as a human would have. Instead, they just ... sat there with their hazard lights on, like a student driver freezing up before their big parallel-parking test. Several Waymo vehicles got stuck in the middle of a busy intersection, causing a traffic jam. Another robotaxi blocked a city bus. The company suspended its service for several hours.

Waymo vehicles should be able to call up a human agent for a remote response if they get confused or are unable to operate. But connectivity issues during the blackout may have prevented this safeguard from working. The company is diagnosing the problem, a Waymo spokesperson told me in a statement: "While the failure of the utility infrastructure was significant, we are committed to ensuring our technology adjusts to traffic flow during such events." The spokesperson added that the driverless cars should have been able to navigate intersections without working traffic lights, but "the sheer scale of the outage led to instances where vehicles remained stationary longer than usual to confirm the state of the affected intersections."

This isn't the first time things have gone awry with Waymo in San Francisco. One of the company's robotaxis got stuck in a construction site. Another fatally struck a beloved bodega cat, and there has been at least one incident in which multiple Waymo vehicles got into a standoff where no car seemed sure how to proceed. But without a doubt, last weekend's incident is Waymo's biggest crisis yet.

Read: San Francisco's nocturnal taxi ballet

The company hopes to bring its fleet of fully autonomous Jaguar SUVs into many more city streets in the coming years. The cars--powered by lidar, cameras, and other sensors--are remarkably safe, logging fewer crashes over more than 125 million miles than the average human driver on the same roads. And although Waymo has been involved in two known fatal crashes, both were found to have been caused by human drivers in other cars.

Waymo has parlayed this safety record into an enormous expansion. You can already ride in a Waymo in the Bay Area, Phoenix, Los Angeles, Atlanta, and Austin, and the company's cars are set to hit the streets in many more places: London, New York City, and Washington, D.C., are next, provided that local politicians and regulators are fully on board. But the blackout is a stark reminder that even as driverless cars go global, we're all taking part in their public beta. As Waymo enters new cities, more opportunities arise for things to go wrong. Nasty winters could affect how the cars' sensors and cameras see and understand the road. Unique on-ramps or other unusual road designs could prove challenging to navigate.

A Waymo taxi may do great in normal driving, but it's these kinds of edge cases where things get tricky--and where the consequences could be monumental. What if hundreds of Waymo taxis shut down at once during a San Francisco earthquake? How are human drivers, or first responders, supposed to communicate with them on the road? What if they blocked emergency vehicles during a Los Angeles wildfire? And how would they handle the chaos in New York during extremely unpredictable and unlikely events, such as the Knicks winning the NBA Finals?

Other driverless-car services face similar challenges. Tesla is building up its own robotaxi service, starting in Austin; Zoox, a robotaxi company owned by Amazon, has started picking up passengers in parts of San Francisco and aims to expand to other cities next year. Driverless cars have enormous potential. Nearly 40,000 people died in traffic crashes in America last year; the ultimate goal of autonomous cars should be to bring that number as close to zero as possible. But the technology's promise means nothing if Americans can't predict how these cars are going to act when the power goes out or when there's some other unforeseen disaster. Maybe it's impossible to anticipate all of the ways that things could go wrong. But if Waymo and its competitors want to prove that driverless cars really are better than all human drivers, someone is going to have to try.
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The Future of Film Is Behind Us

Whatever happened to 3-D?

by Daniel Engber

Sat, 20 Dec 2025




There's a scene near the start of Avatar: Fire and Ash that sums up the premise of the franchise, and its approach to making movies: Jake Sully, a colonialist Marine reborn as a blue-skinned freedom fighter, is trying to persuade his wife (also an alien) to accept the human weapons he's found at the bottom of the ocean. As a proud Pandoran, she won't touch the cursed technologies of the "sky people." So instead he starts to strap grenades onto her wooden arrows, Rambo-style. This can be their compromise, he says: the traditions that she loves, but optimized for kicking ass.



Over the past decade and a half, James Cameron's three Avatar movies, all shot in three dimensions (and the latter two at a high frame rate), have meted out an argument for going big in film--for strapping on the most explosive new technologies in cinema and using them to blow our minds. That project worked, at first. And then it didn't.



The original Avatar, released the week before Christmas in 2009, made $750 million in domestic ticket sales, plus another $2 billion around the world. It was the largest total ever netted by a single film, and enough to bend reality toward Cameron's vision of the future. The industry rearranged itself to accommodate 3-D. New cameras were invented. New theater screens and televisions were ordered and installed.



In 2011, 3-D screenings accounted for nearly one-fifth of all ticket revenue in the U.S. and Canada--a couple of billion dollars in brand-new, rocket-on-an-arrow money. Suddenly, the most famous and successful directors in the world were working in 3-D: Tim Burton, Steven Spielberg, Alfonso Cuaron, Ang Lee, Martin Scorsese. For three years in a row, from 2011 to 2013, the Academy Award for Best Cinematography went to 3-D movies. Art-house auteurs were trying out the format too: Werner Herzog made a 3-D documentary; Gaspar Noe made a 3-D porn film; Jean-Luc Godard put out a deranged 3-D provocation. Wim Wenders swore he'd never make another movie flat.



For people in the business who were learning--and effectively inventing--how to shoot these films, those first few years were chaotic and exciting. Demetri Portelli, a camera operator in Toronto at the time Avatar came out, got the chance to work the double-lensed 3-D cameras for Resident Evil: Afterlife. He had to figure out what it took to shoot in stereo, he told me--how to modify the depth effect by pulling the lenses apart, and how to shape a 3-D space by controlling how he angled them together. As 3-D took off, so did his career. He found employment doing stereography at the Olympics, and then at basketball games airing on the briefly active cable channel ESPN 3-D. He got invited to fly out to England and serve as chief stereographer for Scorsese's Hugo. (He told me that when he packed his gear, it still was smeared with fake blood from the Resident Evil shoot.) On his website and on social media, Portelli took to calling himself "3DDemetri."



Then the bubble popped. The next big-budget 3-D film Portelli worked on, 47 Ronin, was a major flop when it came out at the end of 2013. "There's nothing pretty or exciting about this movie," the critic Wesley Morris wrote, noting in a parenthetical, "Inexplicably, it's in 3-D." By this point, the shock wave of excitement that Avatar had set off was subsiding. In 2014, 3-D screenings accounted for 14 percent of domestic box-office revenue, according to reports from the Motion Picture Association of America, down from 21 percent a few years earlier.



More important, the industry had all but given up on shooting in 3-D. Now conversion was the norm: A movie would be shot the normal way, with a single-lensed camera, then shipped off to a giant team of rotoscopers who would remake it as a 3-D film by going through and splitting up each image, piece by piece and frame by frame. Portelli had been traveling around the world, working with some of the greatest filmmakers, and now he found himself back home in Toronto and struggling to convince his studio contacts that using 3-D cameras was ever worth the time. "I felt like a vacuum salesman," he said. "It was heartbreaking."



I covered the 3-D boom from the start, and even early on one could see that the golden goose was cooked. It was clear that the marginal returns on 3-D screenings were rapidly diminishing. (Theaters that showed the 3-D version of a film were making less money, on average, than theaters that showed the 2-D versions.) I wondered what was going wrong. Had the theater chains nudged the cost of movie tickets just a bit too high? Had the practice of 3-D-ifying films in post ruined the experience? Or maybe the problem had to do with quality: Were 3-D movies simply getting worse?



Portelli brought up two more problems that may have short-circuited the boom. First, people weren't seeing 3-D movies how they should be seen. In the early 2010s, he said, a lot of theaters weren't set up to project them at the proper brightness. (Hugo came out in 2011, but Portelli said that even he never got a chance to see it properly until 2012. "I said, 'Oh my God, I can see the whites of the eyes of the actors in front of me again!'") The other, bigger issue, he said, was that too many 3-D filmmakers were trying to play it safe. Before he set out to England, some colleagues had instructed him to "be careful and make sure that you protect Martin Scorsese." They didn't want him to take a chance on overdoing the 3-D. It turned out that Scorsese didn't want to be protected; according to Portelli, he often pushed to make the 3-D bigger and more fun. But that sense of fear--of not wanting to be seen as gimmicky--became a trap. Some directors leaned so far toward subtlety, and the alleged virtue of immersion, that people in the theater barely noticed the effect.



By the late 2010s, just a tiny handful of directors were still experimenting with the format. Most, like Werner Herzog, never shot 3-D again. But even those like Wenders, who'd sworn that he would only work in 3-D forevermore, have now gone back to making 2-D films. Ang Lee, who won a Best Director Oscar for his 3-D movie Life of Pi, tried to make the format more appealing by shooting at 120 frames per second. With Portelli's help, he made the 3-D, high-frame-rate movies Billy Lynn's Long Halftime Walk, which came out in 2016, and Gemini Man, starring Will Smith, in 2019. Neither found an audience. Last year, in an interview with IndieWire, Lee appeared to turn his back on innovation. "The 3D is just too hard," he said. "I'll go back to the regular way, the old way of making movies."



According to box-office data compiled by Comscore, a new, more modest baseline for the medium has now taken hold: These days, roughly 2 or 3 percent of new releases have a 3-D version, and they account for some 4 percent of all domestic ticket sales. The total numbers aren't small--3-D screenings still bring in more than $300 million every year in the U.S. and Canada. But at this point, almost every single one of these 3-D movies has been converted to the format as an afterthought, in post.



For his part, Portelli is still experimenting with 3-D--a stereoscopic-video art installation that he helped create is now on display in Munich's Haus Der Kunst--but he's also put in work to rebuild his career in normal, 2-D cinema. He has deleted the nickname "3DDemetri" from his website.


 The odd thing about all this is that the Avatar series, which almost single-handledly established the market for 3-D cinema, keeps rolling along. The second film, which came out in 2022, was colossally successful, making another $2.3 billion around the world. Perhaps the new one will be another megahit, even as the technology it champions has all but disappeared. James Cameron was among the first to use 3-D in this modern era. Now he is among the very last.
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Would You Trust a 22-Year-Old AI Billionaire With the Global Economy?

My week partying with the young founders at the heart of the AI boom

by Lila Shroff

Sat, 20 Dec 2025




Brendan Foody is 22 years old and runs a company worth billions. This August, I met the young CEO in a glass conference room overlooking the San Francisco Bay. While his peers are searching for their first jobs, Foody is pursuing a "master plan," as he calls it, to upend the global labor market. His start-up, Mercor, offers an AI-powered hiring platform: Bots weed through resumes, and even conduct interviews. In the next five years, Foody told me, AI could automate 50 percent of the tasks that people do today. "That will be extremely exciting to see play out," he said. Humanity will become much more productive, he thinks, allowing us to cure cancer and land on Mars.



Although Foody does not have much by way of conventional work experience, he is already a seasoned entrepreneur. By his account, in middle school, he ran a business reselling Safeway donuts to his classmates at a 400 percent markup. His success at donut arbitrage made his mom nervous he might try to sell sketchier vices, so she sent him to Catholic school. There, he met his Mercor co-founders. In high school, he started a consulting business for online sneaker resellers that he said raked in hundreds of thousands of dollars by the time he graduated. ChatGPT came out during his sophomore year at Georgetown, and he soon ditched school to build Mercor. When we met this summer, Mercor was worth $2 billion.



The AI boom has become synonymous with a few giant companies: OpenAI, Nvidia, and Anthropic. All are led by middle-aged men who've had long careers in Silicon Valley. But many of the most successful new AI start-ups have been founded by people barely old enough to drink. Unlike OpenAI or Anthropic, Mercor is already profitable. Meanwhile, Cursor, a massively popular AI-coding tool run by 25-year-old Michael Truell, was recently valued at nearly $30 billion--roughly the same as United Airlines.



In many ways, Foody, Truell, and others like them epitomize the long-standing Silicon Valley young-founder archetype: They are intensely nerdy and ravenously ambitious. (Foody's bio on X reads "labor markets fascinate me," and his pronouns are listed as "can/do.") But this group is coming of age at a time when the tech industry's aims--and sense of self-importance--have reached existential heights. They dream of creating superintelligent bots that can dramatically extend our lifespan and perhaps even automate scientific discovery itself.



If they are successful, they could end up with even more power than the tech titans who preceded them. If they fail, based on what I saw during a week in San Francisco, they seem determined to enjoy the party while it lasts.

The promise of remaking the world (and getting rich while doing so) has drawn a fresh wave of dropouts and new grads to San Francisco. Following ChatGPT's release, Rayan Krishnan abandoned plans to pursue a Ph.D. and instead launched an AI start-up. "It seemed like there was opportunity everywhere," he told me. One afternoon on my trip to San Francisco, I met Krishnan, the 24-year-old CEO of Vals AI, at his office, a refurbished brewery in the SoMa neighborhood. Vals, which helps evaluate AI models' performance on real-world tasks, has raised $5 million. Venture capitalists "are now indexing much more on companies that are started by younger founders," he said.



Many tech investors, I heard during my trip, believe that young people who have never spent time in an office are best-positioned to construct our AI future. Whereas 30-year-olds are already supposedly lost to the byzantine ways of workplace bureaucracies, those a decade their junior are blank slates. Foody recounted to me the story of dining with Adam D'Angelo when the Quora CEO (and OpenAI board member) was considering investing in Mercor. D'Angelo asked Foody about his work experience, and the young founder admitted that he didn't have any. Good, D'Angelo said, before later cutting him a check. Mercor's investors also include the Twitter co-founder Jack Dorsey, the tech billionaire Peter Thiel, and former Treasury Secretary Larry Summers.



In an attempt to track down these aspiring Zuckerbergs, Bay Area venture-capital firms host elaborate dinners for young tech workers and hire undergraduate scouts at elite colleges to keep tabs on promising talent. The same week I met Foody and Krishnan, I attended a mixer at an all-female hacker house--a shared residence and workspace--in the south of San Francisco. The women, all college-aged, had spent the summer hosting a series of VC-subsidized events. For one of the gatherings, a prominent firm had paid for a hibachi chef to cook dinner in their backyard. The night I visited the house, the women were hosting three investors for a talk. Among the panelists was Liz Wessel, a partner at the investment fund First Round Capital. Wessel said that two-thirds of her portfolio was composed of "young" founders, a label she applied to those 25 and under. By that calculus, even 26 counts as old.

Read: The view from inside the AI bubble

Young people in the industry are coming up with new ways to profit. Later in the trip, I spoke with Vatsalya Verma, 23, and Jasper Vyda, 21, at a Victorian mansion in Lower Pacific Heights that they'd rented through Airbnb. The front entrance was littered with flattened cans. The night prior, Verma and Vyda had thrown a 200-person party to celebrate the launch of a "private network" called V11, which they described to me as an exclusive community of "the smartest friends across the entire nation." Verma and Vyda believe that these friends are going to start Silicon Valley's next unicorns. They partner with early-stage venture funds, who then "capitalize on our friendships to basically find deals," Verma told me.



The Airbnb had been the site of the after-party, but the main event was held at a venue run by Silicon Valley Bank, where they had organized a poker room in a decommissioned bank vault. If Silicon Valley Bank sounds familiar, that's because it collapsed dramatically in 2023, causing the largest single-day bank run in American history.

Watching Silicon Valley mint billionaires who were born around the time Facebook launched is a spectacle. But it's been particularly absorbing for me because of my proximity to these young founders. Like Foody, I was a college sophomore when ChatGPT came out. I went to Stanford, where the chatbot set off a frenzy. My econ professor hosted students at his house for catered dinners with C-suite executives from Google and OpenAI. Waiters stood by and served champagne.



When I graduated last year and moved East, seemingly all my peers stayed in the Bay Area to work in AI. Over time, I've watched as some of them have been radicalized by the hype of artificial general intelligence, or AGI. ("I think I'll live more than 1,000 years," one recently told me.) Many have started their own companies. Early in my trip, I ran into a friend on the street waiting for a self-driving Waymo to take him to a vegan sushi restaurant. He had just raised millions for his AI start-up, and had hired a beloved Stanford adjunct professor to join his team, he told me.



People I know from my hometown near Seattle have also moved to San Francisco to join the AI scene. One helped start the all-female hacker house. Another launched Friend, which sells a $129 AI-powered necklace. Friend went viral earlier this year for plastering the New York City subway with more than 10,000 posters promoting the virtues of human-AI friendship. (I'll never leave dirty dishes in the sink, one ad read.) Avi Schiffmann, the company's 23-year-old CEO, has been cast as a misanthropic tech founder emblematic of Silicon Valley's ills. I know Schiffmann as the nerdy kid from high school who ran one of the world's most popular COVID-19 tracking websites. We used to hang out in our local public library brainstorming start-up ideas (for example, OnlyFans for stock-market watch lists). Over time, we grew apart. I finished my degree. He dropped out of Harvard and rode his motorcycle along the California coast.

Read: The most reviled tech CEO in New York confronts his haters

In August, Schiffmann hosted me for a few nights at his home in the Lower Haight neighborhood. For someone building an AI-companionship start-up, Schiffmann lives a strikingly offline life. Much to my inconvenience, he didn't have Wi-Fi. Instead, he spent a lot of time painting. "This is post-AGI living," he told me. "It's a religion I call life-maxxing." One day, Schiffmann and I walked to a nearby park and marveled at the glorious San Francisco afternoon. "God sculpted the Bay," he pronounced. Now the Bay is sculpting God. Or at least, a bunch of other 20-somethings in San Francisco think they are.



On my final evening, I ended up at a sci-fi-Barbie-themed party at San Francisco's Tesla showroom. The party was sponsored by a smattering of investment firms and start-ups with names such as CodeRabbit and Bubble Computing. "The vibe is unapologetically feminine and fun," read the invitation, which warned that anyone wearing a Patagonia vest would be turned away at the door. Even though this wasn't an official Tesla event, the company was showing off its latest car tech. I arrived--sans Patagonia--and joined a small group for a spin in a Cybertruck.



On the showroom floor, a long line snaked toward the bar, where people were ordering the James Damore, a cocktail named after the Google employee who was famously fired in 2017 after writing a memo arguing that women at the company were less likely to end up in tech and leadership roles partially due to innate biological differences. (The hosts of this party were enforcing a 50/50 balance between male and female guests, which had left hundreds of guys on the waitlist.)



In many ways, the scene was absurd. But Cybertruck rides aside, it didn't feel all that different from parties I have hosted in my own cramped apartment. Music blared while people awkwardly exchanged small talk and sipped their drinks. At the edges, some flirted while others danced. For a moment, I forgot that I was surrounded by young people at the center of an industry whose continued growth is now propping up the American economy. Then I spotted a Tesla humanoid robot standing on a pedestal, flanked by columns of hot-pink balloons.





It's hard to overstate just how much money is coursing through the city. This summer, Meta offered one 24-year-old a $250 million pay package. While in San Francisco, I heard rumors of people in their early 20s holed up in a bar discussing strategies for tax evasion.



The floods of money have made for a culture of constant comparison. People do napkin math at the dinner table using the latest funding announcements to calculate their friends' net worths and fret about declining job offers to join Anthropic or OpenAI. The most successful become the target of schadenfreude: Behind closed doors, people debate whether Mercor will stay afloat or come crashing down. When the AI bubble bursts, and many say it will, they could get wiped out entirely. For now, there's a Gatsby-ness to it all.



No matter what happens, the country could be in for a shock. If AI progress stalls and the money dries up, there will be economic chaos. If AI progress advances and leads to massive waves of automation, there will also be economic chaos. Throughout my trip, people kept asking me whether I was familiar with the "escape the permanent underclass" meme. It implies that a huge amount of economic output will soon come to be produced by a select few AI companies. Everyone else will get automated into oblivion. The only way to escape is to get in on the AI boom. In other words: Pack your bags and move to San Francisco. The meme is sort of a joke, but also, it's not: While a select few 20-somethings in the Bay Area are being paid astronomical sums, new grads across the country are struggling to find jobs, perhaps due to AI. Still, during my trip, people seemed singularly concerned with securing their own future. The only mandate is to keep building and get rich.



In October, Mercor completed another funding round, which valued the company at $10 billion--five times as much as what it was worth when I visited this summer. Now Foody and his 22-year-old co-founders are the world's youngest self-made billionaires. I messaged Foody to ask him what it's like to be a billionaire. "Haha I don't think about it much," he insisted. To celebrate, the start-up rented out a nightclub. Foody told me more than 1,000 people showed up. They partied until 3 a.m.
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The Most #### Administration Ever

The Epstein files are here, and they are too redacted to satisfy anyone.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Charlie Warzel

Sat, 20 Dec 2025




Updated at 8:50 a.m. on December 20, 2025

Late on the Friday afternoon before Christmas, and just hours before a deadline mandated by Congress, the Department of Justice released part of the trove of documents known, colloquially, as the Epstein files. The contents, most of which I've reviewed, are, at different times, unnerving, enraging, banal, even absurd (in the case of a photo of Jeffrey Epstein posing with a giant Winnie the Pooh mascot). More than anything, they are ####, which is to say, unknown, as many of the files are heavily redacted.

The majority of this tranche of files consists of thousands of documents containing more than 3,000 photos of Epstein's homes, in New York City and in the U.S. Virgin Islands, filled with art and photographs of nude and half-clothed women. One photograph in the files appears to be a framed mirror selfie of Epstein and Steve Bannon, Donald Trump's former chief strategist. There are photos of Epstein's jet-setting lifestyle, a number of which depict either Epstein or his associate Ghislaine Maxwell with former President Bill Clinton. (Maxwell is currently serving a 20-year prison term for sex trafficking.) The photos appear to show Clinton reclining in a hot tub with a person whose face is redacted, at a table with the actor Kevin Spacey, with his arm around Michael Jackson, sitting at a table with the Rolling Stones front man Mick Jagger, and on what appears to be an airplane with a woman sitting in his lap (her face is redacted).

Representatives for Spacey, Jagger, and the Jackson estate did not immediately respond to requests for comment. In a statement on X this evening, a spokesperson for Clinton said, "There are two types of people here. The first group knew nothing and cut Epstein off before his crimes came to light. The second group continued relationships with him after. We're in the first."

A couple images of President Trump appear to be in the files--one shows what appears to be his face among a series of photos on a desk, posing next to unidentified women. The files also include a legal complaint that alleges a verbal interaction between Trump, Epstein, and a 14-year-old girl. (In response to a request for comment, the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson did not address questions about Trump's appearances, and instead said that the Trump administration is "the most transparent in history" and "has done more for the victims than Democrats ever have.")

Many of the images inside the files show Epstein and Maxwell having fun in exotic locations--private planes, helicopters, beachside villas, yachts, unidentified mansions. Many of the unredacted image files are banal or not explicit. But a number of the redacted ones are, or at least are unnerving: scantily clad women in various poses, with much of their nude bodies and faces blurred out; a framed image of an unidentifiable person in pajamas on their knees in front of a photographer; entire scanned sheets of redacted image thumbnails labeled: St. Trop/Clinton Morocco. Nude ####.

Much of what's released in this batch of photos adds to what previously released emails and victim testimony have alleged--that Jeffrey Epstein lived opulently and kept company with presidents, and that his lascivious nature around young women was essentially an open secret among people who knew him. Out of the gate, the files seem to contain only a few genuine revelations, including a complaint about child-sexual-abuse material dated from 1996, which alleges that Epstein stole photos of two girls and threatened the photographer. According to Maria Farmer, an employee of Epstein who filed the report, the FBI did not contact her for a decade.

The files do contain numerous sordid bits of evidence: a handwritten phone-call or voicemail summary from November 8, 2004, that reads, "I have a Female for him"; an Amazon receipt from 2005 for three books, including one titled Slavecraft: Roadmaps for Erotic Servitude--Principles, Skills and Tools. Even the redactions reveal the scale of Epstein's actions--a list of "masseuses" is completely redacted but contains 254 entries.

Despite the gigabytes of information, this phase of the Epstein files seems unlikely to put the Epstein conspiracy theorizing to bed. Likely, it will do the opposite--fuel speculation that plenty is missing or has been obscured. In a press release related to the release of the files, Attorney General Pam Bondi wrote that the administration was "following through on President Trump's commitment to transparency and lifting the veil on the disgusting actions of Jeffrey Epstein and his co-conspirators." But the extent of the redactions seems to undermine at least part of Bondi's statement. While there is every reason to protect the privacy of Epstein's victims, many bystanders in the file photographs have their faces obscured by large black squares. (This afternoon, Fox News reported that "the same redaction standards were applied to politically exposed individuals and government officials" as to victims; Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche told Fox that the Justice Department is "not redacting the names of any politicians" and that "there are no redactions of famous people.")

There is also the matter of what the DOJ chose to release. Bill Clinton, for instance, is one of Trump's political enemies. Trump, who reportedly knew and spent time in social circles with Epstein for years, and whose name appeared in previously released Epstein material from the House Oversight Committee, hardly shows up. In his statement, Clinton's spokesperson, Angel Urena, accused the administration of playing politics, claiming that the timing of the file release was "about shielding themselves from what comes next, or from what they'll try and hide forever."


 It is difficult to know if the information in this phase of the files is simply the first in a series that will implicate people across the political spectrum or if this was the tranche that was easiest for DOJ lawyers to redact and clear for release. What is clear is that the administration, which dragged its feet releasing the files--Bondi first indicated that the files were "on her desk" in February, nearly a year ago--has lost the benefit of the doubt. As my colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick reports, in the lead-up to the release of the files, Bondi and the Justice Department kept Epstein's victims in the dark about the release and, today, scratched a call that had been floated between Bondi and victims. (The victims were told that Bondi had a medical appointment.)

On X, the White House is using information from the files to score political points. Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt reposted the photo that appears to show Clinton in the hot tub, with the caption: "Oh my!" As reported by Politico, Chad Gilmartin, a DOJ spokesperson, posted from his personal X account: "I wonder why the Biden DOJ refused to release the files ..." (The post has since been deleted.)

So far, the conclusion from the immediate release of the files is that it has satisfied very few people. For Epstein's victims--for whom this is not a conspiracy theory or bit of online drama--the files, and their redactions, bring little added transparency or accountability. For those looking for more evidence of Donald Trump's personal relationship with Epstein or information about current administration officials, the files contain very little to go on. Aside from the taunting from the White House, the reaction on the right has been mostly quiet. Online, some (mostly anonymous) Trump voters or self-proclaimed patriots appear frustrated by the redactions in the current release.

In July, when the pressure truly began to mount to release the files, I wrote that the Epstein case was, in many ways, the perfect conspiracy theory because it mixes documented crimes with the tantalizing promise of uncovering some larger, elusive network of evil. What we know about Epstein--his celebrity and elite friends and associates who cozied up to him long after he became a sex offender, his proudly creepy public behavior, the wealth and power--makes what we don't know seem that much more plausible and awful. It suggests that the QAnon-style fantasies of cabals of elite child trafficking ought may not be so far-fetched.

In recent months, though, the Epstein files have evolved into something more akin to a cultural and political pain sponge. Every new disclosure only fans the flames, either feeding the public's righteous anger over elite impunity or stoking suspicion that the public is being misled or not told the whole truth. The partial, obscured release of these files has been billed by the Trump administration as an act of bold transparency. But what it actually reveals is how, in an environment of broken trust, in an age when conspiracy theorizing has become the lingua franca of American politics, no amount of information may ever be universally satisfactory. The little black redaction squares that blanket the documents are ostensibly there to protect. But for many who've waited for this disclosure, they may also represent hope that on the other side of the square there might be justice, truth, and accountability. As long as those little black squares are there, that hope will be misguided.
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The Backlash Against Car Prices Is Here

There's plenty of blame to go around, and no easy fix.

by Patrick George

Fri, 19 Dec 2025




This December, Americans are coming together with their loved ones to celebrate what really matters: Toyotathon. During the holidays, when car companies offer sales to clear out their leftover inventory, "well-qualified buyers" can find some of the year's best deals. You can have yourself a Happy Honda Days, make the most of the Chevy Red Tag Savings Event, or splurge during Lexus December to Remember.



But things are a bit different this year. Cars are getting more expensive, with no relief in sight. If you can find a 2026 Toyota RAV4, the latest iteration of one of America's best-selling cars, be prepared to shell out at least $31,900--a retail price that is nearly $6,000 higher than what it was five years ago. A 2026 Chevrolet Suburban will put you out at least $63,400, which is about $10,000 more than it was five years ago as well. It may sound like cars are another victim of the persistent inflation that's putting a damper on everyone's holiday season, but the real problem is deeper than that. In 2025, the average price of a new car hit a high of about $50,000. Over the past few years, "we've seen the quickest rate of acceleration ever when it comes to pricing," Ivan Drury, the director of insights at the car-buying website Edmunds, told me.



Car buyers are fed up, and their politicians are noticing. Earlier this month, President Donald Trump gutted fuel-efficiency standards on the car industry in a ploy, he said, to make vehicles more affordable. But his administration has claimed that the move might eventually save Americans roughly $1,000--not enough to offset the effects of Trump's tariffs, which have contributed to thousands of dollars in new costs. The same week, he also urged carmakers to bring Japan's ultra-cheap micro-cars to the United States, a suggestion that has been met with crickets from the auto industry. Meanwhile, Senate Republicans have called industry executives to testify in front of Congress next month about why cars have gotten so expensive. There's plenty of blame to go around, but no easy way out of this affordability crisis. For the foreseeable future, America is stuck with expensive cars.

Read: Tiny cars: 'AMAZING!!!'

In some ways, the problem has been building for a long time. Car prices have always crept up over time, both in line with inflation and as automakers have added tech features such as touch screens and navigation systems. Americans' buying habits haven't helped, either. In the 2010s, buyers began flocking to bigger, more expensive trucks and SUVs, spurred by lower interest rates and cheaper gas prices. But things really started to change during the pandemic. Car factories across the world had no choice but to temporarily shut down, and the rules of supply and demand took it from there. When people were able to buy, many wanted even bigger options than ever before. Take Kia: Once known for its ultra-budget options, the automaker debuted its Telluride SUV in 2020 and couldn't keep the model on dealers' lots, even when some were selling for about $45,000.



The lesson for automakers was that people were willing to pay a lot more than they used to, especially for SUVs and pickup trucks. In effect, the entire car business has since gone all in on pumping out more giant, expensive cars. Because bigger vehicles mean higher profit margins, they have also helped carmakers fund the billions of dollars needed to develop electric vehicles. Not that all the new EVs have been cheap, either. Car companies, seeking Tesla's levels of hype, assumed people would pay a premium for something novel and high-tech. They haven't. Just this week, Ford announced that it would pivot away from EVs, taking a nearly $20 billion hit to its business in the process.



The auto industry has a different story about car prices. "Chevrolet has more (and better) sub-$30,000 affordable models than it used to have," David Caldwell, a spokesperson for General Motors, told me in an email. Paul Hogard, a Toyota spokesperson, said that the automaker "offers 11 models under $35,000." Across the industry, many relatively affordable options are still more expensive than they used to be. Consider the popular Ford Maverick truck, which debuted at less than $20,000 just three years ago. Now it starts at more than $28,000. If you want to downsize and get some cheap, tiny runabout, try moving to Europe--cars such as the Honda Fit, Nissan Versa, and Chevy Spark have all been discontinued in the U.S.



There are a few flickers of optimism here and there. EV prices are going down, for example. But anyone expecting a broad decline in car prices is bound to be disappointed. "I don't see a lot of refreshed or new designs that are going to involve a lower price point," Drury said. Even if the industry decided to pivot back to cheap cars, it would take quite a while to actually see the results. Planning and launching a new model takes an average of six years. After all, buyers might not like sky-high prices--but it's great for carmakers' bottom line. Perhaps more Americans could send a message by simply not buying new cars. That's already happening for automakers such as Stellantis, which cranked the prices of its Jeeps and Ram trucks so high that buyers aren't showing up to its end-of-year sales anymore.



But it's hard to see a clear way out of the affordability problem. Want to buy used? Too bad. Pre-owned cars have also gotten much more expensive. Americans can always keep their older cars on the road longer, but the cost of repair bills has shot up this year, too. No matter how much they cost, most Americans need cars to get to work, drop off the kids at school, and shop for groceries. About 45 percent of Americans have no access to public transportation at all. For much of the country, cars are necessary for people to "lead a reasonable quality of life," Evelyn Blumenberg, a professor of urban planning at UCLA, told me. If people can't afford a decent car, or even to keep a used one running, they sacrifice huge amounts of time, job opportunities, and upward mobility--something that's hard to say of most other consumer products in our life.



When mobility itself--of the physical, social, and economic sort--depends on making payments to a car company, why would the industry change course? Maybe the real present you want this year isn't a Lexus with a red bow on the hood, but an end to having to fork over so much of your paycheck to the auto industry. Unfortunately, that one may be above Santa's pay grade.
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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 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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Trump's Reality

Panelists joined to discuss the president's address to the nation, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 20 Dec 2025




During an address to the nation earlier this week, Donald Trump spoke about the state of the American economy, and attempted to claim that consumer prices have fallen under his administration. Panelists joined Washington Week With The Atlantic to discuss the president's speech, and more.

Although "Donald Trump is actually great at willing his own reality," Atlantic staff writer Ashley Parker argued last night, the president is realizing "that you cannot will an economic reality into existence."

Regardless of what the president may suggest about the economy, "everybody gets a paycheck or, worse, doesn't get a pay check," Parker added. It doesn't matter how Trump "screams it or how much he says it, this is one of the few areas where reality collides with that often quite effective rhetoric."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Zolan Kanno-Youngs, a White House correspondent at The New York Times; Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent at ABC News; Franklin Foer, a staff writer at The Atlantic; and Parker, a staff writer at The Atlantic. 

Watch the full episode here.
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I Bought 'GLP-3'

You're not supposed to be able to buy the world's most powerful weight-loss drug, but some people have found a way.

by Sarah Zhang

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




After Katie started on Ozempic, she got her hairdresser interested, too. This summer, when they saw each other again, she thought that her hairdresser had lost some weight and that she looked "so great."

"Are you still on a GLP-1?" she asked, referring to the class of blockbuster drugs that includes Ozempic and obesity meds.

"Actually," her hairdresser replied, "I'm on a GLP-3."

Okay, so, technically, there is no such thing as a GLP-3 drug. But "GLP-3" is a name used on the underground market for retatrutide, an obesity drug still being studied by the pharmaceutical company Eli Lilly. As the nickname implies, retatrutide is like a GLP-1 drug--but more, more, more. It's more effective, has more modes of action, and induces more weight loss. It may in fact be the most powerful weight-loss drug ever created.

When early retatrutide data were presented at a medical conference in 2023, a scientist who was there told me, the usually staid audience burst into spontaneous applause. Two weeks ago, the first of the highly anticipated Phase 3 clinical-trial results corroborated the jaw-dropping initial numbers: Patients lost on average 71 pounds, or 29 percent of their body weight--double what people lose on semaglutide, which is better known as Ozempic or Wegovy. Some trial participants stopped retatrutide early because they had lost too much weight; they stopped, in other words, because the drug was too effective. As of now, retatrutide is still not approved, though. The FDA has yet to subject its safety and efficacy data to close scrutiny. You cannot get retatrutide from your doctor. You cannot buy it at a pharmacy.

"I'm a very by-the-book, 'The doctor gives it to you; you take it' kind of person," Katie told me. (The Atlantic agreed to identify some sources by their first names only for reasons of medical privacy.) When her hairdresser first mentioned retatrutide in the summer, the Phase 3 results weren't even out. "But she was just like, 'It was incredible,'" Katie said. When she looked up retatrutide online, she came across people posting "insane" before-and-after photos.

Katie, who is 44, had been prescribed Ozempic by her doctor two years ago, but she was ready for something new: Her co-pay had just shot up from $20 to $700 a month. She was nauseated all the time, but she wasn't losing any more weight after stalling at 30 pounds. So with her hairdresser's help, Katie began ordering freeze-dried retatrutide online, mixing the white powder with sterile water, calculating dosages, and injecting herself with needles. She paid only a fraction of what Ozempic had cost her. Six months later, she's lost another 20 pounds.

The catch, of course, is that her drugs do not come from Eli Lilly, nor do any of the drugs on the entirely unregulated underground market. No one is saying exactly where they do come from, but it's commonly assumed that unnamed suppliers are copying Eli Lilly's drug in China.

Over the past year, the underground market has only grown, in both size and visibility. What began with early adopters--many of them bodybuilders and biohackers--using crypto to buy the drug through Chinese contacts on Telegram has morphed into a network of slick websites where U.S. resellers take PayPal or credit cards. On social media, influencers openly hawk affiliate discount codes for "GLP-3" and "reta." And retatrutide is spreading through old-fashioned word of mouth--like with Katie and her hairdresser--because its effects are just so visible.

The true scope of the underground market is by design difficult to know, but dozens of brands have popped up. Forums and group chats devoted to retatrutide have up to tens of thousands of members. In certain circles, retatrutide is almost normalized. Tyler Simmons, 36, who lives in Northern California and is a bit health obsessed, told me he personally knows 30 to 40 people on retatrutide.

Experts who study counterfeit and copycat pharmaceuticals tell me they cannot think of another drug that gained this level of popularity so fast, before its clinical trials even concluded. The people injecting underground retatrutide have entered--willingly, it seems--into an immense biological and social experiment.



This May, to understand the process, I purchased retatrutide from several online vendors I found easily through social media. (I did not intend to use any of the drugs, The Atlantic's lawyers would want me to note for the record.) The process was disarmingly casual for something people were injecting into their bodies. It felt, in some cases, just like ordering socks. One vendor sent a Shop-app link to track my package.

There were some obvious signs that these are not entirely aboveboard operations, though. For one, the websites were plastered with disclaimers that their products were for "research use only." These disclaimers satisfy a legal loophole that allows drug compounds to be sold for lab research but not for human use. Hence, sellers and buyers of retatrutide often refer to this as a "gray market."

But in fact, people are plainly buying it to inject themselves. Though I sometimes saw commenters online use the fig leaf of saying "my lab rat" (which were losing comically large amounts of weight for rodents), most were discussing personal use quite openly. And vendors are not always coy about the true purpose. After the Substacker known as Cremieux wrote a popular guide to buying cheap weight-loss drugs--touting retatrutide as his top pick--one vendor, Peptide Partners, sent a discount code to share with readers: "ScrewTariffs" for 15 percent off.

A package I bought from another company, called Nexaph, originated in Indiana, according to the tracking info, but the return address on its label was in Wyoming. That address leads to a strip-mall office registered to an improbable 20,000 businesses. The cheapest retatrutide tends to come directly from China, though, sold via nebulous entities without websites. I bought one batch from a sales rep on Telegram for Jinan Elitepeptide Chemical Co. A week and a half later, I received a box for a face massager, sealed with a sticker that read, in Chinese, "Original packaging. Authentic product." Inside were the 10 small unlabeled vials of white powder that I had ordered. (No massager, though.) None of the vendors responded to my subsequent request for comment, except R3JUVEN8, which sent me a statement reiterating that its products, including the retatrutide branded as "Radiant Sculpt" on its site, are "exclusively for laboratory research use."

The vials I purchased came with no further information about who manufactured the powder or where. But China is home to a large, legitimate drug-manufacturing base, meaning it has the expertise to produce retatrutide. And even before retatrutide caught on, vendors linked to China were selling other peptides--a category of compounds that includes the obesity drugs semaglutide (Ozempic/Wegovy) and tirzepatide (Mounjaro/Zepbound), as well as substances, such as BPC-157, that are popular in fitness and wellness circles. Making another peptide would not be a huge leap; retatrutide as a molecule is not especially difficult for a knowledgeable chemist to copy.

The drug's molecular structure has been public for years, since Eli Lilly published it in a research paper in 2022. It is essentially a chain of 39 amino-acid building blocks, its shape cleverly designed to fit into the receptors of three different hormones all at once: GLP-1, GIP, and glucagon. (This triple action is the 3 in GLP-3.) The existing obesity drugs on the market hit GLP-1 receptors or GLP-1 plus GIP receptors. Only retatrutide adds glucagon for the full trifecta.

Where earlier obesity drugs work primarily through appetite suppression, glucagon seems to also boost metabolism by revving up the liver. Put them together and the triple combo might achieve the best of all worlds: "You get a reduction in food intake, and you can turn the dial up and get a little better energy expenditure," Jonathan Campbell, an obesity researcher at Duke, told me. In other words, fewer calories in and more calories out.

Scientists knew that retatrutide held promise, but when those astonishing preliminary results were shared in 2023, excitement spilled out from labs into the public. A new and more powerful obesity drug was coming, and some people, it turns out, could not wait.



"I'm a risk-taker," Elizabeth, 62, told me. When she started buying reta in 2024, she had already tried semaglutide and tirzepatide, but she was eager to get her hands on the most effective drug. Back then, the underground market operated much less openly. She had to find a Chinese sales rep on WhatsApp, then transfer hundreds of dollars for several months of supply.

As a biologist herself, Elizabeth was comfortable working with needles and reading scientific papers. She modeled her dosing regimen on the clinical-trial protocol. When her heart began racing, she accepted it as a documented side effect of retatrutide. She has lost more than 100 pounds in the past two and a half years--first on the two older drugs and the last 50 or so pounds on retatrutide. After a lifelong struggle with obesity, she told me in May, these are "some of the most amazing events of my whole life."

For that, she was willing to risk not just her money, but the potential downsides--both known and unknown--of taking retatrutide, a novel yet clearly powerful drug. The full Phase 3 clinical-trial results should provide a clearer picture soon, but one noteworthy finding so far is dysesthesia, or odd sensations in the skin, such as burning and pain, that suggest unrest in the nervous system. One in five patients on the highest dose of retatrutide experienced dysesthesia, roughly triple its occurrence among patients taking semaglutide's current maximum dose.

Retatrutide causes many of the other side effects of drugs in its class, too: nausea, diarrhea, vomiting, and more serious ones. Adrian Crook, a fitness influencer on YouTube, made a video about how retatrutide almost landed him in the hospital when his stomach became paralyzed. And Elizabeth says she has lost quite a bit of muscle on the drug. "I'm as weak as a kitten," she told me.

Then there are the risks of injecting drugs sold for "research use only" on the underground market. These include, but are not limited to, the fact that the vials might contain: a different weight-loss drug or an entirely unknown substance, either benign or harmful; dangerous bacteria or traces of bacteria called endotoxins; the wrong dose, whether too low (and therefore ineffective) or too high (which could cause side effects of alarming intensity, because retatrutide is supposed to be slowly titrated up over as many as 20 weeks as your body acclimates to the drug); or other contaminants, such as solvents used in manufacturing or heavy metals.

"All of this stuff just scares the crap out of me," Randy Seeley concluded after enumerating the potential dangers to me. Seeley, who studies obesity at the University of Michigan, uses peptides for research in his lab, and even the stuff sourced to legitimate scientific-supply companies doesn't always work as expected, he said. Compounds manufactured for the petri dish are not held to the same strict standards as those made for human use.

It's not quite fair to say the underground market comes with zero accountability, though. Certain corners, at least, have developed a robust culture of lab testing. A handful of labs--the Levi Strausses of the peptide gold rush--now specialize in testing these compounds. Many vendors post "certificates of analysis" attesting to their purity and sterility. Buyers can send vials to laboratories themselves, either as part of an organized group test or on their own. Some vendors will even refund batches that fail. Without testing, Marco, 53, told me, he would never have injected retatrutide from the internet. (Marco is his middle name.) The tests may not cover every hypothetical risk, but they make it safe enough to assure him. "There's a lot of people who just get these things and shoot them," he said. "I don't judge them in any way, but I think those people are out of their minds."

The tests, insofar as they are reliable, do flag problems. According to Finnrick Analytics, a start-up that provides free peptide tests and publicly shares the results, 10 percent of the retatrutide samples it has tested in the past 60 days had issues of sterility, purity, or incorrect dosing. Two other peptide-testing labs, Trustpointe and Janoshik, have said in interviews with Rory Hester, a.k.a. PepTok on YouTube, that they see, respectively, an overall fail rate of 20 percent and a 3 to 5 percent fail rate for sterility alone across all peptides. These are not based on random samples--labs test only what their customers send. On the whole, though, these numbers suggest that, although most of the retatrutide flowing through the underground market is what vendors promise it is, the drugs also fail testing at rates far, far higher than is acceptable in standard drug manufacturing.

As retatrutide has grown in popularity, the people seeking it out are no longer just self-professed risk-takers. "The future of the market is normies," Hester, who also writes the peptide-focused Substack Gray Market, told me. The world of Telegram, Discord, and WhatsApp--what Hester calls the "dark gray" peptide market--is by design somewhat inaccessible. "Your grandmother is not going to go on Telegram," he said. The customer-friendly U.S.-based sites that he calls "light gray" can appeal to a much larger audience. Hester is putting his money where his mouth is. Earlier this month, he announced that he co-owns the peptide company Crush Research.

But the size of the gray market may be fundamentally at odds with its viability. The bigger it gets, the more people are injecting themselves thanks to a legal loophole, and the harder it may be for authorities to ignore. (The FDA did not respond to a request for comment. Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has previously promised to reverse the FDA's "aggressive suppression" of peptides--along with psychedelics, raw milk, sunshine, and other treatments that "can't be patented"--though it's unclear how that applies to retatrutide specifically, which is in fact patented.) And not everyone in the gray market welcomes the attention or the scrutiny that follows. As Finnrick has been posting test results by vendor, its COO, Raphael Mazoyer, told me, online commentators have accused the company of being an agent of the FDA and the Chinese government. (He denied both.)



A week ago, rumors started swirling, as they periodically do, of a coming U.S. crackdown. Some buyers online dismissed them as an attempt to juice panic buying. Several websites did stop selling retatrutide, though.

The "dark gray" market is not as easily within the grasp of U.S. authorities, but it's been a turbulent few months there, too. In September, two of the most popular retatrutide suppliers from China abruptly disappeared. Their sales reps stopped replying to messages, stranding buyers who had already paid hundreds of dollars. Rumors later spread of arrests in China. Then, in November, a third vendor's retatrutide allegedly landed two people in the hospital, according to warnings that spread on social media. The company blamed a raid for interfering with the quality of its drugs. Someone started impersonating its sales rep by using a sneakily similar username. Later, when no further details came out, online commentators started wondering if the hospitalizations were just a hoax. It's hard to know what is real and what is fake, but that is the nature of an underground market. New vendors keep popping up, like a game of whack-a-mole.

Meanwhile, the frenzy over retatrutide has kicked into even higher gear since the Phase 3 results were announced this month. When the FDA approves the drug, which is widely expected, it will arrive as possibly the most hotly anticipated drug ever. The retatrutide buyers I interviewed said they welcome the legitimate stuff--though they expect it to be incredibly expensive. Marco, whose insurance actually covers obesity drugs, told me he will happily keep buying on the underground market for friends who otherwise can't afford retatrutide. In any case, he's stocked up. "I have a year's supply of reta in my freezer," he said.

GLP-1 drugs are, in general, meant to be taken indefinitely, but recently, Elizabeth told me she was going to quit retatrutide, at least temporarily. She had reached her goal weight--what she weighed in high school 45 years ago. "Incredible but I feel lousy," she wrote. She was experiencing both extreme fatigue, which she couldn't directly attribute to retatrutide, and anhedonia, or an inability to feel pleasure, which is anecdotally linked to GLP-1 drugs in some people. "Would you trade happiness for thinness? Does it have to be one or the other?" she wrote. "At this point, I'm beginning to wonder." The psychological effect of these drugs really needs to be studied, she added. At this point, a year and a half in, she has been taking retatrutide longer than patients in the concluded clinical trials. She's hoping to try a lower dose, perhaps one at which she can maintain her weight without feeling so lousy.

Elizabeth has never told her doctor about taking an unapproved drug or buying from the underground market. This whole time with retatrutide, she's been figuring it out on her own.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/12/retatrutide-underground-market/685400/?utm_source=feed
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The Island Without Time

I traveled above the Arctic Circle to find out whether a town really can live free from the clock.

by Shayla Love

Sun, 21 Dec 2025




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

When the sun rises on May 18 in the small Norwegian fishing village of Sommaroy, located above the Arctic Circle, it doesn't set again until July 26. Later in the year, it vanishes from November until January.

In the winter, the island is covered in snow. But during the midnight sun, the weather is temperate, even hot. Purple wildflowers stick out of mossy grass, and the electric-blue water and white sand look more Caribbean than Arctic. Walking along the coast around 11 p.m., you might see kayakers paddling on the smooth sea in the distance, or children in pajamas fishing and running along the beach with their catches.

Inspired by the extreme periods of light and dark, in late spring 2019, a group of locals signed a petition to make the village the first "time-free zone," a place where anyone could buy groceries, cut grass, or eat dinner no matter the time. Their reasoning made sense enough: In a town where the sun shines at 1 a.m. in July and you can see the stars at 1 p.m. in December, the time on the clock is meaningless. International media seized on the time-free zone as a curiosity, and the town leaned into the branding, flaunting its freedom from the clock and inviting others to experience it. The realities of how to run a business, coordinate work, and have a social life without time went unmentioned; what mattered was the fantasy of a time- and stress-free life.

Some semblance of time does exist on Sommaroy. The grocery store, which is the only true store in town, has opening and closing hours, as does the cafe on the beach. The hotel has regular check-in and check-out times. People have cellphones that tell time.

Yet when I visited in July, the island was deep into its nightless rhythm, and I saw signs that the clock held little sway. When I tried to schedule a meeting with Olivier Pitras--the 65-year-old owner of a bed-and-breakfast and a kayak-rental company that gives midnight tours--he told me to simply drop by his shop and see if he was available. To achieve even further immersion in the time-free life, I obscured the clocks on my phone and my laptop and blocked the time of incoming email. The night I arrived, I walked around the entire island at an easy pace. The colors in the sky resembled sunlight I was familiar with seeing at 7 or 8 o'clock in the morning. But was it actually 8 p.m.? Midnight?

For nine days, I attempted to live outside of time in a white wooden house with a wraparound porch. On any other trip, I would probably sit outside in the evenings and watch the sun set. Instead, the sun moved in a circle over my head, like it was caught in the loop of a spinning lasso.


A working clock in the cafe attached to Sommaroy's grocery store (Ingun Maehlum for The Atlantic)



The desire to get rid of the clock entirely cuts against a very human impulse to control, predict, and measure time. The Babylonians used the moon to mark out a 19-year cycle in which seven years contained 13 months and the others, 12. Ancient Egyptians once kept track of time by the rise and fall of the Nile River. Indigenous groups in Siberia have a loose lunar calendar organized by months with names such as "ducks-and-geese-go-away month." In the Trobriand Islands, the new year traditionally begins when marine worms swarm on the surface of the water to breed. Near Sommaroy, the Indigenous people who live in northern Norway, the Sami, have eight seasons that follow reindeer migration.

But the more a society trades and travels, the more it must adapt its time system to be consistent and coordinated. Hours of uniform length were widely adopted only in the 14th century, when clocks could maintain equal durations. (Previously, dividing periods of sunlight into 12 hours, as the Romans did, meant the length of those hours would vary seasonally.) "There are few greater revolutions in human experience than this movement from the seasonal or 'temporary' hour to the equal hour," the historian Daniel J. Boorstin wrote in his book The Discoverers. "Here was man's declaration of independence from the sun, new proof of his mastery over himself and his surroundings." In 1967, the clock's divorce from the natural world was finalized: The International Bureau of Weights and Measures adopted a definition of a second measured by the oscillations of a cesium atom, rather than a fraction of the solar day.

Sommaroy's time-free zone was, in a sense, an attempt by residents to reclaim their connection to a more natural measure of time. After all, every year, the island experiences roughly 1,656 hours of consecutive daylight. It's almost as if humans moved to Mercury, where the day--noon to noon--lasts 176 Earth days, but never adjusted their watches.

The idea of tossing clock time out the window clearly had wide appeal: Nearly 1,500 news outlets around the world covered the 2019 petition that proposed the time-free zone. Kjell Ove Hveding, a Sommaroy native, went to Oslo to hand-deliver it to the Norwegian politician Kent Gudmundsen. "There's no need to know what time it is," Hveding said in a press release that included a picture of him destroying the face of a clock. Local press published a photo of watches--reportedly abandoned by clock-weary residents--hung on a bridge leading to the island.

Read: We live by a unit of time that doesn't make sense

But soon after the time-free zone went viral, the story began to crack. An employee at Sommaroy's only hotel expressed skepticism to the Norwegian public-broadcasting company, NRK, that a functioning business could operate without its clocks. Hveding turned out to be part-owner of said hotel, with something to gain from increasing tourism to the island. An NRK investigation revealed that the petition was funded by a state-owned company, Innovation Norway, that promotes Norwegian businesses. The company paid for additional help from PR agencies in Oslo and London. NRK also reported that the watches on the bridge weren't a result of swelling support from locals, but belonged to Hveding and a few others. They were removed after the photos were taken. Gudmundsen told NRK that after his photo op, the bundle of papers with signatures was also taken away and never submitted to the government. Innovation Norway issued a public apology.

To this day, Hveding denies that the campaign was a ruse. "This is us, this is how we live," he insisted to The New York Times in 2019. Later that year, Sommaroy residents took over a Facebook page dedicated to the time-free zone (and no longer affiliated with Innovation Norway), inviting people from "down south on the planet where nights are dark" to see for themselves what living time-free could be like.

Pitras and I never set a precise moment to meet but easily found time on one of the instances I walked past his kayak-rental business. On a cloudless day, we sat at a wooden table behind the shop, facing the water. Pitras put on his sunglasses, while I shielded my eyes and described a theory about time I'd been mulling over.

Since 2011, the researchers Tamar Avnet, at Yeshiva University, and Anne-Laure Sellier, at HEC Paris, have studied people's preferences for living with time. Clock-timers, as Avnet and Sellier have dubbed them, do things based on what their watches say. But for event-timers, the exact minute or hour doesn't matter. A clock-timer might wake up each day at 7 a.m., start working at 9 a.m., eat lunch at noon when it's delivered, and get into bed at 10 p.m. An event-timer rejects the alarm clock, maybe waking up at 6 o'clock, maybe at 9. They'll stop working when they feel a task is done, or eat when they get hungry, but at no predetermined time.

Listen: Time-management tips from the universe

Sommaroy did seem to have daily rhythms, I told Pitras. I could identify the evenings by the way the town went quiet, most houses' blackout curtains drawn and their inhabitants sleeping inside. But I wondered aloud whether people in Sommaroy were especially adept at moving in and out of clock time. Pitras certainly was. He has been a sailor for 46 years, he told me. When sailing on a boat alone, he performed tasks when they needed to be done, day or night; when sailing on a crew, he followed strict schedules. Now, when he organizes Arctic expeditions during the midnight sun, the groups enter a shared event time. They go hiking as they collectively please, even if at midnight; come back for dinner at 5 a.m.; go to sleep; then wake up for breakfast at 2 p.m. Pitras said shifting between clock and event time is easier for him without the sun's clear demarcation between day and night.

Others I spoke with in Sommaroy also described a sense of freedom and agency. Halvar Ludvigsen, a fourth-generation resident of Sommaroy, invited me onto his porch when I approached him. "I work at night, and I don't care about the time," Ludvigsen said, in a gruff voice. Neither did his retired neighbor, who told me that when he was growing up in Sommaroy, he worked all day on his family's farm, then went fishing at midnight and invited the neighbors over for a meal. Yet another event-timer, I thought.

Ludvigsen told me that he and Hveding, not the PR agencies, came up with the idea of the time-free zone. Marianne Solbakken, a 67-year-old who grew up in the region, told me one afternoon that all of the drama over the publicity effort obscured the truth: Time is more flexible in Sommaroy. "The life we live is real," she told me. "How can you be inside when the sun is shining at 11 o'clock in the evening?" Solbakken went to the original meeting about establishing the time-free zone in June 2019, and even wrote a song about putting her watch away during the summer: "And if we want to paint the house in the middle of the night / Yes, then, we just take out the paintbrush / Then we will call the neighbor and ask him to help us / And you should believe he will come soon." (The lyrics, which sound better in Norwegian, are set to the melody of a well-known song by Halvdan Sivertsen.)

As my week went on, I participated in a kind of event-time Olympics. I worked when I wanted to, ate when I was hungry, and went hiking at night--until 11 p.m., the record showed later. (My fiance, who traveled with me, recorded when I ate, slept, wrote, read, and exercised.) I felt a great expansiveness of choice to be in total control of my day, without running out of light.

Read: How to make time pass quickly

Time-management styles do seem to influence how people experience the world. In Avnet and Sellier's studies, at least, clock-timers were more likely to believe that events are steered by fate, not by intention. They are also worse at distinguishing between events that are causally linked and events that are unrelated. Those who follow event time are more likely to say that what happens on a daily basis is a result of their own actions. In one of their experiments, Avnet and Sellier split participants into two types of hot-yoga classes: one in which instructors advised people in a clock-free room to move through poses without attention to how long each was held, and one in which a teacher noted how much time should be spent in each pose. In the clock-time class, students skipped and gave up on more poses than in the event-time class--and were more likely to consider the instructor responsible for these failures. Students had less positive experiences in the clock-time class.

Despite such findings, Avnet and Sellier stressed to me that they don't regard clock or event time as superior, and in truth, we all engage with both time styles. But it's clock time that's imposed on most of us from a young age, Kevin Birth, an anthropologist at CUNY Queens College, told me. Outside of vacation, most people don't get the chance to embrace event time--even if it might suit them. In his 2015 book, the sociologist Hartmut Rosa wrote that modern humans crave detachment from social acceleration, which he defined as the increasing "experience per unit of time." Perhaps that's why so many people were charmed by the idea of a time-free zone. At the southern end of the island, I often stopped at the beach cafe, where Gjertrud Tvenning Gilberg sells charcuterie, along with homemade cakes, pastries, and soup. "Most people who come here live in cities, and there's a big rush," Tvenning Gilberg said. Perhaps Sommaroy isn't strictly without time, but it offers a temporary respite for those who use the clock to harness their busyness.


Gjertrud Tvenning Gilberg's beach-cafe offerings (Ingun Maehlum for The Atlantic)




Gjertrud Tvenning Gilberg runs a beach cafe in Sommaroy. She carries everything from her house to the cafe. (Ingun Maehlum for The Atlantic)



As an event-timer doing my best to live in a clock-time world, I expected to thrive in my temporary timelessness. But after just a few days in Sommaroy, the clock began to haunt me. I began to doubt whether I was doing things at the "right" time. I missed the feeling of progressing toward a finish line, and developed strong urges to check the time when no one was watching. I hated relying on my fiance to tell me that it was time for a work call. Ultimately, I slipped into a routine; later, I learned that it closely resembled my schedule at home.

When we talked upon my return, Avnet guessed that I had been uncomfortable with the 24-hour sun. She said that, paradoxically, pure clock-timers may flourish more in Sommaroy. "A clock like me, I wake up at 7 a.m. regardless if the sun comes up at 5 or if it comes out at 9," she said. But committed event-timers might struggle without non-clock cues to drive our actions.

There haven't been studies on time preferences above the Arctic Circle, or how people there view fate and manage their emotions in relation to how they view time. (Avnet and Sellier told me they hope to do research in northern Norway in the future.) But people in northern Norway don't seem to have higher rates of mental distress during the winter than they do in other seasons, as you might expect of people who spend so many weeks in the dark. Kari Leibowitz, a psychologist who has studied Norwegians in this region, wrote for The Atlantic in 2015 that those who lived farther north had a more positive, and protective, mindset about the wintertime. Another way to look at it is that they are more in control of their activities, regardless of the light levels outside. In Cincinnati in January, you might not go for a run at 10 p.m., because it's dark. But if it's dark at 3 p.m. or 10 p.m. in Sommaroy, the lack of light won't stop you.

I saw Tvenning Gilberg, the cafe owner, as a role model of routine within timelessness. Every day, winter or summer, she gets up early, reads, writes, and swims in the ocean right outside her door, but not based on the time on the clock. (She told me she uses her clock almost exclusively for baking.) She has hours at the cafe, but ones she sets herself. She had a career as a meteorologist, she told me, so she more intimately understands the sun's movements, even when it doesn't rise or set. In the winter, though the sun doesn't rise, she recognizes a brightening of the sky during the day. In the summer, the sun will be to the south by midday, and at midnight, to the northwest.

That's where I should look for the first official sunset of the summer, Tvenning Gilberg told me. It would take place on my last night, at 12:30 a.m.; the sun would rise again just 49 minutes later. I un-hid the time on my phone so I could catch the exact moment--but that night was cloudy. Somewhere underneath the gray mist, I knew the sun had fallen below the horizon. I wished I could have seen it. The day I landed in New York, I made a point of walking to the East River at dusk. I wasn't quite sure of the time, but I felt immense relief looking at the darkening sky.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/12/sommaroy-norway-island-time-clock/684894/?utm_source=feed
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The Trump Administration's Unintended Autism Experiment

Parents are desperate to get leucovorin for their children, but promised help has not arrived.

by Tom Bartlett

Fri, 19 Dec 2025




If President Donald Trump wanted Americans to take away one message about autism, it was this: Blame Tylenol. During his September press conference on the subject, Trump warned pregnant women more than a dozen times not to take the drug, even though two massive studies had found no meaningful association with the disorder in children. He also spread false rumors that "essentially no autism" can be found in Cuba or among the Amish. The other stated purpose of the event--the announcement of what FDA Commissioner Marty Makary called an "exciting treatment" for autism--was largely overshadowed by the president's performance.

But parents of autistic children took note of that promised remedy. How could they not? Officials suggested that the little-known drug, leucovorin, could alleviate the symptoms of profound autism, perhaps allowing children with speech difficulties to find their words. Hundreds of thousands would benefit, according to Makary. No, it wasn't a cure--officials stopped short of invoking that word--but it sounded like a miracle.

After the government's endorsement, many parents rushed to get their hands on leucovorin. They soon discovered that they were effectively taking part in a nationwide experiment with few guidelines--assuming, that is, they could even get a prescription.



The theory behind treating autism with leucovorin is that the drug gives autistic kids something they're missing. Children with autism seem to be more likely than other children to produce an antibody that prevents folate, also known as vitamin B9, from reaching their brain. Because folate plays a role in brain development, some researchers--most notable among them Richard Frye, a doctor who has been prescribing and promoting leucovorin for nearly two decades, and who told me he spoke with leaders in the Health and Human Services Department before the press conference--think these antibodies might hamper the growth of a child's language abilities. Leucovorin is essentially a massive dose of folate, delivered in a form that can bypass those antibodies.

But that theory, which has long been debated in autism subreddits and Facebook groups, hasn't gained traction among mainstream autism scientists. They point to a 2018 study that found that autistic children and their non-autistic siblings were equally likely to have these antibodies. The clinical evidence for leucovorin's effectiveness for autistic kids is limited to a handful of small studies that don't measure the same outcomes. No large, randomized, placebo-controlled trial has ever been conducted. If you want to get the drug for autism, it has to be prescribed off-label, which many doctors refuse to do.

Part of the Trump administration's promise was to make leucovorin more accessible to patients and easier for doctors to prescribe. So far, nothing official has happened. At the press conference, Makary promised that the FDA would change leucovorin's label so that doctors could start prescribing it to kids with autism. But when the FDA formally laid out its leucovorin plan two days later, it made no mention of autism. The plan instead centered on cerebral folate deficiency, an extremely rare genetic condition. Emily Hilliard, an HHS spokesperson, wrote in an email that "the FDA's current action is focused specifically on cerebral folate deficiency," noting that some of its symptoms overlap with autism. (My other questions about the administration's leucovorin rollout went unanswered.) A spokesperson for GSK, which originally manufactured the drug and controls the label, told me that the company submitted an application for the label change this week.

Read: RFK Jr.'s calls with a scientist who says kids get autism from Tylenol

During the press conference, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of health and human services, said that HHS would "help doctors treat children appropriately" with leucovorin. But Alycia Halladay, the chief science officer at the Autism Science Foundation, told me that physicians she's spoken with have heard nothing from HHS. For her part, Halladay doesn't believe that enough evidence exists to recommend leucovorin as an autism treatment. The American Academy of Pediatrics has also said that the current data are lacking. In a statement, the organization allowed that if physicians prescribe the medication, they should work with families to monitor side effects; some parents report increased hyperactivity and aggression after their kids take leucovorin.

Several researchers I spoke with compared the excitement about leucovorin to the enthusiasm for secretin, another drug that was popular as an autism treatment in the 1990s after early promising results. More rigorous clinical trials later showed that it wasn't effective. Halladay said she's heard from multiple doctors, including her child's pediatrician, that they've been besieged with calls from parents hoping to get a prescription. One doctor in Chicago told me he had received dozens of inquiries.



In the absence of official advice on leucovorin, parents--almost always moms--of kids with profound autism have been turning to one another for opinions and encouragement online.

Some post regular updates on TikTok and Instagram detailing their kid's progress on leucovorin, saying they've noticed more regular eye contact, fewer repetitive movements and sounds, or improvements in language use. In the comments, fellow parents complain about not being able to get the drug ("My sons pediatrician refuses, wants us to just wait for prescribing guidelines"), ask questions about dosage ("I just gave her 15 mg today is that too much??"), and wonder whether it's really working ("how do we know we see results, what do we see?"). Others say their child's behavior didn't improve--or even grew worse--after taking the medication ("I didn't see it helping my son more with speech like we hoped").

Some insist the drug must be paired with vitamin B12, omega-3, or a certain amino acid; others caution that dairy can reduce its effectiveness. Many want to know about an antibody test that purports to indicate whether a child's brain is receiving enough folate. But that test isn't widely accepted as valid, and not all doctors are willing to give it.

Read: RFK Jr.'s autism time machine

Jessie Carrasco is one of those TikTok moms. She lives with her husband and their three children on the outskirts of the east-Texas city of Tyler. Their oldest son, Ezra, is 11 and has autism. He didn't talk until he was 4; she credits fish-oil supplements, in part, with helping him speak in short sentences and respond to simple questions. (Some studies suggest that omega-3 fatty acids, found in fish oil, may improve communication in autistic children, though the evidence is mixed.) When Carrasco invited me into their backyard, which was lively with chickens and dogs, Ezra ran up, gave me a quick once-over, and then darted off to play on the swing set with his younger brother.

Carrasco learned about leucovorin after hearing Trump refer to a new treatment for autism during his speech at Charlie Kirk's memorial service. She emailed Ezra's nurse practitioner, who was willing to prescribe it but didn't know enough about the drug to offer advice on how much to give Ezra or how to deal with potential side effects. Since then, Carrasco has posted more than 200 videos on TikTok, most of them documenting Ezra's progress on leucovorin. One clip shows him serving himself food from a pot on the stove--the first time he'd ever done that, she told me. Her video of Ezra before and after taking the drug has nearly 6,000 likes.

"Since we've been giving leucovorin, I think everything that we've been trying to teach, he's started to get it more and faster," she said. Ezra's behavioral analyst, Margaret Hawkins, told me that before leucovorin, she used to work with Ezra on pronouncing single words; now she's coaching him on telling three- or four-sentence stories.

Read: When America's views on autism started to change

Without Kennedy and Trump, Carrasco might not have learned about leucovorin; she's grateful to them for giving her more faith in Ezra's future, and hopes that the progress she's seen so far won't turn out to be a mirage. At the same time, she's frustrated by the lack of information about how to use the drug and the difficulty she and other parents have had getting their hands on it. "I feel like they presented something and then just kind of left it in the dust," she said. The last time she checked, the pharmacies in Tyler were out of leucovorin; she was planning to drive to a neighboring town to get more. "I got my hopes up and now I'm nervous," she texted me recently. "I don't wanna watch him regress."



If the posts and comments are any indication, even parents who have managed to get prescriptions, like Carrasco, have been having trouble filling them. Whether the drug is in shortage now is unclear, but it has a history of supply problems going back more than a decade. A drug-shortage database maintained by a pharmacists' association recently listed leucovorin shortages at five companies. (One of them, Teva, said its 25-milligram pills were in stock, but not its 5-milligram dose; the others either didn't respond to me or couldn't confirm whether they had supply issues.)

Perhaps because of shortages--or difficulties finding a doctor willing to prescribe leucovorin at all--some parents are turning to supplemental forms of folate. Such supplements are far less potent than leucovorin, but are usually cheaper and don't require a prescription. (Even if leucovorin does turn out to be an effective autism treatment, it's unknown whether low-dose supplements would have any effect.)

Offline, parents have been calling Frye, the longtime leucovorin doctor, who believes that as many as 1 million kids could benefit from the drug. He mostly treats children with significant language delays, though he says that the drug can sometimes help higher-functioning kids too. Frye was the lead author of a small 2016 study that found that children with autism who received leucovorin showed improvements in verbal communication, compared with those given a placebo; he also recently published a book called The Folate Fix. Ever since the press conference, his office has been inundated with calls and emails from parents who want the drug for their children.

Read: RFK Jr.'s cheer squad is getting restless

For years, Frye has had a backlog of patients wanting to see him, but the White House announcement, he told me, made an "impossible situation worse." He already has about 1,000 patients who are taking leucovorin, and he isn't planning to accept any new ones until 2028. According to Frye, the FDA has asked him to submit an application to conduct clinical trials on leucovorin as an autism treatment, but last week, he told me that "not much is going on at this time." He guesses those trials will take about two years. In the meantime, parents will be left to experiment with leucovorin on their own.
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The Risk of Trump's Marijuana Order

The president's move to loosen marijuana restrictions risks sending the wrong message about the drug.

by Nicholas Florko

Fri, 19 Dec 2025




For more than 50 years, America's official position on marijuana has been seen as nonsensical. By classifying pot as a Schedule I drug, the federal government has lumped it with heroin and LSD as substances with "no currently accepted medical use and a high potential for abuse." In 1972, two years after marijuana was relegated to the most restrictive category of drugs in America, a government report found that weed's "actual impact on society does not justify a social policy designed to seek out and firmly punish those who use it."



Even with the federal classification, states have been experimenting with marijuana legalization for nearly three decades. These laws have led to fewer marijuana-related arrests without dramatic increases in crime, and they haven't substantially spiked the rate of illicit adolescent cannabis use. Although fully legalizing recreational marijuana remains controversial, it's clear that smoking a joint from your local dispensary is not the same as using heroin.



Now America's marijuana policies are getting a bit more in line with the actual science. Today, Donald Trump signed an executive order directing the government to move the drug to Schedule III, a classification for substances with "moderate to low potential for physical and psychological dependence." As the president emphasized in the Oval Office, the action "doesn't legalize marijuana in any way, shape, or form." Selling marijuana without a prescription will still be a federal crime, just as trafficking anabolic steroids (also a Schedule III drug) is illegal.



The biggest impact from today's action will likely be on medical research. Marijuana studies have been stymied because researchers who want to experiment with Schedule I drugs need to be closely vetted by the federal government. During the signing ceremony for the executive order, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. argued that the new classification will let scientists better understand the drug. That's the hope of Ryan Vandrey, a cannabis researcher at Johns Hopkins University. Vandrey's lab was cleared to do cannabis research while marijuana was still in Schedule I, but he hopes that this loosening of restrictions will open up "a huge number of possibilities for us to get at both the health benefits and health risks of cannabis as a whole," he told me.

Read: The new war on weed

At the same time, by rescheduling the drug, the government runs the risk of signaling that marijuana is no big deal. "We need to be very clear in our messaging--especially to young people--that rescheduling does not mean cannabis is harmless," Scott Hadland, a professor at Harvard Medical School and a pediatrician who treats adolescent addiction, told me. The government needs to figure out a way to tell Americans that even though marijuana is not as dangerous as heroin, it's still an addictive drug. That's not an easy message to communicate. Prior to signing the executive order today, the president touted the purported benefits of marijuana for certain medical conditions, but he also echoed the "Just Say No" drug campaign of decades past. "Unless a drug is recommended by a doctor for medical reasons, just don't do it," he said. (The White House did not respond to a request for comment.)



When talking about the risks of marijuana, you can easily come off as a scold. Roughly 50 percent of Americans have tried the drug, and according to a 2024 study, the number of people using cannabis daily or near daily now eclipses the number who drink alcohol at a similar frequency. (Trump emphasized today that weed rescheduling polls well.) Even so, the risks of marijuana are real. The CDC estimates that three in 10 cannabis users exhibit some signs of dependency.



It doesn't help that marijuana isn't the same as when it was first scheduled, back in 1970. The drug has become significantly stronger over the past several decades. The average joint in the '70s contained about 2 percent THC, the main psychoactive component of marijuana. In 2025, dispensaries regularly stock joints that have more than 35 percent THC. Studies have shown that use of higher-concentration marijuana is associated with serious mental-health outcomes, such as psychosis. In 2017, there were more than 100,000 hospitalizations for pot-linked psychosis, one study found. Vandrey said that he hopes rescheduling will help researchers better interrogate the "very strong correlation" between heavy marijuana use and psychosis.



None of this is to say that marijuana should stay a Schedule I drug, as it has for decades. In spite of this classification, millions of Americans have continued to use it. The government is now finally backing away from a misguided position about the risks of pot. But it still has to contend with the drug's complications.
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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 it, 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 emerita 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 U.S. Is on the Verge of Meteorological Malpractice
        Michelle Nijhuis

        
On Tuesday afternoon, the risk of wildfire in northeastern Colorado had risen high enough that Xcel Energy, the state's largest utility company, announced that it would shut down power in much of the area the following day. Expected high winds, combined with the current dry conditions, meant that a downed electrical line could spark a catastrophe. Local institutions responded by announcing closures yesterday, among them the Boulder, Colorado-based National Center for Atmospheric Research, or NCA...
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The U.S. Is on the Verge of Meteorological Malpractice

The Trump administration says it will dismantle a premier climate center, while somehow keeping weather forecasting intact.

by Michelle Nijhuis

Thu, 18 Dec 2025





 On Tuesday afternoon, the risk of wildfire in northeastern Colorado had risen high enough that Xcel Energy, the state's largest utility company, announced that it would shut down power in much of the area the following day. Expected high winds, combined with the current dry conditions, meant that a downed electrical line could spark a catastrophe. Local institutions responded by announcing closures yesterday, among them the Boulder, Colorado-based National Center for Atmospheric Research, or NCAR.



Shortly after the Xcel announcement, USA Today broke the news that the Trump administration planned to "dismantle" the center. Climate scientists know NCAR as one of the largest weather-and-climate-research institutions in the world; Russell Vought, the director of the Office of Management and Budget, described it as "one of the largest sources of climate alarmism in the country." NCAR had already reduced its staff in anticipation of drastic budget cuts at the National Science Foundation, which provides about half of the center's funding. In March, a major NCAR project meant to track hurricanes and other severe storms was canceled after the administration pulled back money appropriated for it. Now efforts to dissolve the center would begin "immediately," USA Today reported, and would include a full closure of the center's Mesa Laboratory--whose distinctive rose-hued towers, designed by I. M. Pei, have overlooked the city since the 1960s. (The Office of Management and Budget did not immediately return a request for comment.)



On Tuesday night, Antonio Busalacchi, the president of the consortium that operates the center, was in New Orleans at the annual meeting of the American Geophysical Union along with many of the center's researchers. Busalacchi issued a brief statement acknowledging the reports but noted that "we do not have additional information about any such plan." That's essentially still true: At a press availability at the conference today, Busalacchi said, "I don't want to be facetious, but I don't know what the best definition of 'immediate' means." He defended NCAR's work, which would be more costly if it was broken up, he said, as well as the impartiality of its researchers. "We are physical scientists. We're not political scientists," he said.



Like many of the institutions and agencies targeted by the Trump administration this year--USAID, the Forest Service, the National Institutes of Health--NCAR is vulnerable in part because so few Americans know what it does, if they've heard of it at all. Established in 1960 to advance the field of meteorology, which had flourished during World War II but languished in peacetime, the center was designed to coordinate research on "the problems of the atmosphere" and provide the large-scale computing facilities necessary for that work. It now employs more than 800 researchers and makes its facilities available to thousands more each year.



Katharine Hayhoe, a climate scientist at Texas Tech University and the chief scientist of the Nature Conservancy, called NCAR "quite literally our global mothership." Daniel Swain, a UC Agriculture and Natural Resources climate scientist known for his commentary on extreme-weather events, hosted a "rapid response" livestream yesterday morning. "Most academics in the weather and climate world," he said, "have in some way passed through or connected with the National Center for Atmospheric Research." Swain, himself a research partner at NCAR, spoke to his audience from Boulder, warning that the area's planned power shutoff could bring his report to an abrupt end. He described the administration's plans for NCAR as "a genuinely shocking self-inflicted wound."



Whether or not Americans know it, research at the center has contributed to enormous advances in the weather forecasts they consult each day. Three-day forecasts have been more than 80 percent accurate since the 1980s and are now about 97 percent accurate; five-day forecasts hit the 80 percent threshold in the early 2000s, and seven-day forecasts are approaching it today. NCAR researchers have also enabled more precise predictions of tornadoes, hurricanes, wildfires, and other extreme events. The center has been so successful, Swain observed during his livestream, that we now take for granted "the fact that we are not caught by surprise when a hurricane makes landfall, the fact that we can predict the occurrence--literally, as I speak, the winds are picking up outside the window--of these extreme fire-weather conditions."



The dissolution of the center could disrupt climate science and its applications in more fundamental ways, interfering with access to the center's supercomputer facility in Wyoming, the cross-disciplinary collaborations essential to climate science, and recent partnerships with insurance companies and other businesses whose profitability depends on a predictable climate. An NCAR employee who was laid off because of funding cuts earlier this year, and who requested anonymity due to fear of retaliation from the Trump administration, told me that the worst effects of these disruptions might not be immediately apparent. "The gaps we're going to have in our science and technology research in the next decades are what you're really going to notice," the former employee said.



Vought told USA Today that although the National Science Foundation "will be breaking up" NCAR, "vital activities such as weather research will be moved to another entity or location." Yesterday, the NSF stated that it would "explore options" to put the center's modeling and forecasting powers toward "seasonal weather prediction, severe storms, and space weather." (Reached today, the NSF had no further comment.) White House officials characterized the dismantling of NCAR as a return to the center's original mission--to make the weather great again, so to speak, by separating weather forecasting from research on climate change.



Weather and climate aren't easily separable, though, and never have been. Weather, after all, is essentially a snapshot of the climate: same atmosphere, shorter timescale. The massive computer models that climate scientists now use to predict future changes in the global climate arose from the weather-forecasting models that NCAR researchers began to help build and refine in the 1960s. As researchers added power and complexity to these models, running them for longer periods and including the effects of ocean temperatures, volcanic activity, seasonal ice and snow cover, and other factors, they began to approximate the climate. NCAR's newest climate model, the Model for Prediction Across Scales, or MPAS, can simulate both large-scale atmospheric patterns and small-scale weather events.



Today, predicting the weather without considering the climate would be meteorological malpractice. Human-caused changes in the global climate have fundamentally changed the weather, making extreme conditions not only possible but also more likely. Without ongoing research on climate change, forecasters would be less able to predict deadly weather events such as last week's flooding in the Pacific Northwest and heavy snow in the Midwest and Northeast.



And they might not have seen the Colorado winds coming in time for electric utilities to take preventive measures. Swain signed off his livestream yesterday as the wind picked up in Boulder. By noon, Xcel Energy had shut off power to nearly 100,000 of its Colorado customers. By 4 p.m., the weather station at NCAR's Mesa Laboratory was measuring wind gusts of more than 100 miles per hour.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/12/climate-science-global-mothership-ncar/685313/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Henry Grabar and Judith Shulevitz as Staff Writers and Chris Suellentrop as Senior Editor; Uzodinma Iweala Joins as Contributing Writer



Mon, 22 Dec 2025


Henry Grabar, Judith Shulevitz, Chris Suellentrop, and Uzodinma Iweala



The Atlantic is announcing several journalists joining in January as part of a continued newsroom expansion: Henry Grabar and Judith Shulevitz as staff writers; Chris Suellentrop as a senior editor; along with Uzodinma Iweala as a contributing writer.

Henry covered housing, infrastructure, and urban life for Slate, and is the author most recently of Paved Paradise: How Parking Explains the World. Judith becomes a staff writer after several years as a contributing writer; she has written wide-ranging criticism for The Atlantic since 2015, and will do more of this work on staff. Chris comes from The Washington Post, where he was most recently an op-ed editor. And Uzodinma, the author of Beasts of No Nation and a previous CEO of the Africa Center and Ventures Africa magazine, will contribute writing beginning next month.

An announcement is below from The Atlantic's executive editor Adrienne LaFrance:

Dear everyone,
 I'm writing to share excellent news about several journalists joining The Atlantic in January.
 First, Henry Grabar: Henry is joining us as a staff writer. He comes to us from Slate, where he covered housing, infrastructure, and urban life. In more than a decade on that beat, some of his many memorable stories include an account of his battle with knotweed, an urban planning diary of the Paris Summer Olympics, an investigation into why Americans don't live in hotels anymore (but should!), and a 99% Invisible episode about kids who get around town by themselves. He was the editor of the 2019 anthology The Future of Transportation, and is the author of the 2023 book Paved Paradise: How Parking Explains the World, a wonderful book that demonstrates Henry's knack for making seemingly boring things interesting. He is currently working on a book about the design, financing, permitting, and construction of an apartment building.
 Next: Uzodinma Iweala, who is joining us as a contributing writer. Uzo was previously CEO of the Africa Center in Harlem. Before that, he was co-founder, editor in chief, and CEO of Ventures Africa magazine. His debut novel, Beasts of No Nation, became a film starring Idris Elba, and he followed it with a second novel, Speak No Evil. He is also the author of Our Kind of People: A Continent's Challenge, A Country's Hope, a beautifully reported look at the AIDS crisis in Africa. Most recently, he has been a fellow at the University of Heidelberg's Kate Hamburger Center for Apocalyptic and Post Apocalyptic Studies. We are very happy that Uzo is bringing his extraordinary talents to The Atlantic and can't wait to read him in our pages.
 Next: The great Judith Shulevitz is joining The Atlantic as a staff writer. Obviously you all know Judith's excellent work. She has been writing for The Atlantic since 2015, and has been a contributing writer since 2022. She is a sharp, sophisticated, wide-ranging critic: In just the past few years, she's taken on the fiction of Muriel Spark, Han Kang, Franz Kafka, Lorrie Moore, and Salman Rushdie, among others. Often, her reviews are not just about a new book, but function as keen assessments of an entire body of work. (Her piece out today on Charlie Kirk's posthumous book is--like everything Judith writes--a must-read.) Judith is the author of The Sabbath World: Glimpses of a Different Order of Time (2010). And she was the founding culture editor of Slate and co-editor of the beloved Lingua Franca.
 Finally, Chris Suellentrop is joining us as a senior editor. Chris comes to us from The Washington Post, where he served as an opinions editor. He has also been a story editor at The New York Times Magazine (where he edited an Ellie Award-winning profile of Mike Allen by The Atlantic's own Mark Leibovich) and a staff editor at the Times op-ed page (where he was the newspaper's first blogger!). Other stops in his impressive career include: senior editor at Politico and deputy Washington bureau chief at Slate. (Fun fact: The December 1996 issue of Yahoo! Internet Life decreed that Chris's college magazine was one of the three best humor sites on the internet, a higher rating than it gave to The Onion.)
 Recent editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Will Gottsegen, Jonathan Lemire, Lily Meyer, Luis Parrales, Alex Reisner, Simon Shuster, and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez; and senior editors Paul Beckett, Emily Bobrow, Adam Kirsch, Michael Leibel, and Katie Zezima.


Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/2025/12/atlantic-announces-new-writers-and-senior-editor/685391/?utm_source=feed
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        An Idiosyncratic Christmas Playlist
        Tom Nichols

        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.Christmas has always made me nostalgic, but I have come to realize, with something of a jolt-- perhaps because I just turned 65--that my sense of nostalgia is not what it used to be. When I was younger, I happily got all wistful when hearing Johnny Mathis or Perry Como because I would think of my parents...

      

      
        Companies' 'Wrapped' Features Keep Getting Weirder
        Will Gottsegen

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The holidays are a time for reflection, but lately I've been overthinking things: Over the past few weeks, I've listened to a playlist of my top songs via Spotify "Wrapped," revisited my summer-long job hunt on LinkedIn's Year in Review, and ruminated on my crossword abilities with The New York Times' Y...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: The Last of the Year!
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 3:40 p.m. ET on December 23, 2025.It's a short holiday week here for Atlantic Trivia; I'll be quizzing you Monday and Tuesday, and then we'll part until the new year.But note that Anders Celsius developed his centigrade system for measuring temperature on December 25, 1741. The first predicted return of Halley's Comet was observed precisely 17 years later. The keen mind can still accomplish a lot at Christmas.In fact, who needs presents (I desperately ask as I realiz...

      

      
        The DOJ Is Losing Public Trust
        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.This past Friday was the legal deadline for releasing files related to the late sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, and the Justice Department blew right through it.In an interview Friday morning, Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche acknowledged that not everything would be ready by the deadline. Even the pa...

      

      
        The Trump Administration's Guide to Christmas Giving
        Alexandra Petri

        The good news: We are saying "Merry Christmas" again. (It is now compulsory, or the FCC will come for your license.) The bad news: Christmas rationing is indeed in effect.Please consider the following gifting instructions from our president, who is also tightening his belt this Christmas (only demolishing one wing of the White House to install a lavish ballroom instead of both).For Mom: A tariff!For Dad: A tariff!For Grandma: A tariff! Did they not want tariffs? That's what we got everyone. Sorry...

      

      
        The Art of Deciding What to Care About
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.Something about getting older makes it easier to say "No, thank you." On average, older Americans score higher on well-being than younger adults, and much of this is thanks to developing a clearer sense of what's worth time and attention. At 61 years old, Arthur C. Brooks writes in his recent column, ...

      

      
        Today's Instagram Trivia Answers
        Drew Goins

        To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily -- and don't forget to check Instagram Stories tomorrow for more questions.Tuesday, December 23, 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?
	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?
	What ...

      

      
        The United States of Donald Trump
        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.When President Donald Trump visited George Washington's Mount Vernon in 2018, he reportedly showed little interest in the estate or in the first president. But Trump did have a critique of his predecessor. "If he was smart, he would've put his name on it," he reportedly said. "You've got to put your nam...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Jabs at Past Presidents
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 5 p.m. on December 19, 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 "...

      

      
        A Peek at an Alternate Venice
        Maya Chung

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.Venice is a city so globally famous that even those who have never been there tend to hold opinions about it. In my experience, those are frequently negative: It's too expensive, too hot, too crowded with tourists. Calling it overrated has almost become a cliche; people love to remind one another that it's sinking--fast. At the same time, few places have had as strong, or as enduring, a hold on the artistic im...

      

      
        Millions of Americans May Soon Face Huge Costs
        Will Gottsegen

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The president took a few moments out of his scattershot address to the nation last night to shield his party from blame over high health-care costs. If federal subsidies for the Affordable Care Act lapse at the end of the year, premiums may rise for more than 20 million Americans, dramatically worsening...

      

      
        When One Honest Politician Isn't Enough
        Jake Lundberg

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.After his death, James Garfield got the full Horatio Alger treatment. As well he should have. Garfield, who died in September 1881 from an assassin's bullet and his own doctors' staggeringly inept care, really did rise, as Alger's book phrased it, From Canal Boy to President. Born into poverty in Ohio, Garfield was a striver of tireless industry and integrity, particul...

      

      
        Guess the Real Trump 'Presidential Walk of Fame' Plaque
        Alexandra Petri

        Donald Trump has now installed descriptive plaques under all the portraits that line his "Presidential Walk of Fame" in the White House. If you wonder whether they are petty, but also deeply strange and erratically capitalized, the answer is: Yes! Of course!Surely they cannot really be that bad, you say. All right. See if you can guess the real ones! Then scroll to the bottom for the answer key. 25. Joseph Biden: Nicknamed both "Sleepy" and "Crooked," Joe Biden was dominated by his Radical Left h...

      

      
        Atlantic Trivia on Ketchup Alternatives and the End Times
        Drew Goins

        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 ...
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An Idiosyncratic Christmas Playlist

A roundup of songs that evoke a new nostalgia

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 24 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.


Christmas has always made me nostalgic, but I have come to realize, with something of a jolt-- perhaps because I just turned 65--that my sense of nostalgia is not what it used to be. When I was younger, I happily got all wistful when hearing Johnny Mathis or Perry Como because I would think of my parents and the Christmases I knew as a little kid. My folks were still around, and it didn't seem all that long ago that I was hoping to find new accessories for my beloved Captain Action doll under the tree.

When you're very young, you're enveloped in the memories and traditions of the adults around you. But my parents have been gone for many years, and the house I grew up in, where my mother would lovingly tape every Christmas card to the walls, has changed hands at least twice since their passing. So I now find myself comforted less by the songs of my childhood and more by the music I came to love as a teen and young adult--just like my parents did in the 1960s, when they were dreaming about the 1940s. I now want to remember my contemporaries, not those of my parents. Perhaps that's how time and memory work; I still have fond recollections of my childhood, but I also have a kind of newer nostalgia.

So yes, when I hear Vince Guaraldi, I still think of being bundled up in my pajamas with a mug of hot chocolate and A Charlie Brown Christmas. But if you look at my Spotify list of Christmas songs, you'll see that these days I am truly nostalgic not for Percy Faith but for ... Billy Joel and the Alarm. I will always love Judy Garland's "Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas," but think of this: In 2025, we are now as far away from the Waitresses' "Christmas Wrapping" as we were from Meet Me in St. Louis when I was in college back in the early 1980s.

My list does not include a hundred versions of "Last Christmas" and the earworm known as "All I Want for Christmas Is You." Allow me to offer something a little more, ah, idiosyncratic.

"Christmas Wrapping," released in 1981, has become a charmingly offbeat holiday mainstay for decades. It shouldn't work at all as a holiday song. It's a tale of harried urban singledom--with an admittedly happy ending--half-sung and half-rapped by the late Patty Donahue in her trademark flat-affect voice. When I was in college, the first jingle-jingles of "Christmas Wrapping" on Boston's FM stations meant that school was done, and that I was going to go home to see my family. The song has always marked, for me, the beginning of the season.

The rest of my list, however, isn't very upbeat. (Notable exception: "Christmas Won't Be the Same Without You," a great 2008 sing-along by the Plain White T's and proof that I listen to a few things from this century.) In fact, most of these songs are rather melancholy. Perhaps the theme among them is something I try to remember at Christmas: "There but for the grace of God go I."

Greg Lake, of the group Emerson, Lake & Palmer, didn't really mean to write a Christmas song when he released "I Believe in Father Christmas" in 1975. Lake's song, composed with lyricist Peter Sinfield, laments the loss of his childhood wonder at the holiday; he describes feeling betrayed because "they said there'll be snow at Christmas ... / But instead it just kept on raining." I get that feeling; I am a man of faith who nonetheless knows that Christ was not born on December 25, who no longer believes in Santa Claus, and who feels mournful when it rains on Christmas.

"Circle of Steel," a 1974 song by Gordon Lightfoot, is also lovely but depressing. Lightfoot tells three stories of inner-city Christmas despair, as reminders that life is a roulette wheel--a circle of steel--where many lose, and the rest of us should count our blessings. More than a decade later, Sir Bob Geldof, co-writer Midge Ure, and a bevy of top British and Irish artists collectively recording as the group Band Aid would do the same with a song titled "Do They Know It's Christmas?"

Ironically, the people who made "Do They Know It's Christmas?" aren't crazy about it, despite the song's success in raising money at the time for famine-stricken Ethiopia. "It's not a great song," Ure said in 2014. "Had we known it would end up side-by-side with 'Silent Night' and 'White Christmas' we'd have tried to write a better track." Geldof said in 2010 that it was one of the "worst songs in history," but he has since softened his view, noting a "guileless innocence" that resulted in something that is "so English, spotty, scruffy."

Geldof, Ure, and Band Aid created a brutal, if melodic, reminder that in some places, Christmas bells are the "clanging chimes of doom," and not everyone is choosing between turkey and ham while drinking good wine and exchanging expensive gifts. "Tonight," the Irish singer Bono, of U2, howls, "thank God it's them instead of you."

I have a special affection for the song because I bought it as a 12-inch-vinyl single in 1985 and discovered a gem on the other side: A long version with all of the stars wishing you (as the British say) a happy Christmas, including a gentle remonstration about world hunger from David Bowie. Sure, I have some quibbles with it: For one thing, Ethiopia, the epicenter of the 1984 famine, is a nation with a large population of my fellow Orthodox Christians, so yes, they did in fact know it was the Christmas season. But even I am not enough of a curmudgeon to dislike a Christmas song that wraps a classic Brit-pop sound and the instantly recognizable drumming of Phil Collins around bushels of real sincerity.

Other songs on my list, I admit, make for oddball listening. "Snoopy's Christmas" was a goofy but adorable--and extremely catchy--novelty hit by the Royal Guardsmen in 1967, in which our canine pal encounters the "Red Baron" in combat on Christmas Eve, and instead of fighting, they enjoy a chivalrous truce.

The thing is, such truces did happen in World War I, so after you smile at Snoopy, listen to "Christmas in the Trenches," a 1984 song by the American folk singer John McCutcheon. McCutcheon's gentle ballad opens with British and German troops hearing each other as they sing carols in their trenches while celebrating Christmas. Soon--as actually happened in some places during the Great War--they tentatively venture out into no-man's-land to shake hands, "share some secret brandy," and play soccer by flare-light. As morning comes and the war resumes, the men return to their trenches but wonder: "Whose family have I fixed within my sights?"

You might notice that my list includes some real clunkers. Why did I include "Wonderful Christmastime," by Paul McCartney? (Because it was released during my first year of college; that's why. I know it's terrible. Shut up.) The sticky gunk from Neil Diamond and Faith Hill is there because I'm old enough that even the 1990s can trigger nostalgia. And I have to listen to the boys from South Park do "Merry F**king Christmas" as a kind of palate cleanser now and then, despite my wife's exasperated sighs.

I hope that whatever your faith or tradition, this season you find some joy, and that you take a moment--as the young people in Band Aid sang so long ago--to "pray for the other ones" and remember our common responsibility to them. I know this has been a tough year, but remember, as Judy Garland promised us in 1942: "Let your heart be light," and hope, as we always do, that "next year, all our troubles will be out of sight."

Merry Christmas.

Related:

	The most haunting--and most inspiring--moment in A Christmas Carol
 	The most beloved Christmas specials are (almost) all terrible.




Evening Read


Jakub Porzycki / NurPhoto / Getty



What I Lost When I Gave Up My Catholicism

By Xochitl Gonzalez

Few experiences in modern life are as wondrous as a really good Christmas Vigil Mass. It's a full sensory encounter: the sight of the chapel, decked out for the holidays; the smell of the incense; the sound of the choir singing "Adeste Fideles" or "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing"; the taste of the Communion wafer; the heavy feel of the chalice when you sip your Communion wine. The message, every year, is that no matter the state of the world, goodness can be born anew.
 I don't remember the last time that I let myself experience this.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Thomas Chatterton Williams: The other way the "super woke" left discriminates
 	ChatGPT needs more cowbell.
 	The writer fueled by life's randomness




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Lauren Puente / AFP / Getty.



Examine. Why did we ever watch To Catch a Predator? A new documentary (streaming on Paramount+) probes the influential Dateline series--and the titillating nature of true crime itself, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Listen. Growing up, Anna Holmes's holidays were profoundly shaped by the sound of a Charlie Brown Christmas.

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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Companies' 'Wrapped' Features Keep Getting Weirder

Metro stops, LinkedIn DMs, and other mundane data points are being packaged for the end-of-year trend.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 23 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 holidays are a time for reflection, but lately I've been overthinking things: Over the past few weeks, I've listened to a playlist of my top songs via Spotify "Wrapped," revisited my summer-long job hunt on LinkedIn's Year in Review, and ruminated on my crossword abilities with The New York Times' Year in Games feature. In 2025, there seem to be more of these data interpolators than ever: The event-planning service Partiful invites users to an After Party, revealing the people they socialized with the most this year. Your Year With ChatGPT lets us see how many em dashes we exchanged with AI. There's also PlayStation's Wrap-Up, Goodreads' Year in Books, and Years in Review for Duolingo, Letterboxd, and Oura. Even Untappd, a social network for beer enthusiasts, has a year-end wrap-up called Recappd.

The wrap-up tradition has been around for a number of years, but what was once a cheeky bit of marketing has now expanded into a full-blown season of its own. In today's internet landscape, personalization is the coin of the realm: Search results, on-site advertisements, and social feeds are all tailored to users' precise desires based on their behaviors. During recap season, those behaviors themselves become the product. Data typically reserved for in-house analytics teams are suddenly interesting in and of themselves--and reviewing those data can be fun, until we're reminded just how much we're tracked, and just how valuable our data are to companies' bottom line.

Because the market for year-end-data visualization has become so bloated, and because consumers now practically expect their digital habits to be condensed and repackaged, products and services that really needn't be "wrapped" are being contorted into the format. For the past few years, the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority has issued a Metro Rewind, totaling commuters' top bus and railway stops. The goal, according to a press release, is nothing less than "transforming each person's transit history into a vivid, shareable snapshot that captures how you move across the region." No data set is too mundane for this treatment: The cloud-storage service Google One sent out a Year in Review telling users how much of their allotted storage they've used up, and reminding them how long they've been subscribed.

But the year-end recaps that seem to work best are the ones that give people something they actually want. In the case of Spotify Wrapped, the promotional blitz is productive both for the company collecting the data and for the user. Wrapped is a glorified ad for Spotify's ability to make money off its users' data, but it also comes with a host of features that are actually useful. I look forward to Spotify Wrapped because it leaves me with a playlist full of my favorite songs of the year and lets me compare my songs against my friends'. But as more companies scramble to turn wonky user data into something slick and shareable, the utility and the joy get harder to see: Do we really need a readout of the Metro stops that our friends are visiting most frequently?

What it does reveal isn't always enjoyable, either. I consider each order placed on a food-delivery app to be a personal failing on my part, but Uber Eats' "YOUBER" attempts to celebrate those late-night moments of laziness and capitulation. At their best, personalized year-end recaps find the fun in data. But the story of a meal--even a memorable one shared with friends--can't be told in flat numbers. And it's a good thing that Strava's Year in Sport is reserved for paying subscribers, since I know I'd bristle when confronted with all of the days I failed to run this year.

Spotify says that "your Wrapped is a reflection of you: unparalleled and unmistakably personal." But the idea that such limited data can offer that level of access is a convenient fiction. These features can also reflect what users want them to: As recaps have become a yearly expectation, some people have found ways to alter their digital footprints, cherry-picking the kinds of media (books on Goodreads, movies on Letterboxd, music on Spotify) that might reflect refinement and taste when it comes time to share. "Just as the machine tailors itself to us, we try to tailor ourselves to it," my colleague Nancy Walecki wrote in a 2023 reflection on Spotify Wrapped. Enthusiasts like to debate when exactly Spotify stops tracking user behavior, and which weeks out of the year might not count for the following year's edition. This year, Spotify tracked listening habits from January to mid-November, which means it's entirely possible that mid-November through December is unsurveilled time. "Safe months to listen to your guilty pleasures," a Mashable article once called this indeterminate period.

In 2025, surveillance is no revelation. We choose to surrender our valuable data to certain apps because we accept that the products are worth it. And, in many cases, when those annual recaps arrive, we welcome them. But it helps when companies give us something to make those concessions a little easier to tolerate. Hence the bargain I make with Spotify each year. Still, I relish what little chance I get to evade the watchful eyes of these data collectors. We have another full week before the tracking for next year's reviews kicks off--and then we'll do it all over again.

Related:

	Spotify doesn't know who you are. (From 2023)
 	Why people love Spotify's annual wrap-ups (From 2018)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Do your parents have a screen-time problem?
 	House Republicans aren't having any fun.
 	Adam Serwer: Cancel culture's boomerang effect
 	Franklin Foer: J. D. Vance fails a simple moral test.




Today's News

	The Justice Department released a second batch of Jeffrey Epstein-related files yesterday that contain multiple references to President Donald Trump--including flight records and a subpoena sent to Mar-a-Lago--and warned that some claims against Trump in the documents are "untrue and sensationalist." The files were briefly taken down from the DOJ website before being reposted late last night.
 	The U.S. economy grew at a 4.3 percent annual rate in the third quarter, the strongest pace in two years, according to a report whose release was delayed by the recent government shutdown, the Commerce Department said.
 	The Trump administration will begin garnishing the pay of student-loan borrowers in default starting the week of January 7; about 1,000 notices will go out first and more will follow, the Department of Education said.




More From The Atlantic

	America's schools are less divided than you think.
 	Graeme Wood: What Bari Weiss got right
 	The next Ozempic is already being sold underground.
 	What the U.S. could learn from an Irish theater
 	Tom Nichols: Trump's vanity fleet
 	The huge problem Waymo didn't see coming




Evening Read


Olivier Touron / AFP / Getty



'It's Very Controversial, but I Love Nick Fuentes'

By Ali Breland

When I rode the escalator into the lobby of the Phoenix Convention Center on Thursday, one of the first things I saw was a two-story-tall picture of Charlie Kirk with his arm reaching out to the sky ...
 AmericaFest has long been one of the biggest events on the right, but this year, the conference saw a record turnout of roughly 30,000. When I asked attendees why they had decided to come, they invariably told me that they were there "because of Charlie." Many of the most prominent influencers and politicians in MAGA world spoke at the event, including Vice President J. D. Vance, Donald Trump Jr., and Steve Bannon. Almost all invoked his memory onstage. When Speaker of the House Mike Johnson spoke of erecting a statue of Kirk in the United States Capitol, the crowd broke out into "Charlie" chants. Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton compared Kirk to Jesus.
 But during my four days at AmericaFest, I noticed that something else was also casting a shadow over the conference. Everyone had come to unite around Kirk, but they kept fighting about Nick Fuentes.


Read the full article.



Culture Break




Take a look. Every story The Atlantic publishes includes art that provides readers with another lens through which they can understand and experience a given subject or idea. Here's a collection of The Atlantic art department's favorite images of the year.

Listen. These are the 20 best podcasts of 2025, Benjamin Cannon writes.

Play our daily crossword.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: The Last of the Year!

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

by Drew Goins

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 3:40 p.m. ET on December 23, 2025.

It's a short holiday week here for Atlantic Trivia; I'll be quizzing you Monday and Tuesday, and then we'll part until the new year.

But note that Anders Celsius developed his centigrade system for measuring temperature on December 25, 1741. The first predicted return of Halley's Comet was observed precisely 17 years later. The keen mind can still accomplish a lot at Christmas.

In fact, who needs presents (I desperately ask as I realize that my online orders will not arrive before Thursday)? Isn't knowledge the greatest gift of all?

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

Tuesday, December 23, 2025

	To promote his new table-tennis movie, the actor Timothee Chalamet recently recorded a video atop what fittingly shaped Las Vegas structure?
 -- From Shirley Li's article on Chalamet's full-throttle press tour for Marty Supreme
 	The Federal Theatre Project was an arm of what New Deal agency that aimed to employ millions of Americans through infrastructure and cultural projects?
 -- From Talya Zax's essay on the democratic value of publicly funded theater
 	What film protagonist played by Saoirse Ronan begins her eponymous movie hating her hometown of Sacramento, the state of California, and even her own name?
 -- From the Culture desk's list of nine non-Christmas movies to watch at Christmas 




And by the way, did you know that those beloved Christmas TV specials of the 1960s were not always funded by the studios themselves, but by corporate sponsors? We have Coca-Cola to thank for A Charlie Brown Christmas, and we owe Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer to General Electric, which kind of makes sense if you consider Rudolph's snout an appliance.

Ironically, How the Grinch Stole Christmas was sponsored by an industry group for banks. I'm guessing the employee tasked with confirming brand alignment had already checked out for the year and skipped right over the message at the story's heart: "Perhaps Christmas doesn't come from a store."

Have a happy holiday, and see you in the new year.



Answers:

	The Sphere. Chalamet hoots and hollers as a drone shows him astride what looks like the world's biggest Ping-Pong ball. There is also, Shirley notes, the matter of the blimp--the Timmy-praising dirigible that has been circling the Los Angeles skies. Amazingly, she writes, Chalamet has managed to make his cocky self-promotion seem endearing, as only he could. Read more.
 	The Works Progress Administration. Zax writes that during the Great Depression, Federal Theatre Project performances reached some 30 million people across the United States. Its work was daring--so, naturally, when the House Un-American Activities Committee came along, it defunded the FTP. But in Ireland, the theater on which the FTP was modeled is still going strong. Read more.
 	Lady Bird. The Greta Gerwig movie is about learning to acknowledge the value of the place you're from--a nice aspiration for holiday travelers heading home. Or you can watch the masked orgy in Eyes Wide Shut. See the rest of our picks.


How did you do? Come back in the new year for more Atlantic Trivia, 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.



Monday, December 22, 2025

	What 41-year-old American downhill skier--the 2010 Olympic women's gold medalist--this month became the oldest competitor ever to win the sport's World Cup?
 -- From Sally Jenkins's story about professional athletes competing into their 40s
 	North of 66deg30' N, the sun stays above the horizon for a full 24 hours at least once a year. This demarcating line is known by what name?
 -- From Shayla Love's story about timekeeping on the Norwegian island of Sommaroy
 	What 19th-century American author was best known for his rags-to-riches stories that he hoped would "exert a wholesome influence on his young readers"?
 -- From Jake Lundberg's story on a new Netflix series about President James Garfield




And by the way, did you know that twice a year in the tropics, the sun is positioned ever so briefly exactly overhead? Elsewhere in the world, the sun never reaches true zenith, but in the band around the equator, its semiannual appearance produces the eerie effect of shadowlessness for objects on the ground.

Look up Lahaina Noon (as it's called in Hawai`i) if you wish to be disconcerted by some apparently levitating traffic cones and parking-lot stanchions. The magic lasts only a jiffy; then you're stuck with the bummer of merely being in Hawai`i.



Answers:

	Lindsey Vonn. The skier's previous World Cup win was seven years prior, Sally writes. Watching Vonn--or the literal grandfather lately throwing touchdown passes for the Indianapolis Colts--Sally wonders how many "gladdening third acts" sports ageism has cheated us out of. Read more.
 	The Arctic Circle. Sommaroy made international news in 2019 when villagers petitioned to make the place a "time-free zone." Love traveled there this summer to spend nine days figuring out whether people can actually buck the clock. Read more.
 	Horatio Alger. Garfield's own unlikely ascendance to his Gilded Age presidency was the subject of Alger's From Canal Boy to President. Jake writes that Netflix's framing of Garfield as "a good man in an age of bad politicians" is "hopeful but perhaps too hopeful for our current moment." Read more.
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The DOJ Is Losing Public Trust

The department is unlikely to get the benefit of the doubt for its handling of the recent Epstein-files release.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 22 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.

This past Friday was the legal deadline for releasing files related to the late sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, and the Justice Department blew right through it.

In an interview Friday morning, Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche acknowledged that not everything would be ready by the deadline. Even the partial release was flawed. As my colleague Charlie Warzel reported, the first tranche is full of extensive redactions. Although Congress required by law that the documents be released in a searchable form online, the function wasn't working right. The materials released on Friday included many references to and photos of former President Bill Clinton but conspicuously few inclusions of President Donald Trump, who was once a close friend of Epstein's. Then, on Saturday, at least 16 documents initially included in the dump were suddenly removed. (At least one, including a photo with Trump in it, has been reinstated.)

Good explanations might exist for all of these things. Processing such a huge number of documents--hundreds of thousands, according to the DOJ--is a huge challenge under any circumstances, and these files are especially sensitive because they likely contain information about underage victims of sex crimes. Congress also granted the DOJ discretion to withhold documents related to ongoing investigations. Blanche said yesterday that the DOJ would not redact any information relating to Trump.

But the Justice Department is unlikely to receive much benefit of the doubt in this case. Representatives Thomas Massie, a Kentucky Republican, and Ro Khanna, a California Democrat, who spearheaded the effort to force the files' release indicated yesterday that they might seek to hold Attorney General Pam Bondi in contempt of Congress for not releasing all of the documents. Epstein victims have also blasted the administration, my colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick reported. "I feel really disappointed," Sharlene Rochard told her. "America is getting a look tonight into how we have all felt for years."

A series of compounding failures led the DOJ to this moment. For years, the federal government failed to act effectively to stop Epstein's crimes. One of the documents included in the Friday release was a 1996 complaint to the FBI alleging that Epstein possessed and distributed child pornography. The DOJ finally got around to investigating Epstein a decade later, only to let him strike a sweetheart plea deal. The government seemed to finally be pushing harder in 2019, but then Epstein died, in what was ruled a suicide, in a federal facility.

The Trump Justice Department has done more damage just in the past few months. Blanche took the highly unusual step of interviewing Ghislaine Maxwell, Epstein's convicted accomplice, earlier this year; she was soon moved to a cushy prison for reasons that have still not been satisfactorily explained. Last month, under pressure because of his own ties to Epstein, the president ordered investigations into relationships between Democrats and Epstein. Such probes are welcome--no one should be above the law--but also obviously political.

The Trump administration's central goal for the Justice Department, in fact, has been to politicize it. This hasn't been a secret. In Project 2025, which has served as a blueprint for Trump, the former DOJ official Gene Hamilton argued for political appointees to be flooded into "every office and component across the department" and for all decisions to "to be made consistent with the President's agenda." Hamilton has gotten his wish. Trump has fired even the lowest-level prosecutors, forced out career officials, appointed his personal attorneys to key positions, and pursued investigations and indictments against political enemies.

The DOJ has never been wholly apolitical; John F. Kennedy appointed his own brother to lead it. But both presidents and attorneys general have understood the value of appearing to be at least somewhat insulated from politics, especially since Watergate. That's why DOJ leaders have at times clashed with the White House over decisions. Attorneys general appointed special counsels, from Lawrence Walsh to Robert Fiske to Robert Mueller to Jack Smith, in order to show and maintain their distance from highly political cases. Alberto Gonzales, an attorney general under George W. Bush, resigned after the revelation of political pressure on U.S. attorneys. That scandal seems almost quaint today; now the president attempts to appoint underqualified aides to conduct prosecutions that he orders on his Truth Social account, and Bondi leaps to enable him.

Turning the Justice Department into an arm of the MAGA agenda is producing lots of unwanted side effects, though. Government lawyers are finding that federal courts no longer grant them the presumption of trust. Attempts to indict former FBI Director James Comey and New York Attorney General Letitia James have come a cropper; judges and grand juries both have so far been skeptical. Now the DOJ's fumbling of the Epstein files won't receive much forbearance from politicians or the public. Trump and those around him grasped that the DOJ could be a powerful political tool for a president. What they didn't understand was that keeping the Justice Department's hands clean of politics is a way of protecting a president too.

Related:

	How to read the Epstein files like an expert
 	What is actually in the Epstein files?




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The three-step guide to fixing affordability
 	Trump discovers Maduro's Achilles' heel.
 	Jonathan Chait: Trump's plan to corrupt the media is starting to work.




Today's News

	CBS News's editor in chief, Bari Weiss, pulled a 60 Minutes segment on the deportation of Venezuelan migrants to El Salvador's CECOT prison this weekend after, among other issues, the administration declined an interview, according to a CBS internal email. The decision, which prompted internal backlash, was made because the story wasn't ready, Weiss reportedly said.
 	The Trump administration halted all U.S. offshore wind projects, pausing federal leases for five East Coast developments after the Defense Department flagged national-security risks. The freeze affects nearly six gigawatts of planned power.
 	Trump appointed Louisiana Governor Jeff Landry as a special envoy to Greenland, sparking outrage in Greenland and Denmark, whose foreign minister called the move "totally unacceptable." Landry said he would work to "make Greenland a part of the U.S.," prompting both foreign countries to insist that the island is not up for annexation.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores stories on the art of deciding what to care about.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Vivek Thakker



AI Is Democratizing Music. Unfortunately.

By Spencer Kornhaber

Human beings may have sung before they spoke. Scientists from Charles Darwin onward have speculated that, for our early ancestors, music predated--and possibly formed the basis of--language. The "singing Neanderthals" theory is a reminder that humming and drumming are fundamental aspects of being human. Even babies have some musical instinct, as anyone who's watched a toddler try to bang their tray to a beat knows.
 This ought to be kept in mind when evaluating the rhetoric surrounding the topic of music made by artificial intelligence.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	CBS and CNN are being sacrificed to Trump, Franklin Foer argues.
 	Alexandra Petri: The Trump administration's guide to Christmas giving
 	There were two Charlie Kirks.
 	Eliot A. Cohen: The pitiful childishness of Donald Trump
 	Adam Serwer: Conservatives want the Antebellum Constitution back.
 	The island without time




Culture Break


Illustration by Anna Ruch / The Atlantic*



Watch. The Atlantic culture desk recommends nine non-Christmas movies to watch during Christmas.

Read. Everything we know about rape is wrong, Sophie Gilbert argues. Girls Play Dead is a transformative analysis of what sexual assault does to women.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Trump Administration's Guide to Christmas Giving

A piece of East Wing Rubble? An MRI for no reason? The options are endless!

by Alexandra Petri

Mon, 22 Dec 2025




The good news: We are saying "Merry Christmas" again. (It is now compulsory, or the FCC will come for your license.) The bad news: Christmas rationing is indeed in effect.

Please consider the following gifting instructions from our president, who is also tightening his belt this Christmas (only demolishing one wing of the White House to install a lavish ballroom instead of both).

For Mom: A tariff!

For Dad: A tariff!

For Grandma: A tariff! Did they not want tariffs? That's what we got everyone. Sorry.

For Uncle Greg: A TINY CAR!!! (We're making these now.)

For Her: A photoshoot with Vanity Fair. Nothing says "glamour" like Vanity Fair. Usually. But sometimes the picture they take of you comes out looking like Dorian Gray's DMV photo--unflattering, but in a way that implies deep spiritual corruption. This gives a fun Russian-roulette aspect to the gift!

For the Man Who Has Everything: Surprise MRI for no reason! Donald Trump has everything and he keeps getting these, so they must be a fun, cool luxury item and not cause for any kind of alarm.

For the Historian: Piece of East Wing rubble, possibly haunted. Does someone in your life love history or respect White House traditions? Great! We have a bunch of junk to unload on a mark like her.

For the Frequent Flier: Air Force One, lightly used. We've just received a better plane from Qatar. If you fly private, you can wear whatever you want to the airport, even pajamas!

For the Vaccine-Skeptical: Measles. A special surprise from the Trump administration. Don't know what to get your child? That might not be a problem next year.

For Everyone Else on Your List: AI Something? There's demand for this, isn't there? Please tell us there's demand, or the whole economy is going to break.

For Your Uncle (You'll Know Which One): This John McNaughton painting titled The Secret Service, which features Donald Trump and some angels.

For That Special Someone: A presidential pardon. Just because! You never know when one of these will come in handy. It'll have everyone but the recipient saying "You shouldn't have!," especially when that special someone goes on to commit additional crimes.

For the Budding Artist in Your Life: One or two pencils. ("You can give up certain products ... Every child [can't] get 37 pencils. They only need one or two. They don't need that many," President Trump explained a few months ago.) We understand that this raises a question: Who was buying 37 pencils before? Are these colored pencils or just standard No. 2 Ticonderogas? We don't know! Good luck with this oddly specific presidential instruction.

For Your Daughter: One doll, or, perhaps, if you are feeling indulgent, two! ("Two or three is nice. You don't need 37 dolls."  -- the president, again.) Indeed, apply this guidance generally. Instead of a box full of crayons, consider one or two loose crayons! Instead of an advent calendar full of toys, consider an advent calendar empty of toys! Instead of a candy cane, consider no candy mobility aids at all, which reek of accessibility and imply concessions to Tiny Tim.

Remember, there's nothing more disappointing than a tree that has too many presents under it. Then you can't properly see the tree. Also remember that not having a job will build resilience. Donald Trump briefly did not have a job and now look at him. He's King of the United States!

If you're still feeling the pinch, consider culling your list. Don't give any gifts to adults, unless that adult is Border Czar Tom Homan, in which case you can give him $50,000 cash in a discreet CAVA bag. There are two ways to remove people from your list: through attrition and through measles (see above).

If you're still at a loss, maybe just get everyone one big egg (Large, Grade A). Or some coal!

Coal can be an amazing gift. Timeless. Classic. She is the moment, to quote something the Department of Energy actually posted on X.

Before buying, be sure to check where your gifts were manufactured! Gifts produced at the North Pole are unfortunately subject to tariffs, just as with the islands-uninhabited-except-by-penguins situation. Those penguins know what they did.

Merry Christmas, or Else,

Team Trump
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The Art of Deciding What to Care About

Happiness often comes from figuring out what's worth your energy.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 20 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.


Something about getting older makes it easier to say "No, thank you." On average, older Americans score higher on well-being than younger adults, and much of this is thanks to developing a clearer sense of what's worth time and attention. At 61 years old, Arthur C. Brooks writes in his recent column, "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."

The idea of saving your energy for what really matters seems obvious, even cliche. But as life's pressures mount, it can be hard to sift through and make those decisions. Today's newsletter offers some tips for making the tough choices that will ultimately help life feel more joyful.



On Aging Happily

What I Wish I'd Known When I Was Younger

By Arthur C. Brooks

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


Read the article.

What the Longest Study on Human Happiness Found Is the Key to a Good Life

By Robert Waldinger and Marc Schulz

The Harvard Study of Adult Development has established a strong correlation between deep relationships and well-being. The question is, how does a person nurture those deep relationships?


Read the article.

The Seven Habits That Lead to Happiness in Old Age

By Arthur C. Brooks

Your well-being is like a retirement account: The sooner you invest, the greater your returns will be.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The real roots of midlife crisis: What a growing body of research reveals about the biology of human happiness--and how to navigate the (temporary) slump in middle age (from 2014)
 	Three rules for middle-age happiness: "Nora Ephron taught me that couches should be white; tables, round; emails, short; lunches, long," Deborah Copaken wrote in 2021.




Other Diversions

	The truth physics can no longer ignore
 	Americans refuse to go bald.
 	Avatar is no longer trying to get anyone on board.




PS


Courtesy of Linda C.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Linda C., 68,  sent this photo of "the view from First People's Buffalo Jump near Great Falls, Montana. I hike here most seasons to enjoy the expansive views and reflect on the people and animals who trod here before me."

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, 20 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.

Tuesday, December 23, 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?
 	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?
 	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?


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 Dimri 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 Austin Harper 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, Begona Gomez Urzaiz follows a bullfighter who is definitionally untraditional, for one big reason: She is a woman. Read more.


How did you do? Come back after the holidays for more questions, and if you think up a great one after reading an Atlantic story, send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Monday, December 22, 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?
 	A popular Filipino condiment developed amid World War II shortages replaces the tomato in ketchup with what fruit plentiful in the tropics?
 	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)?


Answers:

	28 Years Later. David Sims 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 Tayag 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, David 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.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/12/atlantic-trivia-instagram-story-questions-answers/684816/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The United States of Donald Trump

Donald Trump is slapping his name and face on everything he can, but America's institutions don't belong to him.

by David A. Graham

Sat, 20 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.

When President Donald Trump visited George Washington's Mount Vernon in 2018, he reportedly showed little interest in the estate or in the first president. But Trump did have a critique of his predecessor. "If he was smart, he would've put his name on it," he reportedly said. "You've got to put your name on stuff, or no one remembers you."

The advice might seem "truly bizarre," as Mount Vernon's CEO described the visit to others, but Trump practices what he preaches. Yesterday, the Trump White House announced that the board of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts--which is chaired by Donald J. Trump, who was appointed to that role by Donald J. Trump, who also filled the board with fellow Trump appointees--would rename the venue the Donald J. Trump and the John F. Kennedy Memorial Center for the Performing Arts. This was, the Trump spokesperson Karoline Leavitt opined, a tribute to "the unbelievable work President Trump has done over the last year" at the center, "not only from the standpoint of its reconstruction but also financially, and its reputation."

This is a challenging claim from a factual standpoint. As The Washington Post found, ticket sales at the Kennedy Center have tanked since Trump's hostile takeover of the institution in February. Patrons booed Trump and Vice President J. D. Vance at concerts this year. Events there have taken on an uncanny sheen of decay and mediocrity, my colleague Alexandra Petri reported after attending the Kennedy Center Honors last week.

The announcement is also challenging from a statutory perspective. The Kennedy Center's name was bestowed by a law passed by Congress and can't be changed by the board on its own. Tim Shriver, John F. Kennedy's nephew, wrote on X, "Would they rename the Lincoln memorial? The Jefferson?"

Who's to stop Trump, though? Workers began changing the signage this morning, and Congress seems unlikely to act; anyway, even if the name isn't formally changed, nothing will prevent the president from calling it what he wants. Consider the Department of Defense, which the administration insists on calling the Department of War, despite the former name being established by law. Or more apropos, take the U.S. Institute of Peace, which was also established and named by Congress but which recently got a (rather premature) rebrand, with the facade now reading Donald J. Trump United States Institute of Peace. The gesture here is blunt. The president placing his own name before the nation's is redolent of dictators in isolated countries--North Korea's Kim family and Turkmenistan's Saparmurat Niyazov, who even renamed January after himself--and long-ago absolute monarchs such as Louis XIV, who is said to have declared, "L'etat, c'est moi."

In line with his view of himself not merely as an elected representative but as father of the nation (or perhaps "daddy" of the nation?), Trump has put his name and image in places large and small. His scowling visage is next to George Washington's portrait on National Parks passes; for good measure, citizens can now enter parks for free on Trump's birthday, which happens to be Flag Day, but no longer on Martin Luther King Jr. Day. A new pay-for-play visa for the very rich is called the Trump Gold Card. The Treasury has proposed 250th-anniversary $1 coins with Trump's face on them, a serious deviation from precedent. (The law bars printing money with images of living people on it but does not apply to minting coins.) Does anyone have any doubt what name he'll put on his boondoggle ballroom at the White House?

This tendency is not new. Throughout his career, Trump has plastered his name on whatever he can, including many buildings, a hideous pair of sneakers, a bottle-water brand, a short-lived airline, a short-lived magazine, and a short-lived steak line. (At a 2016 primary-victory party, Trump displayed steaks bought at a local butcher but claimed that they were Trump Steaks.) The apotheosis came late in his real-estate career, when Trump had mostly stopped developing properties but continued to license his name to other builders. (Some Trump-branded buildings have removed his name in recent years, as his scandals and growing unpopularity have made it a liability.)

The difference is that those things belonged to Trump. The assets of the United States of America do not--they belong to the people. His change to the facade of the U.S. Institute of Peace is just graffiti. Putting his name on the Kennedy Center and parks passes are acts of vandalism of public property, in the most original sense of the word.

Many things in this country are named for former presidents, of course. The performing-arts center was established not by John F. Kennedy but as a memorial to him after his assassination. Trump, by contrast, is rechristening things for himself and then pretending it's an honor rather than an ego trip. He asks not what he can do for his country, but what his country can name for him.

Related:

	Trump's very weird night at the Kennedy Center Honors
 	Trump takes over the Kennedy Center. (From February)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Elizabeth Bruenig: Circles of Epstein hell
 	The truth about immigration that MAGA doesn't acknowledge
 	The Trump administration's unintended autism experiment




Today's News

	The suspect in the Brown University shooting and the killing of an MIT professor was found dead last night of a self-inflicted gunshot wound in a New Hampshire storage facility, authorities said. Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem said yesterday that she had ordered an immediate pause of the green-card lottery program through which the suspect entered in 2017, following a directive from the president.
 	The Justice Department released only a portion of the Jeffrey Epstein files required by law to be made public today. Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche announced that several hundred thousand more documents will be released in the next few weeks.
 	The U.S. carried out major air strikes in Syria, targeting suspected Islamic State sites in response to the attack that killed two American soldiers and a U.S. interpreter last weekend, according to U.S. officials.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Anne Applebaum went searching for Venice as the novelist Henry James knew it, Maya Chung writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Alicia Tatone



The Color of the Year Is an Exercise in Absurdity

By Ellen Cushing

Earlier this month, many attractive people filled a room in Lower Manhattan. They drank elaborate cocktails and gazed upon Instagram-y art installations and left with a gift bag that contained, among other things, earbuds studded with Swarovski crystals. The vibe was high-end, sophisticated, arty. The guest of honor was a color.
 Pantone throws a party like this one annually, in conjunction with the announcement of its "Color of the Year." For 2026, it's "Cloud Dancer," which, the company notes in a press release, "serves as a symbol of calming influence in a frenetic society rediscovering the value of measured consideration and quiet reflection." The color, the release continues, also helps peel "away layers of outmoded thinking," "making room for innovation," and, of course, reminds us that "true strength lies not just in doing, but also in being." (It's white.)


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Are we really going to war over oil?
 	How to treat purveyors of baseless speculation
 	The risk of Trump's marijuana order
 	Charles Fain Lehman: Rescheduling marijuana is an enormous mistake.
 	Galaxy Brain: Prediction markets and the "suckerifcation" crisis, with Max Read
 	The backlash against car prices is here.




Culture Break


20th Century Studios / Everett Collection



Watch. Avatar is no longer trying to get anyone on board. But for the franchise's devotees, Avatar: Fire and Ash (out now in theaters) is another thrilling installment, David Sims writes.

Explore. The most beloved Christmas specials are (almost) all terrible, Tom Nichols argued in 2021.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

For many years, I kept a bottle of Trump Ice water on my desk. My first job in journalism after graduation was interning on the real-estate desk at The Wall Street Journal, where I talked with Trump for the first time. (He engaged in some fairly transparent puffery.) A veteran reporter, preparing to ship out to another assignment, jokingly gave me the bottle as a memento. I eventually got rid of it when I realized that it appeared to be leaching water even though the lid was sealed. Perhaps that was foreshadowing of the Trump administration's approach to clean water.

-- David



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: Jabs at Past Presidents

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

by Drew Goins

Fri, 19 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 5 p.m. on December 19, 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.

Friday, December 19, 2025

You might have seen that Donald Trump installed plaques underneath the presidential portraits he hung in the White House. Some inscriptions are more pointed than others. But my colleague Alexandra Petri didn't want less-recent commanders-in-chief to miss out on that signature Trump tone--so she imagined some more blurbs herself. 

For today's Atlantic Trivia, read the "inscriptions" on Alexandra's made-up plaques, then determine which president each describes:

	On the one hand, he did the League of Nations, but on the other hand, he used to show Birth of a Nation in the White House and he segregated the federal government. This just goes to show there are good and bad sides to everyone. Thank goodness we never got into the League of Nations.
 	We like that he put his name on all the things: the monument, the city, even a state. Now if you put your name on the things, they say it's tacky, but with him, not so much!
 	Tall guy, but weird-looking. They say he ushered in the "Era of Good Feelings," actually very BAD feelings for the Federalists! ... And his wife was very good in Some Like It Hot.
 	Gave such a long inaugural address that he died! Donald J. Trump gave a much longer address and did not die. Tippecanoe didn't have what it takes!
 	Boy, they had a lot of these guys with beards! Even the voters took one look at this little guy and said, Nah, we want to go with Samuel Tilden. Poor Sammy Tilden.




And by the way, did you know that a famous portrait of Calvin Coolidge's wife, Grace, hangs in the White House's China Room? Her red dress matches the hue of the room; combined with the blue sky and the Coolidges' white collie, it creates a patriotic colorscape within the portrait.

She initially wanted to wear white. The artist, however, was set on his palette, so President Coolidge tried to offer a mutually agreeable solution: "She could still wear the white dress and we'd dye the dog."

Have a great weekend!



Answers:

	Woodrow Wilson. The idealistic League of Nations was Wilson's post-World War I plan for enduring peace, but Congress prevented the United States from actually joining up. Less idealistic was The Birth of a Nation, so hideously racist that some cities and states blocked screenings of it. Read the rest of the "inscriptions."
 	George Washington. The first president's name is also on counties, parks, mountains, rivers--what isn't it on? Well, the Kennedy Center, for one thing.
 	James Monroe. Monroe presided over a period of growing prosperity and shrinking political divisions within the country, with the Democratic-Republicans functionally operating as the only party in town. He was not, however, married to Marilyn Monroe.
 	William Henry Harrison. Poor Harrison! The hero of the Battle of Tippecanoe against Tecumseh's Shawnee confederacy indeed spoke in rain and wind for nearly two hours at his inauguration. Within another 750 hours or so, he was dead.
 	Rutherford B. Hayes. The election of 1876 ended with both Hayes and Samuel Tilden declaring victory after irregularities in a handful of states; Tilden, however, had won the popular vote. Historians believe that when the election went to a special commission for a decision, Hayes cut a deal with Southern Democrats--basically that he would end Reconstruction if awarded the presidency.


How did you do? Come back Monday 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 18, 2025

	Warren Buffett, the Nebraska-born investor famed for his seer-like analysis, is often referred to as the what "of Omaha"?
 -- From Seth A. Klarman's story about the retirement of America's best investor
 	As of December 10, Australia has banned the use of what by kids under the age of 16--becoming the first country in the world to do so?
 -- From Kaitlyn Tiffany's story about Australia's big swing to make kids happier and healthier
 	In many European traditions, Santa Claus rewards good children, but the punishment of naughty ones falls to what demonlike creature who accompanies him?
 -- From Alan Taylor's photo story on Saint Nick's dark companion




And by the way, did you know that Europe has a whole menagerie of surreal Christmas characters? Unfortunately, a lot of them are at least a little bit evil.

Sweden's gift-delivering gnome might hurt your livestock. Several figures across Central Europe are armed with switches. The Francophone Pere Fouettard used to kill and eat children before Father Christmas recruited him to be his slightly less sadistic enforcer. An Icelandic Yule cat also eats kids. An Icelandic ogress also also eats kids.

Is this why we leave cookies out for Santa?! To sate what would otherwise be a most grisly appetite?



Answers:

	The Oracle of Omaha. But clairvoyance played no part in Buffett's success. Klarman writes that the man simply relied on patience, acumen, and hard work, and that made him an irreplaceable role model in a country in which those values are vanishingly rare. Read more.
 	Social media. Kaitlyn writes that the problems Australia is trying to fix are obvious, but she frets that neither Australia nor the rest of the watching world will have a particularly good way to know whether the ban works. Read more.
 	Krampus. The photos of Krampus costumes that Alan pulled together are, frankly, terrifying--giving the impression that European children's presents are found exclusively at the center of haunted corn mazes. No, thank you. See more.




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.



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.




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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A Peek at an Alternate Venice

Anne Applebaum went searching for the city the novelist Henry James got to know.

by Maya Chung

Fri, 19 Dec 2025




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


Venice is a city so globally famous that even those who have never been there tend to hold opinions about it. In my experience, those are frequently negative: It's too expensive, too hot, too crowded with tourists. Calling it overrated has almost become a cliche; people love to remind one another that it's sinking--fast. At the same time, few places have had as strong, or as enduring, a hold on the artistic imagination. John Singer Sargent, Claude Monet, and Isabella Stewart Gardner, among many others, have long been inspired by Venice's rich cultural history and captivating views.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	What people don't understand about Black nationalism
 	"Inside a Flame," a poem by Arthur Sze
 	The riot that foretold an unstable future


Henry James was part of that group. He visited Venice 10 times between 1869 and 1907, and made it the setting of his 1888 novella The Aspern Papers, which was serialized in The Atlantic. The book's narrator goes to Italy on a hunt for letters by the late poet Jeffrey Aspern to a former lover, Juliana, which he believes the now-elderly lady has secreted away in her palazzo. This year, we sent Anne Applebaum on a related quest: She showed up in Italy searching for the city James got to know--the Venice that inspired a substantial part of his work.

James's Venice doesn't dwell among oppressive crowds and opulent halls; it lurks in deserted squares, on less-traveled islands, and within cool, dark churches that hold Renaissance masterpieces. Venice was already becoming a tourist hot spot when James was alive, but he gloried in another city, and that city still exists. Even now, "if you take an odd turn down a narrow pathway and head away from the main attractions," Applebaum writes, "the crowds thin out, and eventually you can find yourself quite alone." James wrote appealingly about exploring the city's "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."

Applebaum's trip helped me think of Venice differently. She enjoyed the same "perfect light" on the island of Torcello that James saw, the same gold mosaic that covers one wall of the Basilica of Santa Maria Assunta; she even walked through the same palazzo on which James modeled the one in The Aspern Papers. She stood on the balcony of the Palazzo Barbaro, another house where James frequently stayed, looking out at the Grand Canal just as the author did almost 150 years ago. If you know where to look, she argues, and if you take the time to do so, the old Venice is always there.


Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic



Henry James's Venice Is Still Here

By Anne Applebaum

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Rum Punch, by Elmore Leonard

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

From our list: Eight plot-heavy books that will keep you turning pages





Out Soon

? Departure(s), by Julian Barnes

? Nothing Random, by Gayle Feldman


? The Score, by C. Thi Nguyen




Your Weekend Read


Focus Features / Everett Collection



A Daring New Take on Shakespeare's Most Famous Soliloquy

By Shirley Li

The "To be, or not to be" soliloquy sets a particularly tricky trap. On-screen, the speech's prestige can overwhelm its existential subject matter, and the passage tends to get overacted. "Because it's a beautiful speech," Peter Kirwan, a professor of Shakespeare and performance at Mary Baldwin University, told me, "the beauty of the speech kind of takes away from what it actually means for someone to be working through this." The fact that any soliloquy halts dramatic action also poses a challenge. Onstage, an actor can naturally hold an audience's attention, being in the same physical venue. Cinema's visual language, though, has the potential to undermine the words' meaning. The sentiment can become a spectacle more than an interior reflection made exterior.

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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Millions of Americans May Soon Face Huge Costs

The GOP is gambling on health care.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 19 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 took a few moments out of his scattershot address to the nation last night to shield his party from blame over high health-care costs. If federal subsidies for the Affordable Care Act lapse at the end of the year, premiums may rise for more than 20 million Americans, dramatically worsening the affordability issues that are now top of mind for both parties. "It's the Unaffordable Care Act," Trump said. And a health-care system in crisis is "the Democrats' fault."

In fact, Democrats have consistently pushed to extend the subsidies; it was House Speaker Mike Johnson who said on Tuesday that the House would not vote on whether to continue funding the credits before the House's holiday recess. Yesterday, a few GOP dissenters lent their signatures to a Democrat-led effort to force a vote, but they were outflanked by party members who oppose the credits (mostly on grounds that it costs too much and enables insurance fraud). Even if the House did put it to a vote before current funding for the subsidies expires on December 31, the Senate has already rejected the plan. Barring some drastic intervention, health-care costs will go up.

A month ago, House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries predicted that either those subsidies would be renewed "or the American people will throw Republicans out of their jobs next year and end the speakership of Donald J. Trump once and for all." His theory is about to be tested. When funding lapses in the new year, some Americans will see their costs double or triple. The average affected enrollee will see their costs rise by more than $1,000 annually. An education consultant in Chicago told NPR that her plan would increase from $180 a month to $1,200 a month. Many enrollees may no longer be able to pay for coverage at all; nearly 5 million people could become uninsured. An Ohio family said on MS NOW that because their new plan would cost $1,500 monthly with a $15,000 deductible, they are having to forgo coverage altogether. At a moment when the majority of Americans are dissatisfied with Trump's stewardship of the economy, millions could soon be hit with a huge new expense.

That's when the second part of Jeffries's prediction starts to kick in. The 2026 midterms are almost a year away, so there's plenty of time for public opinion to rebound--but as of now, Americans trust Democrats more than Republicans to handle the economy, per PBS, and the cost of living remains the top priority for Republicans and independents ahead of the midterms. Backlash to the Republican stance on the Affordable Care Act contributed to House Democrats' resurgence in the 2018 midterms. Now GOP lawmakers will have to contend with the possibility that it could happen again.

During the recent government shutdown, which was largely caused by disagreements over whether to extend the ACA credits, Marjorie Taylor Greene, the far-right Georgia representative and former Trump ally, broke rank. "When the tax credits expire this year my own adult children's insurance premiums for 2026 are going to DOUBLE, along with all the wonderful families and hard-working people in my district," she wrote in October. Among the four centrist Republicans who defied Johnson yesterday by signing a Democrat-led discharge petition was Michael Lawler, the first Republican to represent his New York district since the early 1980s (he's up for reelection next year). Also on the list is Brian Fitzpatrick, a representative for a battleground district in Pennsylvania. "I know my people back home care tremendously about this," he said last week.

That sentiment extends well beyond Pennsylvania. Recent polling shows that 57 percent of Americans support the Affordable Care Act, and 74 percent support extending the credits. Responding to broader concerns about health-care costs, Trump recently unveiled TrumpRx, a new initiative to let consumers buy drugs directly from manufacturers at lower prices. But that can only do so much to offset a major insurance-premium spike. Health care involves more than just drugs--decreasing the sticker price for weight-loss and migraine medications won't do much to cover a trip to the hospital for a broken leg.

Another tactic the administration is considering is simply handing out checks, which could help mitigate the impact of those expiring subsidies. In his speech yesterday, Trump announced a onetime bonus of $1,776 for all members of the military, and he has contemplated sending every American a neat sum of $2,000--part of his doubling down on affordability messaging. But these are Band-Aid solutions to long-term problems that have been exacerbated over the past year. Trump's tariffs have played a large role in raising prices on all kinds of consumer goods. When the health-care cutbacks of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act go into effect next year, millions of Americans could be forced off Medicaid, opening them up to sky-high hospital bills. And even though Trump hasn't spearheaded the fight against health-care credits, he said last month that he'd "rather not" extend them.

If insurance premiums rise, they will do so on Trump's watch. Although it's too early to know how that will affect next year's midterms, come January, the affordability crisis could get even worse--and the GOP will have to confront its choices.

Related:

	The coming Obamacare cliff
 	Obamacare changed the politics of health care.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why the Brown University shooter is still at large
 	Australia's grand social-media experiment
 	Tom Nichols: This is what presidential panic looks like.




Today's News

	The U.S. military said yesterday that it killed four people in its latest strike on a boat suspected of drug trafficking in the eastern Pacific, bringing the death toll from the campaign to at least 99 since September.
 	The Trump administration said that the federal government will cut hospitals off from Medicare and Medicaid if they provide transgender care, such as puberty blockers and surgeries, to minors.
 	President Donald Trump signed an executive order fast-tracking the reclassification of marijuana from a Schedule I to a Schedule III drug, easing federal restrictions.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: James Garfield is often portrayed as a good man in an age of bad governance, but the real story was a little more complicated, Jake Lundberg writes.
 	The Weekly Planet: The Trump administration says it will dismantle a premier climate center, while somehow keeping weather forecasting intact, Michelle Nijhuis writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Johannes Eisele / AFP / Getty



How Warren Buffett Did It

By 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 record of doing it better than he has, as consistently as he has, and for as long as he has.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Guess the real "Presidential Walk of Fame" plaque
 	Arthur C. Brooks: What I wish I'd known when I was younger
 	Measles' most deceptive trait
 	What's behind the ISIS attack in Syria
 	Radio Atlantic: ISIS never really went away.
 	The "filthy little slum child" who remade the American right




Culture Break


Claire Abbe / Red Bull / AP



Explore. Lindsey Vonn and Philip Rivers show what can happen when athletes keep competing into their 40s, Sally Jenkins writes.

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

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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When One Honest Politician Isn't Enough

James Garfield is often portrayed as a good man in an age of bad governance, but the real story is a little more complicated.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




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


After his death, James Garfield got the full Horatio Alger treatment. As well he should have. Garfield, who died in September 1881 from an assassin's bullet and his own doctors' staggeringly inept care, really did rise, as Alger's book phrased it, From Canal Boy to President. Born into poverty in Ohio, Garfield was a striver of tireless industry and integrity, particularly when measured against the slithering creatures that moved through American political life in the Gilded Age.

Now Garfield has received the prestige television treatment, becoming the subject of the four-part Netflix series Death by Lightning, which premiered last month and covers his nomination and brief presidency. The series presents Garfield as a thoroughly decent figure in a mostly rotten time--and with good reason. If Garfield had his compromises and inner conflicts, he really was serious and principled. But watching the show today, when flashes of the Gilded Age are visible in presidential decor, tariffs, weird manliness cults, and much else, its depiction of Garfield feels like a hollow revival of the Alger myth--while the qualities of the man who killed the president feel disturbingly familiar.

Alger wrote didactic fiction, the kind of thing that he said would "exert a wholesome influence on his young readers." With Garfield, the lessons came from the story of his life: born in a log cabin, raised to labor on a farm, stood up to bullies, expanded his mind by diligent application, and performed heroic service in the Civil War. Garfield came to public service honestly, which is to say reluctantly. At 21, in 1852, he observed in his diary that politics seemed a crooked racket. What he called "the wire-pulling of politicians and the total disregard of truth in all their operations" held little appeal. Though his ambitions grew over time, Garfield never fully shook his basic doubts. Between references to Shakespeare, Latin poetry, and earnest reflections on books and sermons, Garfield's diary records constant restlessness over the humdrum and compromises of public life.

The story of an honest bootstrapper became more complicated amid the corruption of the Gilded Age. Garfield retained his decency, but it didn't always match the politics he inhabited, as evidenced in his 1877 Atlantic treatise on Congress. Scholarly and reverent, the essay presents the institution as noble at precisely the moment when its credibility was under strain. Written shortly after Rutherford B. Hayes ascended to the presidency because of a shadowy compromise Garfield had a hand in striking, this essay does not disguise the political system's flaws. Instead, Garfield insisted that American institutions could retain their integrity, even in corrupt times.

Death by Lightning spares viewers Garfield's backstory, but his inner conflicts over the dull and disreputable doings of politics forms the ample weight he seems to carry (which the actor Michael Shannon labors to convey under his thick, stagey beard). By the show's telling--and not entirely without foundation--Garfield channeled his frustrations into a stirring speech at the 1880 Republican convention in Chicago. There to nominate the Ohio Senator John Sherman, Garfield spoke with such force (he'd bemoaned the decline of the oratorical tradition in his Atlantic essay) that he ended up advancing his own candidacy.

Once he was president, Garfield became mired in the unsavory workings of the spoils system: He was beset by factional jockeying among the Republican brass, and hordes of office seekers were beating down his door. Most formidable in the former camp was New York Senator Roscoe Conkling, who enjoyed the power and profit of patronage, and was not inclined to give it up. Conkling and his minions--including Vice President Chester Arthur--behaved like mob bosses in defense of the existing system. In the series, they talk like mob bosses, too. It's possible that they use the F-word more over four episodes than it was used in the whole of the United States between Garfield's nomination and death.

Garfield's brief time in office was also menaced by a deranged drifter named Charles Guiteau. Guiteau, who had spent the election repeatedly delivering an incoherent pro-Garfield speech on street corners, was convinced that his campaigning merited a diplomatic posting--in Vienna, or preferably Paris. When his efforts failed, he purchased a pistol with an ivory handle, believing it worthy of the extra expense because it was destined to find a place in national history as the instrument that liberated the country from Garfield. He used it on July 2, 1881, shooting the president twice in the Baltimore and Potomac Railroad Station.

In Death by Lightning, Garfield is portrayed as a good man in an age of bad politicians; such a premise is hopeful but perhaps too hopeful for our current moment. At the same time, Guiteau, as played with demented earnestness by Matthew McFadyen, steals the show. The assassin is the more legible, if not the more compelling, character: a voracious consumer of political coverage and carefully attuned to the culture of celebrity. He is chillingly redolent of the violent figures who sometimes emerge from the darkest corners of contemporary discourse.

After Garfield's death and Guiteau's execution, Death by Lightning concludes with a gesture toward what Garfield's life set in motion. A postscript montage notes that his assassination helped spur the first major civil-service reform with the passage of the Pendleton Act in 1883, an effort to curb the spoils system that had consumed his presidency. That legacy was real--but it was also narrow and easily undermined. The civil service it helped birth is now in question, its independence hanging before the Supreme Court, all while openly transactional politics and the logic of the spoils system once again take hold in Washington. Then as now, when so much of governance is fraying, one good guy might not be enough.
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Guess the Real Trump 'Presidential Walk of Fame' Plaque

Get all 25 right and I will send you a presidential bonus of $1,776!<strong> </strong>

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Donald Trump has now installed descriptive plaques under all the portraits that line his "Presidential Walk of Fame" in the White House. If you wonder whether they are petty, but also deeply strange and erratically capitalized, the answer is: Yes! Of course!

Surely they cannot really be that bad, you say. All right. See if you can guess the real ones! Then scroll to the bottom for the answer key. 

25. Joseph Biden: Nicknamed both "Sleepy" and "Crooked," Joe Biden was dominated by his Radical Left handlers. They and their allies in the Fake News Media attempted to cover up his severe mental decline, and his unprecedented use of the Autopen.

24. Barack Obama: Barack Hussein Obama was the first Black President, a community organizer, one term Senator from Illinois, and one of the most divisive political figures in American History. As President, he passed the highly ineffective "Unaffordable" Care Act, resulting in his party losing control of both Houses of Congress, and the Election of the largest House Republican majority since 1946.

23. George W. Bush: President Bush created the Department of Homeland Security, but started wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, both of which should not have happened.

22. John F. Kennedy: Kennedy suffered a painful setback during the failed Bay of Pigs Invasion, and was President when the Soviet Union built the Berlin Wall, but skillfully navigated the threat of nuclear war during the Cuban Missile Crisis.

21. Harry S. Truman: Harry S. Truman dropped the nuclear bombs. The Fat Man and the Little Boy. Boy, was that a mistake! If Donald Trump dropped a bomb he would make certain it was an elegant, slim bomb. He would also come up with a different name for the plane.

20. Herbert Hoover: A self-made man who rose from humble beginnings, Herbert Hoover was a successful mining engineer who became known as the "Great Humanitarian."

19. Warren G. Harding: Right out of central casting, this guy! Groundbreaking in many ways. Those letters he sent to his mistress. Hot to trot, this guy! Jerry. We're not allowed to talk about Jerry nowadays. The Ohio Gang. Teapot Dome. Teapot Dome, what happened to Teapot Dome? You never see any Teapot Domes anymore. Warren "Gamaliel" Harding. What a name! Gamaliel, Gamaliel, like some elf from Lord of the Rings. But he was a president, not an elf! Maybe better to be an elf. Then he could have gone into the West instead of dying in office. Better luck next time, Gamaliel.

18. Woodrow Wilson: On the one hand, he did the League of Nations, but on the other hand, he used to show Birth of a Nation in the White House and he segregated the federal government. This just goes to show there are good and bad sides to everyone. Thank goodness we never got into the League of Nations.

17. Theodore Roosevelt: Speak softly and carry a big stick was Theodore Roosevelt's idea of a good foreign policy, which is only "good" if you have a weak voice and want your arm to get really tired. Can you imagine? You sit down with Vladimir Putin and he says, Who is that guy in the corner whispering with the stick? I guess it was a different time. Yet they gave him the Nobel Peace Prize?

16. William McKinley: What do you say about William McKinley?

15. Grover Cleveland: We love Grover Cleveland! He was president once and then he came back, which Donald Trump would also do, but better. He married his ward. Donald Trump hasn't done that yet. But that ward wasn't the only love of his life. "Ma, ma, where is my pa? Gone to the White House, ha ha ha!" That's what they sang. Gone to the White House! They didn't care about the illegitimate child. "Ha ha ha!" We need a song like that. America doesn't make songs like that anymore.

14. James Garfield: Some say Charles Guiteau assassinated him, but actually the doctors killed him. Not Charlie, sad to say! It wasn't Charles Guiteau who did it. Guiteau, Git-Out, that's what they called him at the Oneida Free Love Colony. He wanted some of that free love but his energy was just bad. And Garfield paid the price!

13. Rutherford B. Hayes: Boy, they had a lot of these guys with beards! Even the voters took one look at this little guy and said, Nah, we want to go with Samuel Tilden. Poor Sammy Tilden. Didn't have what it took. He won the popular vote, but they gave the election to Hayes in the so-called Corrupt Bargain of 1876! At least they ended Reconstruction, which, frankly, never should have happened. But they didn't get rid of the Fourteenth Amendment. Donald Trump has to do it himself.

12. Ulysses S. Grant: He beat the late, great Robert E. Lee. "Never fight uphill, me boys!" Was it fair and square? Hard to know. But they put him on the money. Not such a good president. He didn't have great people around him. Sad.  

11. Andrew Johnson: Some say he was drunk at inauguration. Maybe he was, maybe he wasn't. Did you know they impeached him? Crooked Thaddeus Stevens and his Radical Republican cronies! They didn't like old Andy J. They never like the Andrews. Jackson, Johnson, they're not big fans. Issued a lot of great pardons, though. They said, Don't do the pardons, Mr. Johnson. These men are traitors! They fought against the Union! They were begging him, Don't do the pardons. But he did the pardons anyway. Good!

10. Abraham Lincoln: Lincoln succeeded for numerous reasons. He was a man who was of great intelligence, but he was also a man that did something that was a very vital thing to do at that time. Ten years before or 20 years before, what he was doing would never have even been thought possible. So he did something that was a very important thing to do, and especially at that time.

9. James Buchanan: Donald Trump has a little bit of affection for James Buchanan because as long as Buchanan is on the list of presidents, they can never put Trump last. Instead it's little Jimmy B., or as Andrew Jackson called him, "Miss Nancy." Not so nice of Andrew Jackson!  

8. Franklin Pierce: Franklin Pierce! "We Polked You in '44, We Shall Pierce You in '52!" They don't make slogans like that anymore, because of Woke. 

7. Zachary Taylor: They called him a war hero but he got defeated by cherries. By cherries and a little bit of milk. Mexican War couldn't do it, but a little tiny fruit, that got him. George Washington defeated the cherry, but Zachary Taylor, not so much. So-called general who was weaker than fruit.

6. William Henry Harrison: Gave such a long inaugural address that he died! Donald J. Trump gave a much longer address and did not die. Tippecanoe didn't have what it takes! "Tippecanoe and Tyler Too," that's a slogan for you. You feel a little bad for Tyler, the way they tacked him on there at the end.

5. Andrew Jackson: "Old Hickory" served as a U. S. Congressman, Judge, General, Senator, and Military Governor. Before becoming President, Jackson was best known for leading the victory at the Battle of New Orleans during the War of 1812. Jackson was often called "The People's President" for championing the common man, but was unjustifiably treated unfairly by the Press, but not as viciously and unfairly as President Abraham Lincoln and President Donald J. Trump would, in the future, be.

4. James Monroe: Tall guy, but weird-looking. They say he ushered in the "Era of Good Feelings," actually very BAD feelings for the Federalists! We love the Monroe Doctrine, though. And his wife was very good in Some Like It Hot.

3. James Madison: Presided over a little demolition at the White House but not on purpose. The British paid for it. Liddle Jemmy!

2. Thomas Jefferson: The Declaration of Independence, very overrated! Very overrated document. "Transported beyond seas for pretended offenses"? Sometimes you have to transport people beyond seas for pretended offenses. "Quartering troops"? Sometimes it's nice to quarter a little troop. He didn't get it.

1. George Washington: We like that he put his name on all the things: the monument, the city, even a state. Now if you put your name on the things, they say it's tacky, but with him, not so much! The name wasn't enough; he's also on a bill and a coin. Two different forms of legal tender. Not the penny, fortunately, which is trash.

Real: 5, 20, 22, 23, 24, 25

Fake: 1-4, 6-19, 21

(No. 10 is a real quote from the president, but not on the plaque as far as I know.)
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<em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on Ketchup Alternatives and the End Times

And did you know that the Dutch East India Company was allowed to imprison its own workers?

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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