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        The Secret to Loving Winter
        Rafaela Jinich

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.It's January 1, and the self-help corners of the internet tell me I'm supposed to wake up as a matcha-drinking, Pilates-doing goddess of discipline. Except I don't like matcha, my gym leggings are in hibernation, and my discipline is nowhere to be found. Outside, winter has the nerve to continue."As you stride into the first week of the year full of good intentions, yo...

      

      
        Iranians Have Had Enough
        Arash Azizi

        A wave of protests started by shopkeepers swept through Tehran in December. Iranians have had such a terrible year--facing such a decline in living standards and such a sense of political impasse--that no one was terribly surprised when demonstrations filled the streets.I asked one Iranian student why she had taken part in the street protests. "Yeah, why should we protest?" she replied sarcastically. "After all, we have it so good!"The immediate spark for the protests was a sharp decline in the val...

      

      
        A Bizarre, Challenging Book More People Should Read
        Robert Rubsam

        Every year, I set myself a reading challenge. These are sometimes small--read more poetry; read older books--and sometimes quite large. More than a decade ago, I spent an entire year reading nothing but writing in translation, an experience that fundamentally reoriented my literary habits. Part of my annual resolution is to devote each summer to filling in a major blind spot. I finished Marcel Proust's Remembrance of Things Past, for example, over three years, cracking open one gray Vintage volume ...

      

      
        The Question-Mark Mayoralty
        Michael Powell

        In the months before the election of the young democratic socialist Zohran Mamdani as mayor, panic seized members of New York's elite business community. Real-estate moguls, hedge-fund princes, and a well-known supermarket-chain magnate forecast disaster. Several of them vowed to move to Texas or Florida, or at least Hoboken, if Mamdani was elected. So far, however, the city hasn't seen an exodus of its richest residents, and their alarm has lapsed into glum acceptance.I recently asked Kathryn Wy...

      

      
        Six Months Off the Street
        Ethan Brooks

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn July, we published a series of stories about San Francisco's attempt to address the growing number of homeless and addicted people living on the streets. We followed Evan, who had been homeless for years, as he sought to escape the addiction that was threatening his life. Four months later, we check in on how he's doing.No Easy Fix is a three-part series from Radio Atlantic about homelessness and addiction in San Franc...

      

      
        The Cult of Costco
        Jake Lundberg

        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.Because every day is Black Friday at Costco, I choose to go on Saturday. I like to get there early. I always park in the same spot (right next to the cart return), and wait with the other die-hards. It has the thrill of a stakeout, absent any crime or danger. When the doors open, we move toward the entr...

      

      
        Facts vs. Clicks: How Algorithms Reward Extremism
        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 upcoming 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. He examines the many actions President Donald Trump has taken that run counter to the ideals articulated in 1776, and considers how the Founders' constitutional genius may ultimately be what frustrates Trump's attempt to consolidate power.David is then joined by his At...

      

      
        Five Books About Going Out That Are Worth Staying In For
        Andrew Holter

        There are nights when the dance floor beckons but the bones refuse. When the urge to party arrives, it may be too late to book a babysitter. Perhaps you're already in sweatpants, or closing time is before midnight where you live. Possibly, the prospect of going out has been raised but vetoed by a cohabitant, and you don't want to tango alone. You could also be the kind of person who is more interested in the idea than the reality of loud, sweaty, euphoric congresses found in clubs and music venue...

      

      
        The Holiday Traditions of a Nation Long Dead
        Andrew Fedorov

        Every year in late December, my childhood home transformed into a vision of American bliss. We'd gather to ornament a tree, drape string lights around the house, and sit down to an elaborate feast. Not long after dawn the next day, while our little sister still slept, my brother and I would impatiently sneak downstairs to see our gifts, which we understood to have been delivered by a kindly old man. It could have been a scene out of A Christmas Story. Except we weren't celebrating Christmas. My f...

      

      
        The MetroCard Never Got Its Due
        Matteo Wong

        On a chilly December morning, I descended a flight of stairs and entered the New York Transit Museum. Housed in a decommissioned subway station in downtown Brooklyn, the museum was packed with elementary-school children on a field trip. All around me, tour guides shepherded groups of them through the various exhibits. Later on, I heard one guide ask if any of the students knew how to pay for the subway. "You tap a phone," a child volunteered. For decades, the default answer has been something els...

      

      
        31 <em>Atlantic</em> Stories You Might Have Missed
        Bhumika Tharoor

        In case you're settling into winter and lamenting not having read everything The Atlantic has published this year, you're in luck. I've created a list of stories you may have missed that are very much worth your time. The assortment ranges widely: eating an organ feast in Mark Twain's Paris, experiencing a comedy-show adventure in Riyadh, drifting after a shipwreck in the Pacific, and diving into the secrets of the Inca empire. "What Parents of Boys Should Know" sparked many conversations in my g...

      

      
        Britain Should Have Read the Tweets First
        Helen Lewis

        How much effort should a country expend to rescue someone who appears to hate its values? That is the question posed by the case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah.Abd el-Fattah is an Egyptian pro-democracy campaigner who has been in and out of prison since 2006 for opposing the regimes of Hosni Mubarak and Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, and for drawing attention to torture and other abuses. In 2021, he was granted British citizenship through a somewhat tenuous connection--his mother, Laila, had been born in London whi...

      

      
        The Show Won't Go On
        Jonathan Chait

        This article was updated on December 31, 2025 at 9:33am.In the opening scene of the black comedy The Death of Stalin, a pianist in Moscow is told her orchestra is giving a command performance for Joseph Stalin, and refuses to play on political grounds. A frantic radio director, fearing he will be arrested or shot if he fails to produce the concert in time, begs her to reconsider, finally prevailing with an offer of 20,000 rubles.Recently, the Trump administration faced a similar situation. After ...

      

      
        The Trump Administration's Most Paralyzing Blow to Science
        Katherine J. Wu

        For all of the political chaos that American science endured in 2025, aspects of this country's research enterprise made it through somewhat ... okay. The Trump administration terminated billions of dollars in research grants; judges intervened to help reinstate thousands of those contracts. The administration threatened to cut funding to a number of universities; several have struck deals that preserved that money. After the White House proposed slashing the National Institutes of Health's $48 bil...

      

      
        A Better Way to Think About New Year's Resolutions
        Valerie Trapp

        Nowadays, having a New Year's resolution can seem almost quaint. Social-media influencers push self-improvement trends year-round: The spring has "glow up" challenges, as does the summer. Soon after, the high-discipline "Great Lock-In Challenge" and "Winter Arc" videos begin, many of them urging people to get ahead of the "new year, new me" crowd. Or you can attempt a slew of other self-betterment regimens, whenever the spirit calls. Many of these videos depict people minimizing distractions--such...

      

      
        The Podcast 'Productivity' Trap
        Thomas Chatterton Williams

        Podcasts have devastated my relationship to music. Confirmation of that sad fact came earlier this month in the form of my Spotify "Wrapped," the streaming service's personalized report of what I listened to this year, including a playlist of my top songs. In the past, this annual playlist supplied a loop of sonic pleasure, propelling me through workouts, dinner preps, and hours-long commutes. This year, I haven't even opened it.That is not to say I've embraced silence: According to Spotify, I sp...

      

      
        The Problem With Letting AI Do the Grunt Work
        Nick Geisler

        One of the first sentences I was ever paid to write was "Try out lighter lip stick colors, like peach or coral." Fresh out of college in the mid 2010s, I'd scored a copy job for a how-to website. An early task involved expanding upon an article titled "How to Get Rid of Dark Lips." For the next two years, I worked on articles with headlines such as "How to Speak Like a Stereotypical New Yorker (With Examples)," "How to Eat an Insect or Arachnid," and "How to Acquire a Gun License in New Jersey." ...

      

      
        The Plan That Foretold Trump's 2025
        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.A year ago, no one knew for sure whether Project 2025 would prove to be influential or if it would fall by the wayside, like so many plans in President Donald Trump's first term. Today, it stands as the single most successful policy initiative of the entire Trump era.Project 2025, which was convened by ...

      

      
        Photos: The Year in Volcanic Activity
        Alan Taylor

        Gary Miller / GettyPeople watch as Hawaii's Kilauea volcano erupts on May 11, 2025.Gary Miller / GettyA closer view of Kilauea volcano erupting in Hawaii on May 11, 2025Arnold Welianto / AFP / GettyMount Lewotobi Laki-Laki erupts, pictured from Pululera village, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on August 18, 2025.AFP / GettyA villager watches the eruption of Mount Lewotobi Laki-Laki from Talibura village in Sikka, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on June 17, 2025.Etna Walk / AFP / GettyLava flows acr...

      

      
        Why the Supreme Court Is Giving ICE So Much Power
        Nancy Gertner

        Untold numbers of ICE agents have appeared on America's streets in recent months, and many of them have committed acts of aggression with seeming impunity. ICE agents have detained suspected illegal immigrants without cause--including U.S. citizens and lawful residents. They have, in effect, kidnapped people, breaking into cars to make arrests. They have used tear gas and pepper spray on nonviolent protesters. They have refused to identify themselves, wearing masks, using unmarked cars, and switch...

      

      
        Mary Todd Lincoln, Taken Out of Context
        Helen Lewis

        By now, you will be used to the feminist practice of finding a historical woman and rescuing her from the clutches of evil biographers who have done her dirty. What if Marie Antoinette or Typhoid Mary were a more rounded figure--more constrained by the expectations of her time, perhaps, or a victim of her circumstances and upbringing?That is not the approach that the playwright Cole Escola has taken in Oh, Mary!, which is currently playing on Broadway and has just opened in London. Escola's questi...

      

      
        The Sad Dads of Hollywood
        Susie Goldsbrough

        If you went to the movies this fall, you probably met him: the Sad Art Dad. You'll have known him by his miserableness; despite the flash of the cameras and the cheers of the groundlings, he's most often found moping alone. His vocation may vary--movie star (in Jay Kelly), art-house director (Sentimental Value), blockbuster Tudor playwright (Hamnet)--but his problem tends to be the same. He has chosen great art over good parenting, utterly failing as a father, and he knows it. There's something del...

      

      
        North Road, Fall 2020
        Ken Burns

        The vandals came at night
Tarring the asphalt with the coward's color.
Their message--candidate and date--
Reading both ways, at the bend in our road.

The town's crew tried twice to cover it,
But the words bled through, defiant.
We troubled ourselves and argued for a response:
To stomp on it, to jump over, or go around.

We went around--in every season,
For five years,
The yellow fading, the outrage permanent,
The scar invading each day's promise.

Sometimes, when it rained, or in slush,
It must ha...

      

      
        The Slow, Inevitable Death of the Bowl Game
        Keith O'Brien

        It's been a hard month for the once-prestigious college bowl. Just hours after Notre Dame learned that it would not be included in this season's College Football Playoff--the mega-popular, multibillion-dollar, 12-team invitational that crowns an NCAA Division I champion--the team announced that it would not play in any bowl whatsoever this year. Nine other programs, including Florida State, Auburn, and Baylor, soon followed Notre Dame's lead, declining bowl bids. Fans, pundits, and football insider...

      

      
        Some of Our Most-Read Stories of 2025
        Emma Williams

        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 stories that resonated most with our readers this year include reporting that led the political conversation, analysis that unraveled deep mysteries, and meditations on our evolving culture. Spend time with some of our most popular stories of the year.Your 2025 Reading ListThe Trump Administration A...
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The Secret to Loving Winter

Early January can feel like the comedown after too much sparkle. But the calm that follows has its own promise.

by Rafaela Jinich

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




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


It's January 1, and the self-help corners of the internet tell me I'm supposed to wake up as a matcha-drinking, Pilates-doing goddess of discipline. Except I don't like matcha, my gym leggings are in hibernation, and my discipline is nowhere to be found. Outside, winter has the nerve to continue.

"As you stride into the first week of the year full of good intentions, you may notice a sinking sensation: The vibes are just ... off," Isle McElroy wrote in 2024. And for many of us, they are--every year. In late November, winter can feel charming: Thanksgiving offers coziness and pie and the suggestion that cold weather is just a backdrop to togetherness. December doubles down--lights, parties, rituals designed to make the early sunsets feel intentional. Then comes New Year's Eve, one last bit of glitter.

And then: January. A month so unadorned, it almost feels punitive. If December is champagne, January is the headache.

It's tempting to surrender to the slump--to assume that the dullness is inevitable. But some writers throughout history have treated this month not as dead air but as an invitation: a moment when the world gets quiet enough that you can hear your own thoughts again. Henry David Thoreau's New Year's Day journal entries, published in The Atlantic in 1885, articulate how winter can sharpen a person's senses. "The rude pioneer work of the world has been done by the most devoted worshipers of beauty," he wrote. "In winter is their campaign ... They are elastic under the heaviest burden, under the extremest physical suffering." Even the landscape rewarded anyone who bothered to notice: Frozen branches became "fat, icy herbage"; weeds turned into "jewels." "In this clear air and bright sunlight, the ice-covered trees have a new beauty," he journaled in 1853.

Other writers in the archive seemed to recognize that same hidden momentum. In 1877, the poet Helen Hunt Jackson argued that winter is where fortitude gathers. "O Winter!," she writes, "June could not hire / Her roses to forego the strength they learn / In sleeping on thy breast." What looks like nothing happening is often everything happening, just beneath the surface.

Three years later, in her "New Year Song," Celia Thaxter didn't ask the month to transform her--she simply welcomed it.

Die and depart, Old Year, old sorrow!
 Welcome, O morning air of health and strength!
 O glad New Year, bring us new hope to-morrow,
 With blossom, leaf, and fruitage bright at length.


Her January is a reminder that a new year can begin quietly and still begin well.

Recently, one writer observed that winter's malaise can be a story we tell ourselves. Maggie Mertens noted in 2023 that although being sad in the wintertime is a "prevailing narrative" in American life, the data resist that frame: National depression rates across the year remain "flat as a pancake," one researcher told her. Winter can be hard, but the belief that everyone is sadder during the season may simply be folklore passed off as fact. Taylor Kay Phillips argues that the secret to loving winter is to "first accept it, then enjoy it." Beautiful things are possible "because of the freezing temperatures and the precipitation and the wind, not in spite of them," she writes: "Snow days require snow. Cute gloves need cold hands." Winter, she insists, is "its own rich, wonderful destination," not an ordeal to endure en route to spring.

Which brings us back to our muted stretch of January. If you stop asking it to be December 2.0 and let it be what it is, the month stops feeling like the aftertaste of the holidays and starts to take on its own flavor. "When reality clashes with expectations, perhaps we should change our expectations," McElroy wrote. Accept that old habits won't melt away overnight, or by mid-January, or maybe even by March. Accept that the month will be cold and plainspoken.

January may still feel like a hangover. But a hangover isn't just the end of the night. It's the body recalibrating after excess. Let the month be quiet. Let it be simple. The doldrums may still knock--but if you meet the month on its own terms, they don't have to linger.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/01/secret-to-loving-january-winter/685425/?utm_source=feed
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Iranians Have Had Enough

The demonstrations erupting across the Islamic Republic reflect deep economic and political discontent.

by Arash Azizi

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




A wave of protests started by shopkeepers swept through Tehran in December. Iranians have had such a terrible year--facing such a decline in living standards and such a sense of political impasse--that no one was terribly surprised when demonstrations filled the streets.

I asked one Iranian student why she had taken part in the street protests. "Yeah, why should we protest?" she replied sarcastically. "After all, we have it so good!"

The immediate spark for the protests was a sharp decline in the value of the Iranian currency. At one point last week, a U.S. dollar traded for almost 1.5 million rials, having lost more than half its value in a year. As recently as 2021, a dollar cost around 250,000 rials and, only a decade ago, around 30,000. This continuous decline has slashed savings, destroyed the Iranian middle class, and inflicted real suffering on the working classes. The protests began on Sunday with merchants who rely on importing electrical goods and find that very few can now afford them. But they've quickly mushroomed--as did previous rounds did in 2017, 2019, and 2022--spreading to cities in provinces such as Hamedan, Isfahan, and Lorestan, and drawing in students, pensioners, and members of Gen Z.

Like previous waves of demonstrations, the protests have quickly acquired a political character. Protesters have chanted, "Death to the dictator," targeting the octogenarian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who has held the top post since 1989 with little accountability. As a statement read out by students at Tehran's Beheshti University put it: "This criminal system has taken our future hostage for 47 years. It won't be changed with reform or with false promises."

Iran's President Masoud Pezeshkian, elected with promises of good governance last year, has overseen electricity and water cuts while failing to realize signature promises such as lifting restrictions of the internet. Wanting to show he is cut from a different cloth than his hard-line predecessor, Pezeshkian quickly promised to meet with representatives of protesters. His spokesperson affirmed "the constitutional right of peaceful protest" for Iranians.

But Pezeshkian doesn't control the security forces, so these pronouncements ring hollow. Dozens of protesters have already been arrested, including Sarira Karimi, head of a student union chapter at the University of Tehran. (Karimi was released on Wednesday.) In the small cities of Kuhdasht and Fasa, security forces shot at protesters. According to local officials, a member of the security forces was killed in Kuhdasht. Protesters also clashed with police in Hamedan and Najafabad.

On Tuesday, Pezeshkian met with representatives of some guilds and merchant unions and promised to improve the economy. After almost 18 months in office, he finally dismissed Mohammadreza Farzin, the unpopular central-bank governor appointed by his hard-line predecessor. Farzin's successor, Abdolnasser Hemmati, a pro-reform economist and Pezeshkian's former finance minister, has promised economic stability.

But Hemmati faces a tall order. He is likely to slash interest rates (the official rate currently stands at 40 percent) and to pursue banking and currency-exchange reform. But these are hardly panaceas for Iran's deeply beleaguered economy, which suffers from international isolation, Western-imposed sanctions, and domestic mismanagement by a regime that has long failed to prioritize its people's welfare.

Iran's current monthly minimum wage, of around 104 million rials, barely buys a gram of 18-karat gold (often used as a measure of real value). Nurses and teachers earn around 150 to 250 million rials a month while a semi-decent apartment in Tehran rents for around 200 million. Many professionals supplement their income by moonlighting as ride-share drivers or taking other odd jobs. Thousands have emigrated to seek a better life elsewhere.

To make things worse, Iranians live in the fear of another round of military strikes by Israel or the United States. "You can't plan even for two weeks in this country," a young man who took part in the protests told me. "Without stability, there is no prospect for growth or welfare. We live day by day."

To change that, the regime would need to come to an agreement with the Trump administration that lifts the sanctions or at least keeps Iran safe from war. But Khamenei's harsh ideological stance against Israel and the U.S. makes that hard to achieve. On Tuesday, protesters in Tehran used a classic protest chant: "Neither Gaza, nor Lebanon, I give my life for Iran." The slogan, popular since 2009, reflects opposition to Iran's backing for militias such as Hamas and Hezbollah. The protesters believe that military adventurism has drained Iranian resources and helped put the country at odds with both the West and its Arab neighbors. In other words, Iranians link their economic malaise to their regime's foreign policy.

Can the protesters prevail against the Islamic Republic?

Every time Iranians come out to the streets, many around the world express this wish. Prominent American and Israeli politicians have already done so in the past few days. But rattled as the regime might be, it has seen mass protests off repeatedly in recent years.

Opponents of the Islamic Republic remain hopelessly disorganized and disunited. Some protesters have chanted slogans in favor of Reza Pahlavi, Iran's exiled crown prince. But Pahlavi remains a divisive figure among anti-regime Iranians. Many reject his claim to leadership. Pahlavi's supporters and top advisers routinely criticize popular domestic dissidents including the Nobel Peace laureate Narges Mohammadi, actress Taraneh Alidoosti, and rapper Toumaj Salehi. Earlier this month, Mohammadi was physically attacked by pro-Pahlavi protesters in the northeastern city of Mashhad.

Regardless of their politics, all opposition factions have failed to build powerful organizations or lasting networks that could direct the protests. Without such direction, the current protests are likely to lose momentum and fizzle out, just like previous rounds. Even if they were to last, it is far likelier that figures from inside the regime's ranks would take the initiative and wrest power from Khamenei, than that the protesters would succeed in bringing about a change to the regime's basic structures.

"I am happy from the bottom of my heart to see others in the streets," a young woman who took part in protests on Wednesday told me. "But I also know that we are economically fucked and things won't get better anytime soon. We also have no easy way of winning against these bastards. It is hard to be hopeful."

Even as Iranians show incredible bravery by coming out against their thuggish regime, a winning strategy continues to be elusive.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/01/iran-protests/685472/?utm_source=feed
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A Bizarre, Challenging Book More People Should Read

The true pleasure of literature can be found in demanding works such as <em>Your Name Here</em>, by Helen DeWitt and Ilya Gridneff.

by Robert Rubsam

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




Every year, I set myself a reading challenge. These are sometimes small--read more poetry; read older books--and sometimes quite large. More than a decade ago, I spent an entire year reading nothing but writing in translation, an experience that fundamentally reoriented my literary habits. Part of my annual resolution is to devote each summer to filling in a major blind spot. I finished Marcel Proust's Remembrance of Things Past, for example, over three years, cracking open one gray Vintage volume every June.

And one year, my goal was to get my hands on The Last Samurai, by Helen DeWitt. I had been hearing about the novel for years from writers and critics but could not find a copy. First published in 2000, DeWitt's debut sold well but fell quickly out of print, stranding it in that curious creative purgatory reserved for the deeply loved but commercially overlooked. It became more legend than literature: People whispered about a mind-expanding book crammed with Greek letters, a coming-of-age tale that would teach its audience about philosophy and film history, then convince any reader that they could speak Japanese.

It intrigued and intimidated me, even as I dug in. I would read a few pages, flip ahead to the foreign alphabets, and close the book again. But when I actually knuckled down to finish the thing, I found myself cackling, and underlining, and speeding through the story of the child-genius Ludo and his mother, Sibylla, who is determined to raise her son on a course of advanced mathematics and Old Norse and repeat viewings of Akira Kurosawa's Seven Samurai. Why, I wondered, had I waited so long? Why had I let myself be cowed?

Such is the legend of DeWitt, whose formidability precedes her. Now 68, she has spent most of her career creating the kind of fiction many might call "difficult," and fighting with a publishing industry that is skittish about the commercial risk that her work demands. This fall, she finally published her third novel, Your Name Here, a metafictional, email-mediated collaboration with the journalist Ilya Gridneff--and it makes The Last Samurai look breezy.

Your Name Here spent nearly 20 years in the book version of development hell: DeWitt and Gridneff began working on it during George W. Bush's second term, after DeWitt was institutionalized following a suicide attempt. For a while, it existed only as a PDF on her website, alongside a suggested-donation link. No publisher would touch it--probably because it is pockmarked with pictures of Theodor Adorno, Google Search results, MSN email signatures, and a complete Arabic alphabet. A series of loosely interpolated, convoluted meta-narratives are plastered like papier-mache onto the story of a brilliant, suicidal author desperate to write her way out of a profound spiritual and financial funk. According to The New York Times, DeWitt responded to complaints that the book was "hard to follow" by making it even more disorienting.


 In October, the independent publisher Deep Vellum finally made it available as a 607-page brick. It is a novel of permanent, persistent becoming, a story whose endings are multiple and essentially arbitrary, and it takes its own seeming unpublishability as a theme, or perhaps a promise. Reading it, you find yourself in the same position as the people writing it: a state of hovering uncertainty that does not dissipate, even on the final page. "What if. What if. What if," DeWitt writes, about a third of the way in. "What if I have no idea what happens next?"

In other words, Your Name Here is that dirty word in literary circles today: a challenge. If you believe a heap of essays recently written about the phenomenon, difficult books are read performatively or shown off by "brodernists" eager to impress others with their brainy brawn. Meanwhile, actual market pressures lead in the opposite direction. As I have written before, this era of declining literacy and unsteady sales has led publishers to seek out writing that is summarizable, adaptable, and even, sometimes, readable. Perhaps they're catering to the internet-addled consumer, who may seek out books with simple prose and a straightforward plot.

The narrators of Your Name Here want to capitalize on that preference. The novel tells, among other things, the story of a friendship between Helen DeWitt (at certain points apparently fictionalized as a reclusive, suicidal writer named Rachel Zozanian) and the tabloid journalist Ilya Gridneff. The two meet in a bar, forget about each other, reconnect digitally, and decide to write a novel that will combine DeWitt's autobiographical and metafictional writings with Gridneff's emails. The goal, it seems, is to make a bit of quick money, banking on public interest in DeWitt's/Zozanian's notoriety and Gridneff's gonzo, debaucherous exploits. The story of the novel is also the story of the composition of the novel, an intuitive collaboration between wildly different writers. This is a book that contains pages and pages of full emails, including subject lines, signatures, and the addresses of ancient or defunct hosting companies.

Pitching a book as abstruse as Your Name Here as a kind of cash grab is the novel's wry joke. Yet it speaks sincerely to an obsession of DeWitt's: She has long been consumed by the question of what contemporary society does and does not value, and both she and her characters have struggled with their bills. In the author's note for her 2018 story collection, Some Trick, DeWitt includes a link that would allow the reader to buy her a cup of coffee; The Last Samurai's Sibylla bemoans a world that monetizes everything but the strange, polymathic brilliance displayed by her son; in Your Name Here, DeWitt's doppelganger, Zozanian, laments all the hours she must spend working odd jobs to make rent.

Yet the real problem for DeWitt is not money but time: Working takes up hours that might be spent in libraries, browsing online, learning new languages, and reading classic texts, all activities foundational to the acquisition of specialized knowledge. But because such activities have marginal monetary value, and educational institutions no longer provide the resources one might need to pursue such research, breakthroughs in knowledge are never made--and great novels are never written. This state of affairs turns seekers of truth such as Zozanian into "shadows of their possible selves," permanently prevented from attaining full form.

Your Name Here often indulges in such existential pessimism. There is much talk of "the biz," or rather bizzes of all types: publishing, tabloid journalism, moviemaking, sex work. Yet the novel's essential form openly defies the profit-seeking world. So, yes, it includes the story of the writing of a novel called Your Name Here, often over email, which is at moments (in Gridneff's case) quite tedious. But it also zips among the escapades of Zozanian, a brilliant, cash-strapped Oxford student; chapters from her best-selling novel, Lotteryland; messages from a Hollywood filmmaker who wants to adapt Lotteryland; dispatches from mid-aughts Berlin; the intake form from a Buffalo psychiatric ward; arguments between the co-authors about the subject and shape of the book; and the thoughts of a series of fictional readers who pick up, comment on, and help shape the novel--both the real and fictional versions.

This sounds labyrinthine, but it isn't, not really. DeWitt has constructed not a maze so much as a garden, where many kinds of writing can thrive side by side. The results can be anarchic, even confusing--I was never entirely clear on the precise relationship between DeWitt and Zozanian, or why the Berlin sections are told from one's perspective and not the other's--but they are never simple, blunt, or bland. Like the second-person narrators who pop up to gripe about the book's use of Arabic or comment on its dissimilarity to the works of Anne Tyler, you will often find yourself wondering, What's going on? Where is this going? And like them, if you keep reading, you will play a part in making it cohere.

Your Name Here does not treat readers like passive audience members to whom meaning is dictated. It demands work from them, and brazenly risks being misunderstood. This is a welcome development at a time when authors are starting to compete with the ultimate consumer-friendly writing: AI-generated poetry and prose. The text blobs that chatbots produce are becoming more popular, more accessible, and more lifelike--a reader can have a personally customized novel delivered a la carte in minutes. But AI writings are limited by the prompts used to create them and will always reflect the reader-prompter's existing desires and prejudices, as well as those of the training materials, rather than prodding them to expand. I want my sensibility widened, not pandered to.

Great literature, I would argue, is an active pursuit. It enlists the reader in the act of co-creation and meaning-making. By dramatizing and diversifying its many acts of formation, Your Name Here provides its few but devoted admirers with a surprisingly moving argument for spiky, irregular, even incomplete literature. What emerges is a survival engine--a book that finds its purpose in the collaboration between its co-writers and its readers. That the novel is imperfect, often bewildering, and sometimes a mess is not the point. Its fractured, scattered form, grasping for structure instead of pretending to master it, is an attempt to build a future that will include both author and reader. A simpler book could not do nearly as much.

This is why I try every year to challenge myself. Whatever the limitations of the marketplace, great writing remains as capable as ever of breaking open your sense of the world and your place in it. Reading a novel like Your Name Here, you can come to see that there are no real limits in literature, and fewer in life than you'd expect. And having come to realize that, you might start to wonder along with DeWitt: What if? The real challenge begins.
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The Question-Mark Mayoralty

Zohran Mamdani ran an unabashedly progressive campaign. But how he will govern New York remains something of a mystery.

by Michael Powell

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




In the months before the election of the young democratic socialist Zohran Mamdani as mayor, panic seized members of New York's elite business community. Real-estate moguls, hedge-fund princes, and a well-known supermarket-chain magnate forecast disaster. Several of them vowed to move to Texas or Florida, or at least Hoboken, if Mamdani was elected. So far, however, the city hasn't seen an exodus of its richest residents, and their alarm has lapsed into glum acceptance.

I recently asked Kathryn Wylde, the soon-to-be-retired president of the Partnership for New York City--a sort of chamber of commerce for finance, real-estate, and tech barons--how her members now view Mamdani. Has anything changed? Wylde, who voted for the new mayor, paused. "I would not say it's positive," she said. "But those who are at all open to him recognize that he's smart, and they know that their kids voted for him. Now they are waiting to find out who he is."

Mamdani, who took office shortly after midnight, remains the question-mark mayor. He ran an unabashedly progressive campaign. But he has made a point of talking with potential adversaries; some Partnership for New York City members have met with Mamdani, for example, and he had a surprisingly warm audience with President Donald Trump in the Oval Office in November. How this charismatic 34-year-old will govern the largest city in America is something of a mystery, with three great uncertainties: How will Mamdani manage his relationship with the rich? How will he approach the Israel-Palestine issue? And how will he respond to the influence of his old friends, the Democratic Socialists of America?

Mamdani called his election a "mandate for change," a claim somewhat belied by the fact that he won with a narrow 50.8 percent of the vote. And he has not backed away from an ambitious and costly economic agenda: He wants to make day care universal and buses free. He also campaigned on shifting the property-tax burden from working-class, outer-borough homeowners to "richer and whiter" neighborhoods. He has promised to accomplish this agenda by taxing the rich and their corporations and townhouses.

Joseph Heath: The populist revolt against cognitive elites

But Mamdani can't afford to alienate the wealthy. Millionaires accounted for $34 billion worth of city and state personal-income-tax revenue as of 2022, according to the Citizens Budget Commission, an influential business-backed nonprofit. The commission found that New York's share of the nation's millionaires shrank from 12.7 percent in 2010 to 8.7 percent in 2022. Had that share stayed steady, the city and state would have collected an additional $13 billion in income taxes.

Mitchell Moss, an urban-planning professor at NYU, told me that moves against the business community could also turn off people who were drawn to New York by the lure of economic opportunity. "Capitalism is built into the fabric of this city," Moss said. "Why do you think all the immigrants come here?"

But New York's business community might not turn out to be quite as oppositional as some expect. Its members are reasonably civic-minded. Wylde said her flock of CEOs are aware that their companies will suffer if talented people cannot afford to live in the city. And some of them don't take a dire view of all high taxes. Almost two decades ago, the Partnership for New York City endorsed a payroll-tax increase to support mass transit; more recently, it supported a congestion-pricing fee for cars entering New York's central business district.

Mamdani has left the door ajar to negotiation--and compromise--with business leaders and with Governor Kathy Hochul, a centrist Democrat. Of late, he has talked of balancing a rent freeze for tenants with insurance and tax cuts for landlords in working-class neighborhoods. In such moments, he sounds less like Rosa Luxemburg than a more familiar New York type, the liberal social Democrat--not far off from former Mayor David Dinkins or even Michael Bloomberg.

A more fraught question for Mamdani is how he will handle Palestine and Israel. Mamdani has declared that Palestinian liberation is "at the core" of his politics. He founded his college's chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, and has said he opposes Israel's identity as a Jewish state. To have a mayor who speaks with antipathy toward Israel and some Jewish Zionist organizations is an unprecedented turn in a city with an estimated 960,000 Jewish residents and three Jewish former mayors.

Mamdani has pledged to order the police to arrest Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu if he sets foot in New York. He recently criticized a prominent synagogue for hosting an event for a nonprofit that encourages immigration to Israel, including to settlements in the West Bank. Under pressure from Jewish leaders, this summer he said he would "discourage" use of the phrase globalize the intifada, though he has said that many people use the phrase simply to show support for Palestinians. Talk of a global intifada took on a chilling resonance this month after two gunmen opened fire on Jews celebrating Hanukkah on Australia's Bondi Beach, killing 15 people.

"Jews have been comfortable in New York City for a long time," Moss told me. "For the first time, they sense that they are not automatically safe here."

A liberal financier, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because he doesn't want to alienate the new mayor, told me that he attended a Mamdani event recently and appreciated that Mamdani listened carefully and took notes. The financier supports Mamdani's commitment to addressing the city's gross inequities. "Personally, I find it difficult to believe that an ambitious man like him is going to die on the hill of the Palestinian struggle," this person said. "But I have lots and lots of Jewish friends who are freaked out."

Mamdani's relationship with the Democratic Socialists of America presents the third big question mark. A movement brimming with activist energy and ideological certitude, DSA gave birth to Mamdani's political career, providing the vigor and street organizing that made him such a formidable candidate. He has promised to remain a loyal DSA cadre. Yet that loyalty will be tested when he departs his rent-stabilized apartment in Queens for the two-century-old mayoral mansion on Manhattan's Upper East Side. Already, Mamdani has angered influential DSA members with some of his early decisions.

Derek Thompson: The affordability curse

Five years ago, Mamdani wrote that the city's police department was "wicked" and should be dismantled; this past June, he told Meet the Press that billionaires should not exist. But in November, Mamdani reappointed Police Commissioner Jessica Tisch, a centrist technocrat who hails from a family with a fortune valued at $10 billion. Then he pressured DSA not to put up a candidate to challenge House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries, whom leftists view as guilty of the sin of moderation.

DSA comrades were not amused. In December, the two national co-chairs of the organization, Ashik Siddique and Megan Romer, appeared on the Dispatches podcast; the episode was titled "Can DSA Hold Mamdani Accountable?" Rania Khalek, the host, asked Siddique's and Romer's view of Tisch, whom Khalek described as coming from "this very billionaire Zionist family." (Tisch is Jewish.) Neither co-chair challenged Khalek's description of Tisch. "I don't think either of us are happy about keeping somebody like that on," Siddique said. Romer, a member of a Marxist-Leninst faction within DSA, described Mamdani's decision as "really disappointing."

In the lead-up to Mamdani's inauguration, some wealthy New Yorkers sounded, if not accommodating, at least resigned to their fate. This past summer, Ricky Sandler, the CEO of a global equity firm, wrote to his fellow oligarchs warning of the "dire consequences" of a Mamdani victory. But the day after Mamdani's election, Sandler proclaimed himself ready to tough out the new socialist administration. "NYC will be worse for yesterday's outcome. Potentially a lot worse," he wrote. But "I am not planning to move Eminence Capital to another city or state."

One imagines that such moments of ruling-class resignation could be a minor relief for Mamdani. As for DSA, it has not hesitated to break with prominent progressive politicians, including its most famous member, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez; the national DSA withdrew its endorsement of her, at least in part because she took the heretical step of signing a press release supporting a missile-defense system to protect Israeli civilians. Which leaves the strange possibility that New York's first socialist mayor might find himself more threatened by his left flank than by the occasional alienated hedge funder.
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Six Months Off the Street

<span>An update on Evan from our three-part series </span><em>No Easy Fix</em>

by Ethan Brooks

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




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

In July, we published a series of stories about San Francisco's attempt to address the growing number of homeless and addicted people living on the streets. We followed Evan, who had been homeless for years, as he sought to escape the addiction that was threatening his life. Four months later, we check in on how he's doing.

No Easy Fix is a three-part series from Radio Atlantic about homelessness and addiction in San Francisco.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Last year, we published a series called No Easy Fix. If you haven't heard it, you should go back and listen. It's about San Francisco's attempts to address pockets of homelessness and addiction. It's also a close and unusually humane portrait of one man--his name is Evan--living on the streets and barely managing his fentanyl addiction.

Today, we have an update on that series.

[Music]

Rosin: When reporter Ethan Brooks met Evan, he was in bad shape.

Evan: It's raining, and I'm cold, and I'm hungry. (Laughs.) I'm over it. I'm so over it.


Rosin: Years of addiction had left him with a leg that was so swollen and infected that he was at risk of losing it. On top of that, he couldn't keep food down. And he didn't know why. His best friend, Joe, was worried.

Joe Wynne: I mean, I expect Evan to die out there. I have seen no pieces of evidence that persisted beyond 72 hours of him heading in any other direction, and I've seen 10,000 pieces of evidence of him headed towards death.


Rosin: Evan ended up in the hospital. And he agreed to enter an addiction treatment program in San Francisco--one that looked a lot like the rehabs where he had tried and failed to get clean before.

Evan: I could feel, like--in my head, I'm like, I'm gonna be successful this time. But like, I'm still a little worried about having doubt--like, What if I don't, though?


Rosin: Ethan Brooks is going to take it from here.

______

Ethan Brooks: The last time I saw Evan, he was in a room in San Francisco General Hospital.

Brooks: Want to rest for a little bit?
 Evan: Yeah, maybe a little bit.


Brooks: We spoke for a few hours, and this is how our conversation ended.

Brooks: I mean, I'll be able to call you on the phone and stuff, but I just won't be able to get you in person for a while.
 Evan: Yeah, I'll definitely put you on the list of people I can talk to in treatment.


Brooks: Evan had been accepted to long-term residential rehab in San Francisco. He wanted to finally get clean, and give space and time for his leg to heal. And he wanted to reconnect with his son, who he hadn't seen in years.

Joe--that's Evan's friend--bought him a cellphone, started a group chat, plugged in the phone next to Evan's bed, and flew home, back to his family in Washington State. So Evan was once again on his own.

[Music]

A month passed, and I didn't hear from him. And then, he texted: He had 30 days clean.

To celebrate, Joe sent videos from Cameo; that's the app where minor celebrities send personalized messages. In one, a group of burly dancers delivers Joe's message:

Dancers: Evan is good. Fentanyl is bad.


Brooks: Evan is good. Fentanyl is bad.

Dancers: 30 days sober.


Brooks: 30 days sober.

Dancers: Congrats, bro!


Brooks: Congrats, bro.

Island Boy: Yo, Evan, I heard you're 30 days sober off fentanyl.


Brooks: Another was from one of the twin TikTok stars in the Island Boys. I can't tell which one.

Island Boy: So keep on going. It goes day by day, my boy. Keep doing your thing because that fetty ain't no joke, my boy.


Brooks: About two months later, there was a notification in the group chat, just under the videos. It said, "Evan has left the conversation."

(Phone rings.)

Brooks: When I called his cell, there was nothing.

(Voicemail greeting plays: "I'm sorry, the person you are trying to reach has a voicemail box that has not been set up yet. Please try your call again later. Goodbye.")

Brooks: It was the same at the rehab facility.

Operator: So I don't know--I can't confirm or deny that the person is here. But I could take a message if you'd like to leave one.


Brooks: Okay. Okay, gotcha.

Brooks: And then, on November 17, seven months since I had last spoken to him, I got an email.

The account photo was of a man in a pressed lavender button-down shirt tucked into jeans, with one hand on his hip, posing in front of a field. It was Evan. We set up a video call.

Evan: I haven't had an Apple product in a long time, and this MacBook is pretty frustrating.


Brooks: To figure out how to use?


Evan: Yeah, just all I wanted to do is scroll down, and I haven't quite figured that out yet. So I click on something, and then use the arrow keys 'cause I can't find the fucking scroll in the corner.


Brooks: Turns out this isn't easy if you've missed the last five years of technological advance.

Brooks: Two fingers is a scroll.
 Evan: Oh, I can't wait to try that.


Brooks: Just getting Evan on a call didn't guarantee much.

Rehab is definitely better than living on the street, but it's not necessarily a place where you get clean. In 2023 and 2024, San Francisco's largest publicly funded rehab provider saw a string of overdose deaths inside their facilities. Evan says he's been in others, where patients and staff were still using.

I had known where Evan was, but until this conversation, I didn't know how he was, or what had happened in the seven months since we last spoke--if he had changed.

[Music]

Back in April, when Evan was talking about getting clean, this was not the first time the scene had played out--not Joe's first time flying down to find him, not the first time he was hospitalized. There was a sort of script for what would happen next.

Evan: I would make this whole plan about going to treatment, and as soon as I would be alone and be out outside of the hospital, I would just get out.


Brooks: Evan would get his few days living inside; Joe would go home to his family. Then the hospital would arrange for Evan to travel to rehab via a taxi or a bus--

Evan:  And then as soon as I hit the Tenderloin, I would just be gone instantly.


Brooks: In those 10 unsupervised minutes, Evan would disappear. He would get out of the taxi, go back to shoplifting, back to selling what he stole, back to fentanyl.

That was Evan's choice. It's true that Evan is responsible for his own actions in those 10 minutes. It's also true that almost no one beats a fentanyl addiction like his through willpower alone.

This time around, Evan's first cue, the part in the script where he would normally just disappear, came when the hospital wanted to discharge him. Hospital stays are expensive; they wanted to send him to a shelter for the weekend before rehab admission opened up on Monday.

But the hospital's addiction team knew if he went to a shelter, he would relapse. They convinced the doctors to keep him for the weekend, despite the expense.

The first opportunity to disappear came and went.

Then it was time to take a taxi from the hospital to rehab, which is called Harbor Light.

Evan: One of the addiction-team nurses after his shift stayed in the cab with me and then rode there to Harbor Light and then stayed there with me for an hour to make sure that I was, like, cool and didn't have any second thoughts and then left.


Brooks: So another opportunity to exit had come and gone because someone took the time to stay with him.

Brooks: Do you remember your first day, or first days, at Harbor Light?
 Evan: Yeah, I remember. I was just sleeping so much. I would get up and just eat and pee. They would just bring me my meals. So it was kinda like I was in the hospital again.


The task of showering again, I was like, Ugh. And just the task of having to unwrap my leg, get in the shower, do the whole--I was just like, I don't even care. I'll just be smelly. And it was just my brain deciding what was important and what wasn't. For so long, that wasn't important.


Brooks: Before Evan arrived at Harbor Light, there were two things, after five years living on the street, that had pushed him toward recovery.

The first was his leg, which had this huge open wound.

The other thing that brought him here was that he couldn't keep food down. At first, the doctor thought he might have celiac disease--gluten intolerance. And then they found out that his iron was dangerously low; he was anemic.

Evan: At first, they thought me being anemic was a diet thing 'cause of just eating nothing but candy and ice cream on the street for so long. Even at the time, if somebody were to tell me, Oh, if you keep doing fetty like that, you're gonna end up becoming anemic, I would've been like, So? Obviously, my leg was falling off, so it wasn't--


Brooks: Yeah, it's like, Who cares about being anemic when your leg is falling off?
 Evan: Right, right.


Brooks: When I first met Evan, he was living a life that, on the good days, felt like a type of freedom: He could fend for himself. He wasn't responsible to anyone.

But even just a few days into treatment, he could already see it more clearly: It wasn't freedom; it was dependence, in just about every sense of the word.

Evan was living like a child, literally eating nothing but candy and ice cream.

Evan: I remember being nervous because I was glad to kind of get my life going again, but at the same time, I had been enjoying not being a responsible adult for such a long time.
 I was kind of nervous to be like, Great, now not only do I gotta learn how to be an adult again. I gotta figure out how I'm gonna deal with all the shame and guilt of not being one for so long.


Brooks: Harbor Light, Evan's rehab, is run by the Salvation Army. Apart from being known as a strict, and rather intensive, treatment program, the basics will be familiar: meetings, meditation, acknowledging a higher power, celebrating milestones.

Evan: I feel like everybody's congratulating me for learning how to, like, pee standing. Like, Pee-pee standing up. Like, Good job, Evan. Like, You use the bathroom on your own. No more diapers.


That's how I would always be, like, Congratulations for catching up with the rest of us, like, for the last 15--you know? And so I would feel kind of dumb about it. Even two months in, talking about it with some of the counselors there, they were like, How much time do you have? And I was like, Oh, I have two months, and people were clapping or whatever. And I'm just like, Yeah, it's whatever. It's two months.


[Music]

Brooks: In real terms, two months was definitely not "whatever" for Evan. It's the longest he had been clean in a very long time. But the old temptations were still there.

To start, Evan was still in San Francisco. Just about every day, he saw people he knew from his life before. And beyond that, even after two months clean, his leg just wasn't healing the way he hoped it would.

Evan: My leg improved, and then it just stopped, and it was a really slow progression. I didn't know if I was doing something wrong or if it was going to get worse again.


Brooks: It started to feel like, If his leg wasn't going to get better, if he stood a chance of losing it, what was the point?

Evan: I was like, All right, just--we'll do the six months, show everybody that I can, I've tried, and then I'll go back out.


Brooks: After the break, six months.

[Break]

Brooks: In his years living on the street, Evan managed to look after himself. But there were other people, important people, who he overlooked.

Evan has a son. They talked on the phone sometimes, through Evan's mom or sister. But as his kid got older, he didn't want to talk to Evan, and Evan didn't want to talk to anyone.

That changed at Harbor Light.  If Evan wanted any shot at reconnecting, he'd not only have to learn to be an adult in just a few months, but also learn how to be a father.

Evan: I had this in my head, like, a game plan for how I was gonna tackle talking to my family again. But my counselor there was like, Nope, that's not how we're gonna do it, not definitely gonna do it like that.


Brooks: What was the game plan, and why was it rejected?
 Evan: Like calling them, like, once a week and then calling my son and then talking to him. But my counselor decided that You can't use your phone at all for the first 30 days; it's a complete blackout. And then, after that, you only get two 10-minute phone calls a day.
 Literally, when I would call my mom, one, by the time she answered, it would probably kill a whole minute, two. She would spend, like, five minutes crying. So now I'm left to have, like, four more minutes. I'm like, Mom, you just--what am I supposed to do? I--and then there's my whole phone call for the day, and then, if I call somebody else, and they don't answer, and that's it.
 So he was like, You're going to write letters, and that way you can speak more, get it down, and honestly, it'll feel more heartfelt that you'd spent the time to write it all, your feelings and everything, out on paper and mail it.


Brooks: So that's what Evan did. This was the beginning of what would become a relentless mailing campaign aimed at his son.

It hasn't been easy to get much out of him. Evan hadn't seen his son in eight years. No one would blame him for not wanting to talk.

But over the months, Evan began to learn what he had missed. Everyone thinks his kid looks like him. He's an adventurous eater like Evan, has a sweet tooth too, also like Evan. There was a picture of him trying a chocolate-covered cricket on a field trip to D.C. And he was a bit of a performer.

Evan: For example, for his fifth-grade graduation, he surprised everybody and dressed up as a banana--
 Brooks: Awesome.
 Evan: --and walked across the stage in a giant banana suit. He really likes the clarinet. Actually, he's, like, first chair in his class and then third chair all-county or something. He is really into it.


Brooks: In October, six months into treatment, Evan's family flew out to visit him: his mom, his sister, and his son. Evan's friend Joe and Joe's son, Barrett, came down too.

The last time Evan saw his son, he was 5 years old. Now he was 13, and was growing a mustache.

They went to the arcade, did an escape room. Evan said they'll still be in there if it wasn't for the kids. Barrett and Evan's son were fast friends.

Evan: The first night we went out somewhere, they were throwing something--it was like candy or something--and something bounced off and then hit me. And then they, like, giggled and ran away. And my son was like, Where'd it go? And then Barrett was like, "It hit your dad." And it just--I have never--I hadn't been a dad for such a long time, so it was just a kind of surreal moment. He didn't even call me Dad; it was somebody else calling me Dad. But it was more of just a reminder of like, "Oh, yeah, I am."


[Music]
 Salvation Army officer: Do you have any guests that you wanna welcome?
 Evan: I do have a few.
 Brooks: The same weekend his family visited, after six months of treatment, Evan graduated from Harbor Light. In the video, he's standing at a lectern, wearing a yellow plaid shirt. He says he's trying not to cry.
 Evan: A wise woman once told me, "The only thing that you have to change is everything." I look forward to being the best son, brother, and father and friend I can be. Thank you.


Brooks: After graduation, Joe and Barrett and Evan's mom and sister and son flew home.

Brooks: You guys are still writing letters here and there, or no?
 Evan: Yeah, yeah, definitely. I just sent one. I'll take the--I sent him letters. He doesn't really send me anything back. I don't know if the option was given to him, kind of, like, Your dad wants your cellphone number. Do you want to give it to him, or do you want to just keep writing letters, or what do you wanna do? And I could just see him being on his phone, like, Yeah, whatever, letters.
 And so I was like, Oh, well, if that's what he wants to do, then I'm just going to bombard him with letters, to where he's like, "Damn it, I should have did phone call." So he hasn't caved yet, but I definitely send him two or three a month.


Brooks: Evan is now in a sober-living house. He works in a kitchen a few days a week, and on the other days, he takes classes to become an addiction-treatment peer counselor.

That question of if it was possible for Evan to stay clean this long, so far, has been answered. His leg isn't fully healed; even after eight months, the wound is still there. But he can walk around fine and will have a surgery soon to help with his circulation.

So now the question for Evan isn't so much if he'll live, but how.

A few weeks ago, Evan was riding the bus home from a meeting when he ran into an old friend from when he was living on the street.

Evan: And I talked to him the whole bus ride and when I got off I helped him carry his stuff off and hung out with him for a little bit, but when I had went to talk and hang out with him and invited him to sit next to me, it was just kind of like, Here's this really dirty, gross-looking homeless dude, and I'm cleaned up enough to where people wouldn't suspect that of me at all. And then I'm inviting him over next to me. When he came up to talk to me, before I had noticed him. They were thinking, I'm probably gonna get pissed-off; this homeless guy's coming to ask me for money or something. And it totally wasn't what they expected.
 Brooks: They see like a homeless guy approaching somebody who's just, like, a normal guy working a job in San Francisco or something--
 Evan: Exactly, coming home from work late at night and--
 Brooks: --and you kind of see an old friend.


Evan: Right. Or me. When I see somebody in that same position, it's kind of hard for me to--like, someone with a fucked-up leg, or just can't get up from somewhere 'cause they're so sick. It's like, Fuck.


Brooks: This isn't the only time this has happened recently. Evan sees himself all over the city. When cops and EMTs are trying to move someone along passed out outside of a coffee shop, there he is. When his co-workers at the kitchen complain about homeless and addicted people, he fantasizes about telling them about his past.

He lives just two blocks away from where he spent the last five years, but he might as well live in another world. Still, the boundaries between old and new can be porous.

Evan: This last couple nights, I've had to go to meetings because I've been bored, and I really kind of miss that hustle of--kind of the excitement of, I gotta go boost from here and dodge the security guard and then get on the BART and then dodge the BART police and then steal from this store and then come back out, and then just all that excitement bullshit. I kind of miss the chaos.


Brooks: He tries not to think too much about the future. A lot of treatment, at this point, is still focused on the present. But he does have one idea for what he might do.

Evan: My background permitting, I would like to be an armed security guard. I think that would be cool.
 Brooks: Whoa, why?
 Evan: Because that's the kind of craziness that I think I need. Not, like, with-a-gun armed, but like with a baton or pepper spray. I'm not saying that every day I'm gonna go to work that I'm gonna be like this, this douche security guard that, like, pepper-sprays you.
 Brooks: It's so funny. It's like you're just becoming your like worst enemy from not long ago.
 Evan: In a way, yeah. But I would also think I'd have--I think I could give back to Target for all the shit I stole by being a good security guard.
 Brooks: Just going back to that same Target and going to work that. Where was that?
 Evan: Emeryville.


Brooks: There was a story Evan told me back before he started treatment. To support his habit, he was going to the same Target in Emeryville, outside of Oakland, day after day after day, stealing stuff and selling it in the Mission District.

He went to that same Target in Emeryville so many times in a row, it had begun to feel absurd that he hadn't been caught yet.

Brooks: You were like, I can't believe this hasn't happened. It feels like Groundhog's Day.
 Evan: Oh, that's right. Yeah.


Brooks: He told himself that when they did catch him, that's when he'd get clean. But it never happened.

Brooks: Does that at all feel like an attempt to go back and stop your past self? Fulfilling that wish you had for someone to catch you at that point.
 Evan: Right, and just give them that, like, Oh, it's over finally.
 [Music]


Evan: It rains here on Christmas for a week every year, and I always know it's coming, and I know it's gonna come this year, and it'll be the first time where I will be inside, and I'm so grateful for that.


Brooks: Evan will stay in San Francisco for the time being. In the spring, he'll fly out to Washington to visit Joe.

This episode was produced by me, Ethan Brooks and Natalie Brennan. Edited by Jocelyn Frank and Hanna Rosin. Engineering by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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.

Thanks for listening.
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The Cult of Costco

Its consistency is its superpower.

by Jake Lundberg

Wed, 31 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.

Because every day is Black Friday at Costco, I choose to go on Saturday. I like to get there early. I always park in the same spot (right next to the cart return), and wait with the other die-hards. It has the thrill of a stakeout, absent any crime or danger. When the doors open, we move toward the entrance in an orderly march. There's a small gasp upon entry--the kind of quiet awe that one feels before the most epic human achievements, as when stepping across the threshold of St. Peter's or the Chartres Cathedral. But in this place, there is no baroque majesty, no stained glass, just abundance bathed in light. In the sweep of human history generally marked by scarcity and want, here is bounty on an unimaginable scale; here is a year's supply of mozzarella sticks; here is a hot dog and a drink for $1.50; here is a monument of our civilization, in more than 600 locations across the United States.

I take the ease with which I resort to Costco talk--about produce prices in particular--as a worrying sign that I've become a middle-aged bore. But there's something happening at Costco that I think goes beyond bell peppers (note that my family eats a lot of them, and, boy, are they a bargain). Costco is a marvel not just historically but also in this moment. In an age of broken institutions, insufferable politics, and billionaire businessmen auditioning to be Bond villains, most things feel like they're getting worse. Costco seems to stay the same. The employees are generally satisfied. The customers are thrilled by the simple act of getting a good deal. All of it makes a unique space in contemporary American life, a space of cooperation, courtesy, and grown-ups mostly acting like grown-ups.

It starts with the thing you're pushing, the vessel into which you shall receive thy bounty. The cart is improbably large yet easily maneuvered through the warehouse's aisles. Through some invisible quality control, the sad and broken-down ones you find at the supermarket--unlevel, rear wheel locked, front wheel spinning--seem to be ushered quietly into oblivion at Costco. You're at the helm of a Peterbilt with the handling of a Porsche.

Traffic is never light, but things generally move along. Pushing something that large requires an awareness of oneself in space. Those who might need to consult a list or message their spouse--should I grab this brick of cheddar cheese?--seem to know to step off to the side. At my store in Granger, Indiana, where elbows are perhaps not as sharp as at some other locations, patrons appear to have an unspoken patience with the person who wants to give a bag of avocados an extra squeeze, or hold a double shell of raspberries up to the light. There are occasional expressions of camaraderie as well: "We can't get enough of that stuff," somebody might say as you load two pillow-size bags of Pirate's Booty into the cart.

You might see the bargain-hunting bonds among Costco shoppers as a function of the chain's history. To join its ranks costs $65 a year; the store's membership model originates from a nonprofit wholesale collective for federal employees called Fedco, founded in Los Angeles in the 1940s. The genealogy is complex (a three-hour-long Acquired podcast episode traces it in full), but one trait has endured: the company is animated--even as a for-profit enterprise--by the idea of bringing good value to its members. This has yielded a cultlike loyalty, such that the company can largely rely on happy members to do its advertising and marketing by word of mouth--or perhaps by wearing prized company merch. Kirkland Signature, Costco's in-house label for hundreds of products, is a kind of anti-brand that happens to be one of the world's largest for consumer packaged goods. Just buying something under its comically dull logo makes you feel like a smart shopper: You've made the wise decision to forgo a better look for a better price.

Costco is a place that encourages, and rewards, just knowing the drill--and the drill isn't hard to figure out: Move along. Don't block the way. Unload your cart onto the conveyor belt with dispatch, but leave the heavy stuff. Make the barcodes visible. Violators are never exiled, but transgression, I know from experience, is not without shame. Once, I left the cart in front of the flower display loaded down with 120 pounds of water-softening salt. When I returned, the grandmother who was blocked from the flowers (find me a cheaper dozen roses!)--well, she gave me the finger.

The veneer of civilization is always thin, even at Costco, as one is reminded before major holidays, or in the vicinity of the samples. When there's a Christmas feast to be provisioned, or half a bite of pizza to be tasted, order breaks down, and with it, spatial awareness, common courtesy, and the Golden Rule. We're circling like buzzards; we're blocking the way; we're shaking our heads at the nerve of the person who took the last three.

But the checkout restores us to our senses. At my Costco, there is usually a line to get in line for the cashier. People can game the system, but most quietly queue up, content to wait their turn to pick a register. The clerks are cheerier than they should be before this endless current of humans and their stuff. Whatever lapses I might have had in the store (did I take a second sample? maybe), here, I'm on my best behavior.

Out of the store, car loaded, cart returned, I tighten up and steel myself for the road. Have you seen the way these people drive nowadays?

Related:

	What your favorite grocery store says about you
 	The psychology behind Costco's free samples (From 2014)




Evening Read

Americans Need to Party More

By Ellen Cushing




This much you already know: Many Americans are alone, friendless, isolated, undersexed, sick of online dating, glued to their couches, and transfixed by their phones, their mouths starting to close over from lack of use. Our national loneliness is an "urgent public health issue," according to the surgeon general. The time we spend socializing in person has plummeted in the past decade, and anxiety and hopelessness have increased. Roughly one in eight Americans reports having no friends; the rest of us, according to my colleague Olga Khazan, never see our friends, stymied by the logistics of scheduling in a world that has become much more frenetic and much less organized around religion and civic clubs. "You can't," she writes, "just show up on a Sunday and find a few hundred of your friends in the same building."
 But what if you could, at least on a smaller scale? What if there were a way to smush all your friends together in one place--maybe one with drinks and snacks and chairs? What if you could see your work friends and your childhood friends and the people you've chatted amiably with at school drop-off all at once instead of scheduling several different dates? What if you could introduce your pals and set them loose to flirt with one another, no apps required? What if you could create your own Elks Lodge, even for just a night?
 I'm being annoying, obviously--there is a way! It's parties, and we need more of them.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Read. Here are the books that made our editors think the most this year.

Remember. In 2012, Emily Chertoff explored how wealthy Americans celebrated New Year's Eve in the Gilded Age.

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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Facts vs. Clicks: How Algorithms Reward Extremism

<em>Galaxy Brain</em>'s Charlie Warzel joins David Frum to discuss how our online information became so untrustworthy and how we can fight back. Plus: Why America's Founding Fathers would be appalled by Trump 250 years later, and Edward Berenson's <em>The Trial of Madame Caillaux</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 31 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 upcoming 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. He examines the many actions President Donald Trump has taken that run counter to the ideals articulated in 1776, and considers how the Founders' constitutional genius may ultimately be what frustrates Trump's attempt to consolidate power.

David is then joined by his Atlantic colleague Charlie Warzel, a staff writer and the host of the Galaxy Brain podcast, to discuss the temptations that come with launching a new podcast and the challenge of serving an audience that often rewards extreme content. Together, they talk about the responsibility that comes with hosting a podcast in a media environment that prizes clicks over truth. They also explore how conspiracy theorists have come to function as an alternate reality of "mainstream media," and why the fight for truth may not yet be lost.

Finally, David closes with a discussion of Edward Berenson's The Trial of Madame Caillaux and what it reveals about how future generations may come to view our own beliefs.

The following is a transcript of the episode: 

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be my Atlantic colleague, Charlie Warzel, the host of the Galaxy Brain podcast, and we'll be talking about our experiences as new podcast hosts. We both launched podcasts this year. Some of the temptations, some of the dangers, and some of the lessons that we have learned from this year in podcasting. My book this week will be a 1992 history book, The Trial of Madame Caillaux, a study of a sensational sex and murder trial in pre-World War I France. But before getting to either of those things, I want to open with some end-of-year thoughts as we conclude 2025 and move into 2026. 2026, of course, is the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, in 1776, and is a powerful anniversary symbol in the American mind. As we move into this year, there are so many things that are going to be memorable and important and wonderful to celebrate. There are also some things happening that are really weird. One of the weirdest of them is a press release by the U.S. Mint just a few weeks ago. They are considering honoring the 250th anniversary of American independence with a set of commemorative, or dollar coins, featuring the image of President Donald Trump.

Now, it''s not literally unprecedented for the United States to put living people on the coinage. It's not even totally unprecedented for them to put living politicians on the coinage. The first dollar bill had the face of Salman Chase, Secretary of the Treasury in Lincoln''s Cabinet, on the dollar bill. Salman Chase was a famous egomaniac. One of his contemporary colleagues in the Republican Party said, He's an excellent man. I think that's the quote. He's an excellent man, but he's got the delusion that the Christian Trinity has four persons in it instead of three, the fourth being Salman Chase himself. So it''s not unprecedented. There may be other examples as well, but it is strange and shocking at any time for a living person, and especially a living president, to propose to put himself on the coinage of the money of the United States. And if a Founding Father saw that, I think they would be kind of startled. They would be more startled, however, at some more serious things that are happening.

Some things that actually, unlike the dollar coin, which is just a project, have already happened in the year 2025. We have seen the president of the United States impose taxes at his sole volition. The Trump Treasury Department issued a release a few days ago that boasted that they had collected $200 billion in tariffs over the year 2025. That's $200 billion of taxes not authorized by Congress and a flagrant violation of the ideas and literal language of Article 1 of the Constitution, which puts both taxes and tariffs in the hands of Congress. The president and his team are proposing to spend that $200 billion. They've had many ideas about how to spend it. Maybe they should give the money to the farmers. Maybe there should be a tax rebate. Maybe they should do something else. But all of those ideas for spending or tax rebates, again, all of those are congressional authority that the president is arrogating to himself--something else that would have startled the founders of the country all those 250 years ago.

We've seen the growth of an enormous federal police force, ICE, which has recruited and seems to take orders not from any kind of institution of law but from, again, a small team around the president, an almost personal police force of a kind that the United States has not seen before, certainly not on such a scale. And carrying out actions that, again, would have seemed unimaginable only a little while ago. Mass roundups without any kind of due process; mass deportations. Deportation, of course, is a total presidential authority, but usually there's some kind of hearing. And, of course, until now, you almost always--the deported person is sent back to the place the deported person came from, not to a third country to which they had no contact, and not under conditions that are tantamount to torture or at least serious human-rights abuse. You would send them home. It's not a crime to be illegally present in the United States. It's a violation of the law, but it's not something that you should be tortured for. You should be put on a plane, given a hot meal, and warned, Don't come back, you're breaking the rules. We've seen the rise of presidential retaliation against media institutions using the regulatory apparatus of the state, regulatory apparatus that belongs to everybody, not just to him. And then using those same grants of threats, grants of regulatory favors or threats of the withholding of regulatory favors, to rearrange or redirect existing media companies to be more favorable to him, sometimes successfully, sometimes less so, but always with a kind of intent that would have seemed very sinister from the point of view of the founders of the American Republic. And we have seen, maybe most disturbing of all, the use of presidential war powers without any involvement of any kind of legal authority, any kind of congressional authority. We're on the cusp, apparently, of some kind of military action against Venezuela--maybe airstrikes, maybe clandestine strikes of commandos, maybe something more. There's no pretense that there's any congressional authorization of that. And over the Christmas holiday, the president fired missiles into Nigeria, intervening in Nigerian civil strife, again, with no pretense of any kind of authorization by anyone other than the president at his own whim. So the big question for the year 2026 is: How far has the country drifted from those ideals of 1776 as formalized in the Constitution of 1787 and all the amendments afterwards? And how does the United States move back to the country it intended to be at the beginning, that Americans believed it to be until very recently, and that I think most Americans still want it to be.

Now, here's some good news. It does seem like over the course of 2025, that these lawless actions have lost some of their impact and power. The bad guys seem to be losing a little political altitude as we move into 2026. I don't want to be overconfident about that. I don't want to issue false promises. But it does seem like the ebb and flow of political power is not favoring those who want to use arbitrary power in the way they've used it. Some examples: There does seem to be, in this second Trump term, a real loss of focus, an inability to keep the main thing the main thing. The battle over renaming the Kennedy Center the Trump Kennedy Center: That seems like a perfect example of something that any serious authoritarian president would not waste energy over. What does he care? He's staffed it with his cronies. They're going to do the shows that he likes; he's gonna be able to blackball the people he doesn't like. Does he really need to put his name on it? Does he need to host the Kennedy Honors on prime-time television? Is that really something that he needs to invest energy in? And even the dollar coins, that just makes enemies. Why are you doing that? What is the petty, pathetic need that makes you trade the substance of political power for these childish shows? But that need is there and it's a political fact, and it's an expensive political fact--and therefore for those who oppose the authoritarian project, a hopeful political fact.

But more substantially, two other things are happening that are really changing the political calculus as we move into the year 2026. One is the weakening of the American economy. One of the things that any successful authoritarian knows is you have to get the economy right. People will put up with a lot if they're feeling prosperous. As they enter 2026, fewer and fewer Americans are feeling prosperous. Prices are rising; job creation is stalling. The center of energy in the American economy is the artificial-intelligence-investment boom. That may continue, it may not, but through the rest of the economy, it's trouble. Everywhere there's signs of trouble: rising corporate bankruptcies, defaults on automobile loans. Americans are not feeling like Trump is thinking of them as he thinks of himself. Trump 1, the theory seemed to be that the public would forgive Trump's actions if he provided economic prosperity. Trump 2, the president is actually actively attacking prosperity through his taxes and tariffs, through his immigration policy, shrinking the American population, shrinking the American workforce. And it seems like that's his agenda. So what do you get for putting up with it? Nothing, just a kick in the head.

But the last thing, and Michael Waldman and I discussed this earlier this year in an important podcast discussion: Trump has lost much of his bet to centralize the management of elections in his own hands. Not all of the bet. He's still got tricks up his sleeve. There are many things he's trying to do. But through the genius of American federalism, which is part of the genius of 1776 and 1787, election management is left in the hands of the state, of the several states.

And while it's not impossible for a president to squeeze and coax and coerce and rig those elections, there are limits to his ability to do it. In the end, it is a state power governed by the actions of the states and administered by officials of the states. And there is a limit to how much the president can successfully intervene to corrupt or distort that process. Now, if the election is close, those interventions and distortions may be enough.

But when you have, through bad economic policy, you've stoked so much discontent as this administration has, you may have moved the whole political temperature--the whole political balance of political forces--beyond the margin of successful manipulation. And that means that the corrective response, that the genius of the system always anticipated as the ultimate answer to abuses, that corrective response may be coming, and 2026 may be the year that we feel it.

And now, my dialogue with Charlie Warzel.

[Music]

Frum: So The Atlantic is, today, presenting something a little different. I will interview today my colleague Charlie Warzel, who has launched his own new podcast on the Atlantic channel, Galaxy Brain. We'll be talking back and forth. Since the Galaxy Brain podcast is quite new, I'm going to read a little introduction for those of you who don't know Charlie.

He joined The Atlantic in 2021 and became a staff writer in 2022. This year, he launched his new podcast, Galaxy Brain. Charlie is a graduate of Hamilton College and he's the author of the 2021 book Out of Office: Unlocking the Power and Potential of Hybrid Work. And we're gonna talk about some of the experiences, challenges, temptations of doing a podcast in this day and age, especially for The Atlantic.

And I'm happy to welcome Charlie. Charlie, congratulations on the new podcast.

Charlie Warzel: Thank you. Thank you for having me. This is great.

Frum: All right, so we're both kind of newbies. I'm like a grizzled veteran with like a three or four month head start ahead of you, so that makes me a frontline soldier.

But we're both familiar with being guests on podcasts, but new to hosting.

Warzel: Yes. And it's very different. Right? It is a whole different, at least I've found, it's a completely different animal being on the other side.

Frum: If I'd known how hard it was, I would've been nicer to my hosts.

Warzel: Exactly. Exactly. Yes. It's very difficult to construct a conversation and have a flow and end up in the right place and follow the tributaries of a guest's meandering mind. It's--definitely, it's fascinating.

Frum: Well, so here's this thing. In order to avoid meandering, here's how I propose to channel the conversation so that we achieve something that's I hope useful and interesting for our listeners and viewers, and maybe something we both ourselves will learn from. Because one of the things we've had to confront as we enter this is: Unlike old-fashioned book writing, or text based or even print journalism, where you don't know exactly what your readers want and what they read, you know a lot about the podcast audience, both video and audio.

And we also have the contrasting examples of other people in the space who demonstrate what viewers and listeners want and don't want. And one of the things we've had to confront is the tremendous appetite, or apparent appetite, for extreme content, which flies in the face of what The Atlantic is always trying to provide, which is balanced content.

How do we make sense of that? How do we respond to that? I mean, I think you get a lot of response to if you do a show on Was Hitler good? Yes. But we're not going to do the Was Hitler good? Yes show. But how do you cope with the massive incentives to do a show on Was Hitler good? Yes.

Warzel: I see this as part of a bigger struggle, right? I write a lot about technology, about media, media ecology, the ways that social media has warped or changed or transformed society. It's a lot of what the podcast is about. And so there's always like a meta element to everything that I am both doing in my actual work and what I am reporting on.

And, they tend to feed each other, right? So I look at this as. I look at podcasting, especially video podcasting and the regular, traditional podcasting as, in many ways, almost the traditional problems with internet based or digital media on steroids, right? We are now, because of the issues of discovery, because of, you know, the advent of everything from generative AI to social networks, to declining readership because a lot of the social platforms have given up on news to some degree. We don't get that same bump from Google. We don't get that same bump from Facebook, et cetera. It has pushed everything to be so much more algorithmically driven. Right. We try to make the best journalistic products that we can, the most responsible ones, but at the end of the day, we are also people who are interested in having that have an impact in the world, to reach as many people as possible, and these algorithms are tailored more and more and more to be, to promote, the most sensational thing. The thing that outrages, the thing that shocks, the thing that elicits the greatest response, and the greatest response of all of those emotional reactions is outrage, is fear, is shock, is anger. Right? And so I look at what we're doing right now as having to chase this type of viewership.

We are in this attention economy. We are basically forced to, if we want people to interact with the thing that we have spent all this time laboring over. We have to find a way to frame it, right? I think a lot of this is like a marketplace. And every vendor is out there needing to, you know, get people and attract people.

And so you're constantly reaching there. And it's difficult, because it pushes people to be the worst versions of themselves. And we have to guard against that. We can't, you know, succumb to that, like, say, a random person on Twitter or X might.

Frum: Yeah. Now you're blaming the algorithm a lot here, which is a non-sentient collection of digits. And that's convenient because it has no feelings. Maybe the user, the listener, the reader is a little bit to blame?

Warzel: Well, so there's a very interesting issue that I have always seen, right? I hate to blame the reader, because the reader is also in some sense--

Frum: the customer, and no one ever got anywhere by disrespecting the customer, at least not in public. But let's pretend we're in private for a minute.

Warzel: Absolutely. I think that this is a problem. People's actual preference and their stated preference is always very different, in all consumerism but especially with the news. You see a lot of people both online and in reader surveys of all kinds of different places where I've worked, and they say that they want to read more about the vegetables, right, like eat-your-vegetables-type stuff. They want to read about climate change more. Anyone who has worked in digital media, in any case, and has access to the metrics, can see that stories about climate change, very broadly speaking, do not perform as well as stories about, say, Donald Trump or somebody who is constantly stoking outrage.

So there is this real reader preference: stated versus actual, right. People are clicking on the outrageous things, the thumbnails with people's eyes that are, you know, bulging out and stuff like that, and not spending time with that really nuanced headline that is actually, quote unquote, you know, boring, butinside is a very nutritional and dense and smart story.

Frum: Well, this is not a new thing. This has been true as long as there is media. I mean, I remember a passage in Proust's great novel Remembrance of Things Past where a character says, who has a beautiful library full of hand-tooled volumes, which he never opens, and he thinks, What if every morning they were delivered to my front door in sheet paper, a copy of Pascal's Pensees. And in that leather-bound edition up there, which I open once every 10 years, there was a description of the dress worn by the duchess of so-and-so at the party last night. So media is always sensational, but here's to my mind, the difference. In1975, there probably were as many people in the United States who wanted to read, or proportionally as many people, who wanted to read or consume Nazi-based content as there were today, or anti-Semitic content as there are today.

But either silently or even explicitly, the heads of CBS, ABC, NBC, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, Time, Newsweek, that was the media, said, You know what? They want Nazi content; they want anti-Semitic content. They're not going to get it. We're not going to give it to them.

And if we 10 people agree we're not going to give them Nazi content, then they have to get it from pretty obscure places. But there was always that market. There was money waiting. There was a hundred-dollar bill lying on the sidewalk and no one picked it up. And we have a more competitive marketplace, and somebody picks it up.

Warzel: This is a little bit, though, why I blame the algorithms so fully, right? Because the algorithms are also very powerful in terms of broadcasting and boosting the people who are willing to do that thing, right? These people don't just come out of nowhere. You know, I think very broadly of the ecosystem that you and I are now a part of, which is YouTube. YouTube's great innovation, greatest success, the thing that has driven it to be a place where people are ingesting hundreds of millions of hours daily of video content, is the recommendation algorithm--the "up next" part of YouTube, where, on the right side of your page, it feeds you another video after.

That recommendation algorithm, as my reporting and other people's reporting has shown over the years, brings people into--people call it the rabbit hole, right? Where you watch something, let's say it's just a World War II explanation video, right? A history podcast of World War II that's not racist or anti-Semitic at all, but they're talking about Hitler a lot. They're talking about difficult subjects, maybe the Holocaust, something like that. And then you get another video, and that video is maybe just one-tenth of 1 percent, a little more extreme right? Or someone who's coming from a little bit more of a far-right perspective.

Fast forward, you can get people down into this funnel, and that is an algorithmic boost, and that's why I think this is important.

Frum: Okay, I sometimes do go down World War II rabbit holes. I'm interested in the subject like every Baby Boomer. And I find that as I keep going, what the algorithm serves me is increasingly technical content. Well, what was the difference between a 16-inch and a 14-inch naval gun in World War II? Was the 16-inch gun, in fact, better? It gets more technical, more specific, more wonky. And I think I'm telling the algorithm, you know, that's what I want.

So there is the kind of thing where we say, Ah, we're making it a little more Hitlery. Yes, that's the algorithm, but that's the algorithm knowing you, your real self. And it used to be that in, like in 1975, CBS would say, You know what? You want stuff that's a little more Hitlery than we're serving, but you're not going to get it.

And now the consumer is driving things. Isn't he or she? He. I think in World War II, Hitler--

Warzel: I think we're safe to say he--watching the World War II videos. I agree with that, in part. But I think that there are other elements here. I was looking a little bit into--and we talked a bit about discussing--this new media ecosystem and the extremism that it can go towards.

And I've been following her career somewhat closely, but looking a little bit more into Candace Owens and listening to a couple of popular things that she has put out. She's obviously a very extreme voice on the right, very conspiratorial. And there's a great column, a week ago in The New York Times by Michelle Goldberg about Candace Owens and how she has played into the conspiracy theory that Charlie Kirk was not killed by the man who was arrested. And actually had a media summit with Charlie Kirk's widow, Erica Kirk.

But something that Michelle notices in that piece, and I think is very apt, is that she, Candace Owens, draws a lot from the true-crime genre, which is an extremely popular genre of podcast and media now, and plays a little bit towards the digital sleuths on the internet.

So these are people who are, you know, vigilante investigators, right? They're taking all the information available on the internet, trying to follow the lead like they're a detective pursuing a cold case. And she does a very good job at that, at bringing people along for the hunt of information and giving them these breadcrumbs and telling them, you know, This story's not right. And I think that that is a part of why people who are looking for that, who are looking to play this role of detective, or who feel that we don't have the full story. there's information out there; I can piece it together because I have the ability. That is where I think the algorithm can intersect with a creator who is trying to manipulate. And then it can lead you into a path that gets you into a place that's a little more, as you put it, Hitlery, because I don't think people are necessarily, broadly speaking, just saying, Yeah, that was good about World War II. I want some Hitler now. Right? I think what it is, is they believe there's a conspiracy.

Frum: Explain something that baffles me. So if I go on the internet, if I'm having trouble getting the little disc battery into my key fob, my car-key fob, and I'm flummoxed and the written instructions aren't helpful, and I go online to find a YouTube video--say, how do I get the disc battery into the key fob?

If there's someone there saying, Leave it on the doorstep and the leprechaun overnight with a little bit of milk, and the leprechauns will come and fix the key fob for you--you know what? I'm skipping that one. That doesn't sound like it's gonna work.

Warzel: Right.

Frum: So why don't people have that response?

Like, there's a killing. The police have arrested somebody. There is a suspect. It may not be that person, but the idea that there's some global conspiracy of leprechauns who did it instead, that's pretty unlikely. As it is, they will save my key fob for me. Yes, I take the point about the digital-sleuth thing, but at some level, people have to have, like, a common-sense meter, don't they?

Warzel: But what if, instead, right, it was someone who is making a video who was saying, You're getting screwed by your car company. Your car company nickels-and-dimes you on all of the things when you take it in for service. They overcharge you. They're this big corporation, you know. They're owned by whatever shadowy people, right, who have their own agendas in whatever, who are using your money. And, you know, they're funding their indulgent lifestyles, and who knows what they're doing, right,when they take their private planes, X, Y, and Z? A

And this battery thing, right, is actually a manifestation of this broader thing. There's something bigger about the fact that your battery dies too early, right, on your key fob. And that's the thing. Because it opens up this world to people where they say, Okay, now, now I understand.

The unlock in my brain for why conspiracy theories are so popular now in, in culture--they've always been popular; obviously the paranoid mind is a fixture in all of history, but especially American history. These theories, however strange or stupid or completely implausible they might be on a given subject: They give people an understanding of why the world feels unfair or wrong or bad, right?

And in a moment where there are a lot of people who are struggling, who are very disenchanted, who feel that there is no predictable pathway to success or that the American dream is out of reach for them--even something as small as the key-fob conspiracy explains one small bit of why they feel like crap all the time.

Frum: One of the things I have taken from the past, from this Trump era, the past decade of discussion, is--it's a trope. It's something we are supposed to say, that things are increasingly difficult for people. It's understandable that there's a lot of resentment and anger.

I find myself, maybe I'm just becoming crankier, less and less patient with that. I mean, we live, if you're an American in the year 2026, you live at the apex, the summit of civilization. Never so much material prosperity, never so much medical prosperity. And in particular the science of preserving life and health has never been better, never approached what you have today.

So when you see people saying, My conspiracy theory is to reject the gifts of modern medical science and to subject my child to measles. So you know what? I don't believe it, that you're having such a tough time. All right? Anyway, if you are having such a tough time, I think that doesn't excuse you.

And if your response to having a tough time is to deny your child the measles vaccine, then your tough time may be a result of your own deficiencies, not something that society is doing. If you're gonna do something that callous, negligent, potentially homicidal to your child--you're to blame. You are the problem.

It's not the bankers; it's not deindustrialization; it's not the crisis of modernity. It's you, dumb head. It's you. Vaccinate your child.

Warzel: Well, first off, I fully agree that if you are denying your child vaccines or things like that, that is on you. I understand that there is this fatigue, right, with trying to rationalize the reasons why people are falling down these rabbit holes or doing ridiculous things. I kind of hold it in my mind slightly differently, which is that I'm not seeing everyone as just these absolutely passive observers, but I do see people as being relatively easily manipulated.

When you combine this idea of I am frustrated; I feel bad; I can't see the progress of modernity in this way--when you combine that with really savvy manipulators and then a culture that forms around all of that, a tribalism that forms around this, that, okay, it's not only that I'm denying, I don't believe in vaccines, I'm denying this; it becomes a group, a team, a thing, a cohort, a sense of belonging.

And that is a very strong psychological bond. And so it's not necessarily that I'm saying these people don't have any agency, or that they can't be blamed for, you know, essentially endangering the lives of their children or doing whatever awful thing. But I see this as like all of these systems making it very hard for people to break out of that mold, to do the right thing, to go against the grain of those people.

Frum: So while we're talking about agency, what are we going to do? So here we are, we're now co-manufacturers of this reality in a very modest way, but there we are. We're part of it. What do we do? How do we be forces for good and effective forces for good rather than forces for ill or ineffective forces for good?

Warzel: I think that's really difficult. Something that our boss, Adrienne LaFrance, who's the executive editor of The Atlantic, said on a podcast I did with her recently, which was about--we were covering the Epstein files, the first dump of all this.

And at the very end of the podcast, I asked, Well, what the heck did we learn here? There's all this information. And one thing that she said about this, the durability of the Epstein conspiracy theory is that people still want the truth, right? That is also at the heart of all of this conspiratorial crap that we are dealing with.

There are a lot of people who have this impulse, who want the truth, who believe they're not getting the truth, and that leads them down these difficult paths. But that is actually our job, right? We are purveyors of, in an ideal world, of that. We are trying to harness this; we are trying to do that.

So, you know, I almost think in some ways that the, whatever you want to call it, the mainstream media, you and me, whatever it is--we need to take that back, I think, more strongly than we do. We can be a little milquetoast about this. I think we need to say that if you're on the hunt, if you're trying to be a digital vigilante investigator, then you need to be looking here for the truth, which is here, and we are the people who are going to, you know, do that job.

Frum: One of my New Year's resolutions is I'm going to not only refrain from using, but actually actively object, to the phrase mainstream media. Because if many times more people watched Candace Owens or Joe Rogan than CNN or the PBS NewsHour. If conspiracy media get much bigger views than The Atlantic or even The New York Times, they're the mainstream.

The crackpots are the mainstream. And so one of the great unlearnings we have--there is a kind of tepidity, lukewarmness, that pervades what I would call the people who are trying to be honest, and a great passion that animates those who are, either consciously or unwittingly or gullibly, dishonest.

So one of the things I think we need to embrace, and this is what I'm trying to do, is an idea--you know, there's something a little countercultural about what we're doing. We're doing what in 1975 would've been considered mainstream. We're fact-checking. We're running things past lawyers.

If we make a mistake, we correct them. Two weeks ago, I made a mistake on air. I said something based on the information we had available at the time about the Bondi Beach killing, that there were eyewitness reports that the police had been slow. And I quoted those, or referenced those.

And a week later, when that turned out not to have been correct, I corrected myself. But those habits--we need to understand that those are not the mainstream. The mainstream is paranoia, conspiracy, deception, and it is a countercultural act to stand up for integrity and truth and self-correction.

Warzel: I love this because I fully do agree, and I think that this posture of having to apologize because you're a part of an institution or something like that--I like the idea of reversing that, quite a bit. I think it's very strong. I think, too--something that I have noticed that has been very, very frustrating to me, and I've talked about this on a past episode a little bit, is this idea that so many of the things inside, let's just call them media institutions or professionalized media, right, that are there in order to build trust among readers and viewers or credibility, right?The idea of fact-checking. The ideas of editing. Those things have been truly weaponized against--something I've also found about the right-wing media as it's built up in the Trump era that's fascinating, is the absolute lack of editing. You know, they will do livestreams that are, you know, three, four hours long.

There's Joe Rogan's, not explicitly the right-wing media, but, like, his podcast as a template. You know, those episodes are often three hours-plus long. There's this idea of no editing, of no fact-checking, of no polish in any sense. And the idea that behind it from them is we're giving you everything unvarnished.

Look at all these other people who are editing things. What are they hiding? Where actually that's, you know, that's BS. That's just quality control.

Frum: Not to be pedantic, but this is not a problem just for right-wing media. There are left-wing versions of this.

And there will be more. The extreme right got a certain head start. And I think that will not endure if this is the future. You know, one of the things, but you may raise this point, and it makes me think--and this is something that again, that The Atlantic can really contribute.

So when modern buildings begin to be constructed in the late 19th century, you start with a steel frame and then you put on around it all this limestone and woodwork, to conceal the steel frame. And the modernist architecture--you know, let's take all that limestone off and show people the steel frame.

We'll have the steel frame with the glass and they can see the integrity and honesty of the building and realize why the building stands up to all these many stories. I think that's a little bit the way professionalized media, that's a good term, responded. The steel frame was the structure of reporting and research and editing and fact-checking and legal checking.

And then it was hidden behind the writing. That was the limestone. And maybe we need to take the limestone off and show people a little bit more how the building works and bring people into the process and how we think, why we choose stories the way we do, why we choose not to do certain stories, and how we do our method.

Maybe that's one of the things that we're doing this very day, to talk a little bit about--you know, every time we invite somebody, we're making a selection. Who do we choose? Who do we not choose? And in the podcast world, there are people who are, you know, that, well, such and such a person when he or she appeared on such and such a show got so many hits. And this other person who I'm thinking of inviting has never been on a show, or when they were on a show, they got many fewer hits. Nonetheless, I'm going with person No. 2, and maybe I need to talk more with my audience about why I've chosen this person who is credible and knowledgeable, and whom I believe has something worth saying and not the other.

Warzel: Yeah. This is always the tension here, right? And this is a little bit, too, where I bring the algorithms into play here. I think that the algorithms are optimized for this, like, illiberalism, this sensationalism. And I think right now that is something that is far more prevalent on the right.

These algorithms are helping them in an outsized way. So that's why I don't always know, when you say we're gonna be seeing a lot more of this type of content from, you know, from the left. I think that that's true, that, that the left is going to try to build out an ecosystem like this.

But it feels far less like it has a very specific political valence and much more of a valence of a kind of nihilism. And I, and that's obviously, it can be, you know, just as dangerous as anything.

Frum: Well, it's not nihilism. It's anti-institutional of a different kind. And one of the things that--when you and I talked in advance about what we were going to do, and I'm showing the cladding, we did talk in advance about what the show would be--some of the lessons we've learned from doing this.

I've tried some things that haven't worked, and one of the things I've learned about this medium is it's not television. It looks like television, but it's not. So the way television interviews went or go, to the extent there is still television, is there would be somebody who is important, who had something they didn't want to say on television, and there would be a professional questioner whose job was to get the person who didn't want to say the thing to say that thing.

And if you watch, like, the Sunday-morning shows, this is the game in its most classic form.

And afterwards, the politician can congratulate himself because he went on TV, took 11 minutes of everybody's time, and said nothing of interest, and that's a win for him. And I thought, You know what? That doesn't work anymore. If you don't want to say something interesting, I don't know why I'm asking people to spend 11 minutes, or in my case, 40 minutes with you.

I'm only going to ask you if you are going to play the game, if you say, You know what? I'm here to communicate. So I've learned, invite fewer politicians because they're still in that mode of the value to them is what they don't say. And I've also sort of stumbled along, and I didn't intend this, but I don't know that--there's a lot of video that is about producing the 92nd clip where the people explode and yell at each other. And if you watch the whole thing, it's all like a ritualized performance of building up to the moment of confrontation, and the confrontation produces the viral video.

And I realized, You know what? I don't find that tremendously useful either. What I'm increasingly looking for is: People have something they want to say; they agree with me that it should be said. We're not fighting each other about whether to say it. And we're also not looking to have a confrontation.

We're looking at this as a kind of cumulative, iterative building process that leaves the user, maybe not shocked at the end, but knowing something more than the user did when the user started.

Warzel: This is why I've always, in my career, I, rarely--my version of this is rarely wanting to interview CEOs.

You have them on the thing. They have everything to lose in this situation. As you said, they're playing a prevent, defense, they're running out the clock, whatever you wanna call it, right? Yeah. On the whole interview. I agree with that. One thing I'm curious about, since you have more experience in this realm.

Frum: Weeks and weeks of it!

Warzel: Weeks, yeah. I know. Hey, on the internet, though, we're talking dog years here, right? Do you think about the parasocial relationship? Like, are you thinking about building a relationship with audience members, people who are interested in coming for your thoughts, but also just, like, investing in that relationship with them and bringing them into your world, into your mind, into how you think? Do you look at it that way or do you say, Nope, today, like, this is the subject I want people to learn about--and I just think about it on that, on that very granular, episodic basis?

Frum: Very much the former, very much the former. Because when I think of this as being countercultural, I'm saying, This is a person you probably have never heard of I'm going to talk to today. But I think they're important; I think more important, they're a good-faith actor.

So even if we end up having some disagreements, I don't think they're going to lie to you. If I did, they wouldn't be here, and I'm not here to fight with them. People I fight with, I don't want. This is my actual office. This is where I write. These are my actual books. These are my actual personal souvenirs.

If I weren't doing a show, the souvenirs would be arranged a little differently in the office than they are now. I wouldn't have them all behind my head where I can't look at them. I would have them in front of me where I can look at them. Yeah. But they'd still, they'd be in a different location in this actual room.

These are my actual paintings on the walls, and the books behind me are not chosen because I'm trying to--they're not my books or something I'm trying to endorse. My books are arranged by alphabetical order and you're getting, you know, the ms 'cause we're in the middle of this.

So, and I do try to be quite expressive. I talk about what I think; I talk about the books I'm reading. Because what I have to accept is that the days of Walter Cronkite are gone. The people who are imitating Walter Cronkite don't have his ethic. The people who are being watched are people who are building relationships.

And I think some of these relationships may leap the bound. I mean, I have many relationships that are not--that began as parasocial that are now real. People I may not see very often, but whom I correspond with in a candid way. And I just think that's the way it's going to have to be, because we can't leave the most powerful tools in modern media only in the hands of the devil's servants.

Warzel: I fully agree. I mean, those are my friends there. I mean, it's a window. It's a window into this. What I have found as a challenge, though, is trying to play the game a little bit with the platforms while also trying to do what you are talking about, right?

Because the game--not only does it reward the sensationalism, all this different stuff; it rewards having people on who have good YouTube channels already. Right? I mean, if you bring on--I brought on my first episode this YouTuber Hank Green, right? And now YouTube allows you to have a little collaboration thing so you guys can share your audiences with each other.

And it incentivizes that game of--instead of bringing on the person who no one's ever heard of, who's actually way smarter than everyone else here and can give you the conversation that is much more enriching, you have to sort of try to play this game. And similarly, trying to have a conversation about something that people might not think is that interesting--it's not necessarily going to do as well as, Hold on, let us jump on the Epstein news right after. That is, you know, my most successful episode is chasing the news, is chasing the thing that YouTube's algorithm already knows is sticky. And I've watched--I would love to know if you've seen this, because I cover this stuff. I'm really interested in the dynamic, what I call platform dynamics, how the different content spreads around.

And I have watched us upload some of these videos to YouTube, and I've watched them start to move in a really interesting, like, up into the right direction on the graph and then stall immediately. And it's, you're watching an algorithmic--not suppression, because that's kind of ridiculous to say, but you're watching something happen, right?

It is moving and then it kind of stops. Either it's reached the audience of people that care in that sense, or--I find that really hard because when we're talking about trying to do the work that we want to do in this good-faith way, in a way that is hopefully giving people some responsible tools to actually learn about the world in a way that we feel is credible and true, I think it makes me very frustrated to have to work against these powerful other forces that are goading you into being the worst version of yourself.

Frum: Well, I share that feeling. It's true, of course, but you still have to lean against the wind. And one of the things I think a lot about, I don't want to make this a too-partisan political point, but I'm sorry, I'm going to invoke Trump not to make a point specifically here about him--but I think a lot of people look at the politics of the past decade and say, you know, Above all, it was a giant waste of time. So in 2015, the United States had a series of very serious enduring problems: climate change, we mentioned; public debt; the educational performance of children from the least advantaged backgrounds; the problem of bringing China peacefully into the world of commerce and applauding that they're raising so many people out of poverty, not letting them push the rest of the world around, but also trying to stay out of a war with them, too; many, many more.

And 10 years later, we've made zero progress on any of them. It's just been a giant waste of time. We're fighting about whether or not one egomaniac actually put his name on the front of the nation's leading concert hall. What a stupid way for the world's greatest power to spend a decade.

So I think that. But what I also think is this: For those of us who have been through this experience, we've made no progress over the past 10 years on these important, enduring chance questions. But we've also learned something about defending things that are important. And it's made many people better people.

Many people become better versions of themselves. Many people have discovered things that were important that they didn't know. And a lot of us have had the experience of saying, you know--I know for myself, I'll speak very personally. I was on my way out. Out of politics. I had reached a certain age; I'd had certain personal reverses.

I wanted out, and it pulled me back. And I'm not entirely happy to be back in that world. But I do have this feeling of, to some, and without being a megalomaniac with this, because it's very small, but it's true. If everybody in each of our small degree--we're needed; we're doing something that's needed.

And in pushing back against the algorithmic machine on this platform, we're also doing something that's needed. And that's a very valuable human experience. And even if it fails, it's still valuable.

Warzel: I'm just, I'm stuck on the idea of the non-apologetic, countercultural, we-are-the-underdog, in some sense, mentality that you've noted here.

And just very candidly, it's very empowering. Because I think that there has been so much apologizing or trying to remain overly deferential to people who are trying to tear the world down because it's our job to be the rational, cool heads in the room.

And I think that coming from the perspective of--these other places are outperforming. They have the bigger audiences--and not trying to take the worst from them, but trying to take that kind of scrappiness, that mantle of being an insurgent, trying to be an insurgent force.

And I think that's really powerful. I would love for more stewards of, let's call it, again, professional or institutional media to look at it that way, because I think it's much more hardheaded. It's much more combative, it's much more--it feels like it gives a purpose, right?

I feel like in the second Trump administration--in the first Trump administration, the media seemed to have a pretty explicit purpose. Let's shine a light on this thing. Hopefully it will restore the pillars of democracy, or gird everyone, in that way.

And I think that there's been for the most part, broadly, a kind of lost-at-sea nature. Okay, this guy won a second time. What is our function? What do we do? Does what we do have any effect? And I think there's been this grasping, trying to find the purpose. And I think that that is something of a purpose that people can use, right?

Frum: There have been so many human beings in so many historical situations, some of them so much more terrible and dangerous than anything we face--soldiers and seemingly lost causes and metaphorical soldiers and metaphorically seemingly lost causes--who just kept going with one thought: I'm not gonna let the bastards win. And sometimes that's all you need.

Warzel: I think that should be, that should be the new motto, right? Get rid of "Democracy dies in darkness." "I'm not gonna let the bastards win."

Frum: I. I. Emphasize on the I. And anyone who's watching, you're the I.

Yeah. One of the things I often point out, if you have one of these [David holds up his smartphone], and we all do, you have more communication power in your hand than Walter Cronkite ever commanded. So we all have to use it wisely. Think about what you share, think about what you trust, think about whom you believe, and encourage others to do the same.

And that's why we're also gonna encourage you to share what you do believe, which is this program, and Charlie's, and to join us in being co-publisher because that's what we all are. We're all co-publishers.

Warzel: And I think, one, I have to say, when this is invoked--you have all that communication power, and one of the best things you can do both for yourself but also for others is to know when not to use it. Yes. To know when to step away from it, you know?

Frum: Yes, very true.

Warzel: 'Cause that is a huge problem.

Frum: Charlie, thanks so much for making the time for me today and congratulations on the new show.

We're co-publishing this. This is an interesting experiment, and may it flourish. Thank you.

Warzel: Absolutely. Thank you.

[Music]

Frum:

Thanks so much to my Atlantic colleague Charlie Warzel for joining me this week. As I mentioned at the beginning of the show, my book of this week is a history: The Trial of Madame Caillaux. Caillaux, by the way, is spelled C-A-I-L-L-A-U-X for those unfamiliar with the peculiarities of French pronunciation. The Trial of Madame Caillaux was published in 1992. It's written by the historian Edward Berenson. And it is the story of the most sensational sex and murder trial in pre-World War I France. So I'm going to just take you through the basics of the facts before getting on to why I thought this book was interesting and relevant now. Joseph Caillaux, the husband of Madame Caillaux, was an important politician in pre-World War I France. He was associated with the secular left in the highly complex politics of the Third Republic. At that time, the most important newspaper of the right was a paper called Figaro.

Right, in France, means pro-Catholic, pro-militarist. Left means more skeptical of militarism, more secular. Joseph Caillaux, Madame Caillaux's husband, had led a very checkered life, many affairs with many different women. Although financially, he was quite above board, sexually, he was very public in his flamboyant personal life. Madame Caillaux was his second wife. Both the women he married were divorced women.

Figaro went on a campaign against him because of his political views, but they used his personal life. And they got hold of a cache, a group of personal letters that made it clear that Joseph Caillaux and his second wife, Henrietta Caillaux, had started their relationship while Joseph Caillaux was still married to his previous wife and while Henrietta Caillaux was still married to her previous husband. In other words, they hadn't divorced people and then married. They had started an extramarital affair, then divorced, then remarried.

Now, this kind of thing did happen, but it was never to be spoken of, and if it were brought into the light of day, it would be a tremendously shameful thing. And Henrietta Caillaux was indeed shamed. And so one day in March of 1914, she goes to a gun shop, buys a gun, tucks it into her muff, gets in her chauffeur-driven car, goes to the offices of the editor of Le Figaro, waits for him to emerge from his appointment, meets with him, shoots him dead, gets back into a chauffeur-driven car, and drives to the police station. That's March of 1914. In July, all of this goes on trial in a sensational, sensational case.

Now, it's a case that involves many complex and mysterious attitudes of the time. And this is why I thought it would be interesting to talk about today. Madame Caillaux argues that what happened to her was that she, a mere woman, unable to control her emotions, was so overcome by shame and rage over the exposure of her personal life in the pages of Le Figaro, that as in a kind of mental out-of-control state, a state of total uncontrollable passion, she went to a gun store, bought a gun, drove to the office of Le Figaro, waited for an hour, and shot the editor dead and then drove in the same car to the police station. She just couldn't control herself. And the jury bought it. The all-male jury bought it.

An all-male trial--there was almost no woman present in the courtroom. They bought it, that she was so overcome by her emotions. And so the reason this book is interesting is because, the reason that this trial was worth resurfacing in 1992 was because of what it showed about this very different mentality of a very different time. The prosecution didn't fight the idea that if a woman were so overcome by emotion, she would be justified in shooting a man dead.

Instead, they tried to argue that she had acted in cold blood. In order to make the point that the Caillauxs were not behaving in a proper gendered male-female relationship, one of the things they pointed out was what really should have happened here, what really should have happened was Mr. Caillaux should have challenged the editor of Le Figaro to a duel and fought him instead of letting his wife do his dirty work for him. Somebody should have--no problem with killing somebody or at least attempting to kill them, but it should have been the man, not the woman, who did it.

But the woman, because she did it, she was able to fall back on this excuse that she was overcome by passion. Now, as you read this book from this distance in time--and of course, 1992 is now some distance in time as 1992 was from 1914 when all of these events happened--you're struck by the strangeness and alienness of the mental atmosphere that is described in this trial of a world in which women were regarded as totally the playthings of their emotions, in which male honor required that this kind of private vengeance and that the sin here was not that there was private vengeance, but that the wife did it instead of the husband. And one way you can react to that is by reading the history of this bygone time and saying, Weren't they foolish? Aren't we wiser?

But another thing that might happen, and this is why I found the book so interesting to read at the turn of the year 2025, is that also looking back at a time where people believed things that we would regard as pretty crazy, pretty irresponsible, pretty wicked, actually--it makes you a little humble and think, What do we believe that is going to look as crazy 100 years from now? Maybe it's not that they were dumb and we're smarter. Oh, that's not impossible; maybe that's true. But maybe it's also true: They had a set of delusions that we can see through, and we hold a set of delusions that future generations will see through. Maybe we should have more awareness of the ways in which we might be wrong and understand that it's precisely those views of which we are most certain--because one thing that everybody in the trial agreed upon was that if you were gripped by overwhelming passion then you were entitled to kill somebody who had insulted you. They all agreed on that. They just disagreed about who should have done it, the husband or the wife.

Maybe the things we are most certain about are exactly the things where we are most likely to be led astray. We talked a little bit in our conversation today about the rabbit holes of World War II history. One of the reasons to study history is to study things other than World War II. It's not just D-Day and Midway all the time. It's entering into the mentalities of a time that looked pretty close to our own. Pre-1914 France, they had the telephone, they had the motor car--kind of clumsy versions of both, but they had them. They had revolvers, they had the mass press, but they also had ways of thinking that to us seemed completely strange. And how will we look to our grandchildren, and our great-grandchildren?

That's it for this week's and this year's edition of The David Frum Show. Happy New Year to all who are observing the passage of time from 2025 to 2026. The show will post on December 31st, but some of you may be watching it in the 250th anniversary year of American independence. So as we discussed at the opening of the show, whatever qualms and doubts and anxieties I expressed then, I hope this is a deeply meaningful quarter-millennium event for all Americans.

Thanks so much for watching. Remember, the best way to support the work of this podcast is to subscribe to The Atlantic. That way, you support all of my colleagues, including Charlie as well. Follow us on social-media platforms: X, @DavidFrum; Instagram, @DavidFrum. And please, if you can, share and subscribe to this content. It does do the work that we talked about today of bringing something that's more honest to the attention of more people.

That's it for this week. That's it for this year. See you in 2026 on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Five Books About Going Out That Are Worth Staying In For

If you don't have the energy for New Year carousing, pick up these books instead.

by Andrew Holter

Wed, 31 Dec 2025




There are nights when the dance floor beckons but the bones refuse. When the urge to party arrives, it may be too late to book a babysitter. Perhaps you're already in sweatpants, or closing time is before midnight where you live. Possibly, the prospect of going out has been raised but vetoed by a cohabitant, and you don't want to tango alone. You could also be the kind of person who is more interested in the idea than the reality of loud, sweaty, euphoric congresses found in clubs and music venues.

Fortunately, mood-altering substances are available at home--by which, of course, I mean books. A rich literature on pleasure-oriented nightlife is available for consultation or consolation on your evening in. These five books offer a bit of vicarious sweat and thrill to get you as close to the experience as possible without demanding that you leave your couch. They also invite readers to think more expansively about what exactly draws so many people to mingle in the dark--the club's human stakes, its sensory pleasures, and its illuminating social history. Reading a good book is not the same as riding a social high into the wee hours, but it may equip you with a sense of possibility that you can apply far beyond the coatroom. On the right night, wise women attest, a DJ can save your life.



The Hacienda: How Not to Run a Club, by Peter Hook

The Hacienda in Manchester was a catalyst of the U.K. acid house scene in the late '80s, and a prophecy foretold: "The hacienda must be built," the Situationist poet Ivan Chtcheglov wrote in 1953. Heeding these cryptic words some three decades later, the audacious (and well-read) impresario Tony Wilson opened the Hacienda together with the circle of post-punk musicians and designers involved with his label, Factory Records. Their attempt to decipher Chtcheglov's mystical phrase lasted 15 years. Hook, the bassist for New Order, served as a kind of player-coach at the Hacienda, helping manage its madcap affairs while his band became the club's cash cow. In this memoir of misbegotten business administration, Hook returns to the storied nights out that changed British culture even as they threatened to bankrupt him--and worse. Beset by gangs and guns, the Hacienda faltered in the '90s despite clever-sounding schemes such as replacing the club's security with the gangsters themselves. This is a scrapbook of utopian folly, yes, but also an insider's look at what was, for a time, the wildest workplace on Earth.

Love Saves the Day: A History of American Dance Music Culture, 1970-1979, by Tim Lawrence

"Disco sucks" was the cry of philistines, if not bigots, Lawrence argues. In this meticulous but inviting cultural history of New York nightlife in the 1970s, he follows disco's rise from underground clubs such as the Loft to the vaunted lights of Studio 54 and the FM airwaves of American suburbs. Versions of this story have been told before, but what distinguishes Love Saves the Day are the more than 300 interviews Lawrence conducted with promoters, partiers, and legendary DJs such as Frankie Knuckles. It's full of wisdom from the elders of American club culture: how to stagger straight and gay crowds on a Friday night, how to find the next great floor-filling single, how to build a DJ set like a furnace that can burn all night. Lawrence also folds in a number of select club "discographies" so you can reproduce Jimmy Stuard's set from 12 West, circa 1976, at home (on nice speakers, perhaps, or an iPhone placed in a cereal bowl).

Read: Partying feels different now



Bright Lights, Big City, by Jay McInerney

Some might say McInerney's debut novel reads a bit long in the tooth four decades after it first offered the curious public a glimpse of Manhattan-yuppie hedonism. Still, no syllabus on clubbing could be complete without the opening chapter's rendering of the dislocation and dread that may await the partygoer "on that imperceptible pivot where two A.M. changes to six A.M." For the nameless protagonist--a young fact-checker recently separated from his wife--a punishing club itinerary provides the opposite of community and connection. Something important is being avoided, in fact, on the dance floor and in the many crowded bathroom stalls where lines of "Bolivian Marching Powder" are hungrily apportioned. Beyond its glitz and sleaze, Bright Lights is a sobering lesson on why partying does not always soothe a troubled soul.

Legendary: Inside the House Ballroom Scene, by Gerard H. Gaskin

One of the older photographs in Gaskin's book, from 1998, finds an impeccably suited ballroom performer strutting the boards of what appears to be a community-center gymnasium. Scanning from head to toe, the viewer sees a banded fedora, cigar, jacket and trousers, and, finally, holding it all up (easily missed at first glance): vertiginously high stilettos. It's an image of heroic poise, accentuated by the look of enchantment on the faces of a trio of young men watching from folding chairs. Gaskin has long enjoyed a reputation as the "Trinidadian Andy Warhol" of the ballroom scene in New York City, writes the scholar Frank Roberts, a subject of Gaskin's; for those who performed in that world between the mid-1990s and the early 2010s, when these photos were taken, appearing in a Gaskin portrait was a "rite of passage." His pictures illustrate the drama and grandeur of these events, but they also convey the importance of the club as a place where dignity--elsewhere denied--may be claimed without apology, and freedom can be realized for the length of the catwalk.

Read: The coronavirus is testing queer culture



Raving, by McKenzie Wark

Wark's sprawling intelligence is a pleasure to access on any subject. In Raving, Wark blends autofiction and theory to chaperone the reader through the trans rave scene in New York City--or at least the scene as she found it in the years before and after 2020. "First thing I look for at raves: who needs it," she writes of these parties, "and among those who need it, who can handle their habit?" Vividly told, Raving is no gawking ethnography; it's a sticky and tender little book with serious ethical contemplation at its center. Wark is attentive to the essence of raving as a Black art form and its special significance for queer people, but she approaches it as an activity open to anyone who can handle it--not a way of life so much as a way of creating new lives together.
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The Holiday Traditions of a Nation Long Dead

Soviet New Years, a ritual that survived the country's dissolution, may be in danger of slipping away.

by Andrew Fedorov

Wed, 31 Dec 2025




Every year in late December, my childhood home transformed into a vision of American bliss. We'd gather to ornament a tree, drape string lights around the house, and sit down to an elaborate feast. Not long after dawn the next day, while our little sister still slept, my brother and I would impatiently sneak downstairs to see our gifts, which we understood to have been delivered by a kindly old man. It could have been a scene out of A Christmas Story. Except we weren't celebrating Christmas. My family was celebrating the Soviet version of New Year's, a holiday that resembles Christmas in nearly every way, except that it takes place almost a week later and excludes Jesus, God, or any other signifier of religion. We were keeping the national tradition alive in suburban America, years after the country that invented it had dissolved.

Soviet New Year's began as a ritual in a country where all the religious rituals were gone. Long before the 1917 revolution that brought them to power, the leaders of the Soviet Union had decried religion as, in Karl Marx's phrase, the opium of the masses. Their officially atheist government suppressed many kinds of spiritual observance, including Christmas. But by the mid-1930s, Soviet leaders sensed that people needed something to take the edge off in the dead of winter, a carnivalesque custom of the sort that Christmas once provided. So they took the most fun parts of the Christian holiday and plopped them on New Year's.

It became arguably the most important holiday on the country's calendar. Other celebrations tended to come with historical significance, such as the anniversary of the revolution and of the Soviets' victory in World War II. But New Year's, at its core, was about nothing more and nothing less than family: a chance to come together and take stock. That may be a big reason it survived the Union's dissolution. Even after religious institutions were allowed to conduct their services without government interference and their holidays were acknowledged, New Year's remained important for both the people who had left the region and those who still lived there.

But today, Soviet New Year's customs are in danger of slipping away or evolving beyond recognition. Some people still celebrate the holiday the old way, with their families and gifts. Many, though, are establishing new practices that reflect new values and new political circumstances: Wars between former Soviet republics, for instance, and the ways that political leaders have used the momentous nature of the night for their own gains, have changed how people celebrate. A holiday that once felt embedded in the identity and culture of the Soviet people may soon become untethered from its history.



Soviet New Year's began at a time when morale in the country was, in general, low. It was the 1930s, and Ukraine had suffered one of the worst man-made famines in world history. The idea to bring joy to the winter came from a Communist Party leader named Pavel Postyshev, who had been one of the famine's administrators. During an intimate car ride around Moscow with General Secretary Joseph Stalin and a future successor, Nikita Khrushchev, Postyshev proposed reviving the tradition of trees, but tied to a secular holiday. Stalin enthusiastically endorsed the idea, and in 1935, a letter from Postyshev appeared in Pravda, the official newspaper of the party's central committee, arguing that all Soviet children should get to experience the cheer that the bourgeoisie's children once had: "Let's organize a fun New Year's Eve party for the kids."

Postyshev's idea spread like a wildfire in reverse--trees sprang up across the Soviet Union. The first year, delegates from the local party leadership and schoolteachers gathered parents and instructed them in how to decorate a tree. In some schools, Grandfather Frost, a Santa Claus equivalent, distributed gifts to kids. Soon, families adopted the new practice as their own. But Postyshev never got to see the extent of it. In the '30s, Stalin consolidated power, punishing anyone he suspected of opposing him, including Postyshev--who was executed in 1939. The holiday soon became another tool for Stalin to reinforce his power and centrality in Soviet life. "The cheerful, happy children sang, danced, recited poems, praising in the songs and poems of their beloved Stalin, who gave them a joyful and happy life," one 1938 newspaper report read.

Read: Understanding Stalin

After Stalin died, in 1953, the holiday's focus turned away from politics. In 1956, Khrushchev delivered a speech criticizing Stalin's "cult of personality" and his purges, signaling to people that they could drop the anxieties about political correctness that had constricted their lives in the Stalin era. The film Carnival Night, released that same year, captured the iconoclastic mood. In it, workers resist the efforts of their company director to organize a New Year's celebration in which everything is acceptable to the people above him and no fun for those below. He plans to deliver a speech, but a worker persuades a magician to make the text disappear; when the director later goes to grab it, he instead finds a string of scarves and other knickknacks. The company director, representing a self-aggrandizing political blowhard, is humiliatingly sidelined, and the workers have a grand time.

By the time my dad started celebrating New Year's in Moscow, in the '60s, most of the elements of the holiday I would come to know as a kid were present: family dinner, gifts, and a decorated tree. It had become an unquestioned fulcrum of Soviet life. If there was a custom of reading poems or singing songs in Khrushchev's honor, it wasn't ubiquitous. Once the country's leaders began giving an annual New Year's address, in 1970, these speeches weren't taken seriously. They were filled with empty platitudes, "void of meaning," according to The Invention of Russia, by the journalist Arkady Ostrovsky. "These addresses were merely a prompt for popping the corks from bottles."

That cork-popping continued even as the Soviet Union dissolved and many people left the region. I was born in Moscow in 1996, five years after the fall of the Union, and we moved to upstate New York five years after that. For a long time, the New Year's my family celebrated was stuck in amber, the old tree-and-gifts version. In the former Soviet republics, people still considered the day significant but changed some of the customs. In Armenia, for instance, once religious holidays were again allowed, religious institutions attached themselves to New Year's. From the early 1990s until 2023, the head of the national Church would deliver a midnight address right before the country's president or prime minister. Tigran Simyan, a professor at Yerevan State University who studies the evolution of New Year's in Armenia and the post-Soviet world, told me, "Our happy New Year, for us, is more important than Christmas."

Read: When the Soviets voted

Politics also returned to the holiday after the Soviet Union's fall. In Russia, the seeming end of single-party rule and a brief moment of political competition revived the status of the New Year's address. It was a rare time when all eyes were focused on the same speaker. The Russian Federation's first president, Boris Yeltsin, strategically resigned on December 31, 1999, giving his handpicked successor, Vladimir Putin, the opportunity to introduce himself during a midnight address as the millennium turned. "The ritual was unmistakably staged," Ostrovsky writes in The Invention of Russia. "The New Year's address had greater symbolic value than any election."

In more recent times, young Russians have tended to focus on partying on New Year's Eve. But the many people who maintain the Soviet way of celebrating at home with family might still put on Putin's address. Once again, a popular film captures the mood. The plot of 2010's Yolki is almost the exact opposite of Carnival Night's. Whereas the 1956 film is about a collaborative effort to prevent a speech, Yolki features people across the country working together to help a girl on her quixotic quest to insert a phrase into the president's midnight address, granting the address central importance. Yolki was the first in what became Russia's most financially successful non-animated film franchise, despite the series' declining artistic and entertainment value. Its 12th sequel, set as ever on New Year's Eve, came out this December.



Eventually, politics' creep back into the New Year's holiday began to affect the way my family celebrated in the United States. Although for years, none of us took what Putin said in his address too seriously, my grandparents still put it on out of habit. But as his regime grew more repressive and violent, we let that go. The way I remember it, we stopped after Russia's initial invasion of Ukraine, in 2014, deciding that we didn't need to support Putin's rule on our holiday. But my dad dates our move away from the midnight address to earlier, in 2012. That year, Putin stepped through a loophole in constitutional term limits and returned to the presidency, then brutally suppressed the protests that followed. "I didn't want to hear him anymore," my dad told me recently.

After Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, in February 2022, some Ukrainians' New Year's celebrations stopped. "What is there to celebrate when there is a war?" a Ukrainian soldier serving on the front line asked Euronews last New Year's. Meanwhile, I spent last New Year's in Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, where clubs had just been closed for weeks in deference to protests over the government pausing its European Union accession bid. Though some young people I talked with were spending the night with their family, many spilled out onto Rustaveli Avenue in the city center for a combination party, protest, and celebration. Without a single state to hold it together, and so many interstate conflicts, the Soviet New Year's tradition is splintering across the Soviet diaspora.

Read: What I learned from the Georgia protests

Perhaps soon the holiday will become unrecognizable from its former iteration, especially as the people who remember its origins adapt to new cultures or pass away. My own family no longer makes a point of gathering on the holiday. In part, that's because my siblings and I have gotten older, scattered, and given in to assimilationist pressure--the fear of missing out on the American custom of partying with our friends on New Year's. But we've also lost the center of gravity that held us to the Soviet tradition. Early in November, my last surviving grandmother suffered a stroke, which paralyzed most of her body, leaving only her eyes and one arm fully mobile. Her grandfather, my great-great-grandfather, became a Bolshevik in 1905 and participated in the three revolutions that led to the establishment of the Soviet Union. His son, her father, wrote and disseminated anti-religious propaganda. Much of my family's adherence to the holiday might very well be because of this history. On Thanksgiving, days before my grandmother died, I told her I was researching our holiday tradition. She squeezed my hand and blinked knowingly.

Watching the tradition slip away feels like losing part of the Soviet and post-Soviet identity that's defined my family for more than a century. I feel a grief that's hard to disentangle from my grief for the people who passed the tradition on to me. But looking back on how my family has acted in decisive moments, I'm also aware of an opportunity. My forefathers helped form the Soviet identity and its rituals, even before there was a country to promote them. Likewise, during and after the Soviet Union's existence, although politicians repeatedly imposed a tone that fit their priorities, my family chose how to spend the day. Ultimately, the common people reshaped the holiday to suit their needs and values. Their examples prove that people can make their own traditions, with whatever ideals they inherit.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The MetroCard Never Got Its Due

A symbol of New York is gone.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 31 Dec 2025




On a chilly December morning, I descended a flight of stairs and entered the New York Transit Museum. Housed in a decommissioned subway station in downtown Brooklyn, the museum was packed with elementary-school children on a field trip. All around me, tour guides shepherded groups of them through the various exhibits. Later on, I heard one guide ask if any of the students knew how to pay for the subway. "You tap a phone," a child volunteered.



For decades, the default answer has been something else: You swipe a MetroCard. Something like a flimsy yellow credit card, the MetroCard has bound together nearly everyone in the city--real-estate moguls and tenants, Mets and Yankees fans, lifelong New Yorkers like myself and new arrivals from Ohio. Any tourist who visited New York inevitably got one. But now the MetroCard era is about to end. Today is the last day you can purchase a card.



The Metropolitan Transportation Authority, the organization that operates the city's public-transit system, has for years been phasing out the MetroCard in favor of contactless payment--tapping your phone or a credit card, much as you would at any store. The new system, known as OMNY ("One Metro New York"), will bring together the benefits of technological progress: tens of millions of dollars in savings for both riders and the MTA each year, shorter lines, less plastic waste. Many other large metro systems have already fully transitioned to tap-and-go; in this sense, New York is behind the times.



In 2025, swiping a plastic rectangle through a card reader feels like an anachronism, but the MetroCard shouldn't be taken for granted. Every little yellow plastic rectangle represents a genuine technological marvel.


In the MetroCard's heyday, the MTA was minting 180 million cards per year. (Victor Llorente for The Atlantic)



At first, the MetroCard was a flop. The system was designed to be a technological leap forward: No longer would New Yorkers have to lug around physical tokens to pay for subways and buses. MetroCards would not only be lighter, but allow users to transfer between trains and buses without having to pay a second time. Despite the obvious upside, convincing people to embrace the swipe was not easy. When the MetroCard debuted, in 1994, "everybody was like, 'I don't want to give up my tokens. You'll get my tokens out of my cold dead hands,'" Jodi Shapiro, the Transit Museum's curator, told me. People lined up to buy as many tokens as possible before sales ended so they could put off converting to the MetroCard for as long as possible. Television segments reassured New Yorkers that "they could get to work by using plastic." The MTA put out ads and flyers explaining how to use the card, and briefly considered having someone dressed as an aardvark (the "Cardvaark") go to Times Square and educate passersby about the MetroCard.

Despite a rough start, the MetroCard swipe eventually just became routine. Knowing how to swipe a MetroCard--the crook of your elbow, the gentle flick of your wrist as you glide the magnetic stripe through the card reader--is essential New York knowledge. To create the infrastructure for this system, "all of this technology had to be upgraded," Shapiro said. "And some of it had to be invented." The MTA needed not just physical cards, but also a way to read them, vending machines to sell them, and a central computer system to track each one and process every transaction. Even the "swipe" mechanism, faster and easier to maintain than fare cards in other American cities at the time, was bespoke--designed specifically for New York City public transit's sprawl and enormous ridership.

Read: The art of MetroCard art

Last month, I visited the facility in Queens that mints the city's MetroCards to see this logistical feat for myself. Known as the Fortress Revenue Collection Lab, the building does look startlingly like a fortress--with barbed wire, barred windows, brick walls, and a central tower. Before the trip, the MTA made me agree not to disclose the precise location, and when I arrived, Michael Ellinas, the MTA's senior vice president of revenue control, led me through an entrance monitored by security guards. All of these measures safeguard the millions of MetroCards processed and stored inside the facility, many of them already loaded with money--just 1,000 monthly passes would be worth $132,000.

The Revenue Fortress Collection Lab doesn't make MetroCards from scratch. The plastic yellow cards are first manufactured in North Carolina and the United Kingdom before they are shipped, some 10,000 per box, to Queens, where they are turned into usable MetroCards. Employees load decks of blank cards onto conveyor belts that assign each a serial number and encode its magnetic stripe with value: monthly passes, single-ride cards, and so on, or zero dollars if the MetroCard is intended for someone to purchase from one of the vending machines throughout the MTA system. There are roughly 100 types of MetroCards, and the encoding process is what "puts the secret sauce on the magnetic stripe," Ellinas told me. The room is kept between 35 and 55 percent humidity: Too muggy and the cards might stick together, too dry and they might develop static.



Read: A great idea for what to do with the pennies left on your MetroCard

Some of the MetroCards are then brought to another conveyor belt and wrapped in plastic for individual retail at pharmacies and gas stations. Modified from machines used by Planters factories to wrap peanuts, this contraption envelops 5,000 MetroCards every hour--or more than one every second. Sunillall Harbajan, an MTA employee overseeing the room's operations, told me he has a nickname for the machine: "The Beast."

At its peak, the fortress was pumping out 180 million MetroCards every year; some 3.2 billion have been prepared in total. By the time I visited the fortress, just about 10 percent of riders were still using MetroCards, and the facility was no longer making them every day. Ellinas had timed the run so that I could witness it. "All good things come to an end, but I'm happy to have been part of it," Karen Kunak, the MTA's chief officer of processing operations, told me from inside the fortress, surrounded by boxes of MetroCards. She started at the MTA as a college intern 36 years ago--before the MetroCard was even around: "We made it into a thing, its own living, breathing thing." Employees operating the MetroCard machines are being retrained to work elsewhere across the MTA.




Limited-edition MetroCards designed in collaboration with local legends and institutions--Biggie Smalls, David Bowie, the New York Public Library--are now collectors' items. (Victor Llorente for The Atlantic)



If the city had never adopted the MetroCard--had not installed electronic turnstiles systemwide, developed a complex computer system, gotten people used to paying with a card at all--OMNY would have been a far more gargantuan effort. The switch from paying with one sort of card to another is far less jarring than going from coins to a piece of plastic. "If all of the technological things had not been done to make MetroCard a viable fair-payment system," Shapiro said, "we wouldn't have OMNY now." Eventually, the fortress will be reconfigured into an OMNY facility, just as MetroCard vending machines in subway stations have been replaced by OMNY vending machines. (Those who don't want to use a phone or credit card or don't have one can instead purchase an OMNY card.)


In saying goodbye to the MetroCard, New York City is saving time, money, and waste. But the city is also losing a bit of friction, and a common denominator, that is central to its character. New Yorkers and tourists lined up to buy special MetroCards designed in collaboration with local legends and institutions--Biggie Smalls, David Bowie, the library--that are now collectors' items. Before long, even the basic MetroCards might be coveted as well. There will never be a card to celebrate a World Series victory for my beloved New York Mets. The leap into modernity can feel like sliding into a featureless void, in which every transaction of any sort becomes hard to distinguish. Paying to ride the subway is now like paying for a coffee at Starbucks.



Or perhaps it is just me; the MetroCard is all I've ever really known. My friends and I used to protect our student MetroCards, which allowed us to ride for free, like amulets, our keys to the city. As I walked through the Transit Museum with Shapiro, she and an MTA spokesperson accompanying us poked fun at visitors who didn't remember the subway token. I remained quiet, not wanting to out myself.
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31 <em>Atlantic</em> Stories You Might Have Missed

An assortment of articles about a journey to Mark Twain's Paris, what parents of boys should know, obtaining the perfect suit, and more.

by Bhumika Tharoor

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




In case you're settling into winter and lamenting not having read everything The Atlantic has published this year, you're in luck. I've created a list of stories you may have missed that are very much worth your time. The assortment ranges widely: eating an organ feast in Mark Twain's Paris, experiencing a comedy-show adventure in Riyadh, drifting after a shipwreck in the Pacific, and diving into the secrets of the Inca empire. "What Parents of Boys Should Know" sparked many conversations in my group chats, as did this photo of Abraham Lincoln's ear being cleaned. There are stories that contextualized a chaotic moment for the American experiment, drawing deeply on history.

I hope you'll spend time with this selection, and I would love to hear what you think. Send me a note: btharoor@theatlantic.com.



I Watched Stand-Up in Saudi Arabia

By Helen Lewis

What the surreal Riyadh Comedy Festival foretold about the kingdom's future


The New Rasputins

By Anne Applebaum

Anti-science mysticism is enabling autocracy around the globe.


America and Its Universities Need a New Social Contract

By Danielle Allen

Fifty dollars for STEM, five cents for citizenship--that's how America apportions its education dollars. Our beleaguered universities must redress the balance--helping the country and themselves.


What Parents of Boys Should Know

By Joshua Coleman

Daughters tend to receive higher levels of affection and patience at home than sons. But the sons might need it more.


Is This the Worst-Ever Era of American Pop Culture?

By Spencer Kornhaber

An emerging critical consensus argues that we've entered a cultural dark age. I'm not so sure.


My Shipwreck Story

By Alec Frydman

On my first time out as a commercial fisherman, my boat sank, my captain died, and I was left adrift and alone in the Pacific.


An Innocent Abroad in Mark Twain's Paris

By Caity Weaver

My quest for a true literary experience resulted in choucroute, a surprise organ feast, an epiphany at the Louvre, existential dread, and a rowboat.


A PTSD Therapy "Seemed Too Good to Be True"

By Yasmin Tayag

What if overcoming trauma can be painless?


What the Founders Would Say Now


By Fintan O'Toole


They might be surprised that the republic exists at all.


Invisible Habits Are Driving Your Life

By Shayla Love

The science of habits reveals that they can be hidden to us and unresponsive to our desires.


The Rise of John Ratcliffe

By Shane Harris


A partisan loyalist with a history of politicizing intelligence will soon be running the CIA.


The Man in the Midnight-Blue Six-Ply Italian-Milled Wool Suit


By Gary Shteyngart


A perfect suit, made by an expert tailor out of superlative fabric, would do nothing less than transform me.


The New Authoritarianism


By Steven Levitsky


This isn't single-party rule, but it's not democracy either.


Turtleboy Will Not Be Stopped


By Chris Heath


A profane blogger believes an innocent woman is being framed for murder. He'll do anything to prove he's right--and terrorize anyone who says he's wrong.


The Rise of the Brown v. Board of Education Skeptics


By Justin Driver


Why some mainstream Black intellectuals are giving up on the landmark decision


The Internet's Favorite Sex Researcher


By Helen Lewis


How Aella went from selling sex to studying it


The Telepathy Trap

By Daniel Engber

A podcast shows how love divides us.


The People Who Clean the Ears of Lincoln (And Other Statues) 

By Alan Taylor

A collection of images of the varied workers and techniques used to maintain some of the world's largest and most prominent statues and monuments.


Accommodation Nation

By Rose Horowitch

America's colleges have an extra-time-on-tests problem.


Do You Actually Know What Classical Music Is? Does Anyone?

By Matthew Aucoin

The term is applied to radically different compositions across more than 1,000 years of history. We need a better definition.


Miscarriage and Motherhood


By Ashley Parker


What having a baby taught me about the illusion of control


The Short-Circuiting of the American Mind


By Megan Garber


A century-old book foresaw Trump's most basic strategy.


When William F. Buckley Jr. Met James Baldwin


By Sam Tanenhaus


In 1965, the two intellectual giants squared off in a debate at Cambridge. It didn't go quite as Buckley hoped.


A Grand Experiment in Parenthood and Friendship


By Rhaina Cohen


Would you raise kids with your best pals?


Unraveling the Secrets of the Inca Empire


By Sam Kean


For hundreds of years, Andean people recorded information by tying knots into long cords. Will we ever be able to read them?


How to Disappear


By Benjamin Wallace


Inside the world of extreme-privacy consultants, who, for the right fee, will make you and your personal information very hard to find


The Wyoming Hospital Upending the Logic of Private Equity


By Megan Greenwell


Instead of cutting services to cut costs, one rural hospital plans to thrive by offering more.


How Originalism Killed the Constitution


By Jill Lepore


A radical legal philosophy has undermined the process of constitutional evolution.


The Myth of Mad King George


By Rick Atkinson


He was denounced by rebel propagandists as a tyrant and remembered by Americans as a reactionary dolt. Who was he really?


America's Zombie Democracy


By George Packer


Its trappings remain, but authoritarianism and AI are hollowing out our humanity.


When Adoption Promises Are Broken


By Nicole Chung


Many birth mothers hope to maintain contact with their child. But their agreements with adoptive parents can be fragile.




Evening Read


Jan Buchczik



New Year's Resolutions That Will Actually Lead to Happiness

By Arthur C. Brooks

If you are someone who follows a traditional religion, you most likely have a day such as Yom Kippur, Ashura, or Ash Wednesday, dedicated to atoning for your sins and vowing to make improvements to your life. But if you are not religious, you might still practice a day of devotion and ritualistic vows of self-improvement each year on January 1. New Year's Day rings in the month of January, dedicated by the ancient Romans to their god Janus. Religious Romans promised the two-faced god that they would be better in the new year than they had been in the past.
 According to the Pew Research Center, historically between one-third and one-half of Americans observe this pagan rite every year by making their own New Year's resolutions. The most common resolutions are fairly predictable: financial resolutions, like saving more money or paying down debt (51 percent in 2019); eating healthier (51 percent); exercising more (50 percent); and losing weight (42 percent).
 Old Janus is pretty annoyed at this point, I imagine, because our resolutions overwhelmingly fail.


Read the full article.
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Britain Should Have Read the Tweets First

The case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah is a test of Britain's values.

by Helen Lewis

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




How much effort should a country expend to rescue someone who appears to hate its values? That is the question posed by the case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah.

Abd el-Fattah is an Egyptian pro-democracy campaigner who has been in and out of prison since 2006 for opposing the regimes of Hosni Mubarak and Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, and for drawing attention to torture and other abuses. In 2021, he was granted British citizenship through a somewhat tenuous connection--his mother, Laila, had been born in London while her mother was studying in the United Kingdom--which gave the British government greater standing to lobby Cairo on his behalf. It pressed his case under three Conservative prime ministers (Boris Johnson, Liz Truss and Rishi Sunak) and, since June 2024, under Labour's Keir Starmer. Six months ago, a government minister said that the case had been "a top priority every week that I have been in office."

Last week, those efforts finally paid off. Egypt lifted a travel ban on Abd el-Fattah, who had been released from jail in September, and Starmer declared that he was "delighted" that Abd el-Fattah was "back in the UK and has been reunited with his loved ones."

That delight was short-lived. Within hours, Abd el-Fattah's tweets from the time of the Arab Spring, when he was around 30, resurfaced on X. In these, he reportedly wished violence on "all Zionists, including civilians"--read: Jews. He also called for the murder of police officers, and sarcastically described his dislike of white people. In a 2010 discussion of the death of one of the terrorists who had tortured and killed Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics, he declared, "My heroes have always killed colonialists."

The populist insurgent Nigel Farage could not have scripted a better attack ad against Britain's two established parties. At best, both Labour and the Conservatives have spent political capital on an activist who has repeatedly expressed thoughtless and hateful views in public. At worst, the government has invited in a provocateur who will continue to spread poison and incite violence. "It is unclear to me why it has been a priority for successive governments to bring this guy over here," the rank-and-file Labour politician Tom Rutland wrote on X, adding, "His tweets are impressive in how they manage to be vile in such a variety of ways."

Read: How not to hand populists a weapon

In a statement of apology, Abd el-Fattah suggested that his statements were in keeping with the prevailing ethos of early-2010s Twitter--which was full of performative, deliberately offensive left-wing posturing. His posts, he said, were the "writings of a much younger person, deeply enmeshed in antagonistic online cultures, utilising flippant, shocking and sarcastic tones in the nascent, febrile world of social media." In his offline activism, Abd el-Fattah maintained, he was known for "publicly rejecting anti-Jewish speech in Egypt, often at risk to myself, defence of LGBTQ rights, defence of Egyptian Christians, and campaigning against police torture and brutality." However, Abd el-Fattah also questioned why the tweets had been "republished" now with their meanings "twisted." On Facebook, he appears to have liked a comment suggesting that it was--you guessed it--a "campaign launched by the Zionists."

The situation is deeply embarrassing for Starmer, who welcomed Abd el-Fattah's arrival in Britain so warmly. He now claims not to have known about the "absolutely abhorrent" tweets and is promising to "review the information failures in this case." Apparently, despite years of campaigning for this guy, the combined might of the British civil service never thought to search his Twitter handle. If the authorities had conducted even a cursory background check, they would have found opinions such as this (now-deleted) assertion from 2012: "I'm a racist, I don't like white people so piss off."

Nor did civil servants enter Abd el-Fattah's name into a search engine, which would have revealed the 2014 reports on his controversial nomination for a free-speech prize. One of these, headlined "A Dissident for Hate," observed that "Mr. Abdel Fattah may have been brave in confronting authoritarianism in his own country. But his rhetoric on Israel and moderate Arabs is another story."

The British right is now arguing that Abd el-Fattah and his celebrity supporters--including Naomi Klein, Olivia Colman, and Mark Ruffalo--have made the British government look foolish. Why is Starmer loudly welcoming "back" a man who has never before spent a significant amount of time in Britain, who abhors its geopolitical alliances, and who apparently dislikes the majority of its population? Farage, the leader of the right-wing Reform Party, has unsurprisingly called for Abd el-Fattah to be stripped of his British citizenship. So has Kemi Badenoch, the current leader of the Conservatives--the party in charge when Abd el-Fattah was awarded that citizenship in the first place.

Idrees Kahloon: Political parties have disconnected from the public

Former Conservative Prime Minister Liz Truss, who has lately joined the podcast circuit, wrote on X that Abd el-Fattah's case shows that "the human-rights/NGO industrial complex has completely captured the British state." This is the same Liz Truss who, as foreign secretary in 2022, assured Parliament that she was "working very hard to secure his release." Was she then unaware of his tweets? Or was she then posturing as a policy maker, whereas now she is trying to make a living as a YouTuber? (Yes, she is Dan Bongino in reverse.) The Conservatives' shadow justice secretary, Robert Jenrick, has also piled on Abd el-Fattah's story, condemning the celebrities who campaigned for his release as "useful idiots." Jenrick covets Badenoch's job--and his plan to win it relies on outflanking her on crime and immigration.

Liberals and conservatives have politicized this story. Starmer--and the previous incarnation of Truss--treated Abd el-Fattah as a kind of mascot, a living totem of Britain's enlightened attitudes toward political dissent in comparison with those of Middle Eastern dictatorships. Today's version of Truss, and the rest of the populist right, are now holding him up as Exhibit A in their argument that the West needs to be tougher on Muslim immigration to Europe.

As ever, the challenge is to look beyond this ideological point-scoring and consider the case on its own merits. I was deeply unimpressed that one of Abd el-Fattah's first public statements after his longed-for deliverance was to repost a complaint that Starmer had not publicly condemned Sisi's dictatorship while announcing his release. Welcome to the grubby reality of international diplomacy! But if I had missed many of my child's birthdays in detention, I might also find it hard to be gracious.

Still, British Jews have every right to question their state's extraordinary efforts to free someone who has called for violence against them and who has recanted only in the vaguest terms. The Jewish community is under threat here: The aftermath of October 7 and the war in Gaza have led to more visible anti-Semitism in Britain, in many cases from self-declared Islamists. On Yom Kippur, a militant Islamist called Jihad Al-Shamie (in retrospect, the first name was a clue) killed one person and injured others in a stabbing attack on a synagogue in Manchester. Earlier this month, two men were convicted of plotting what authorities described as an "ISIS-inspired" atrocity in the same city. "Here in Manchester, we have the biggest Jewish community," one of the plotters told an undercover police officer whom he believed to be a co-conspirator. "God willing we will degrade and humiliate them (in the worst way possible), and hit them where it hurts." Social media is one of the key drivers and reinforcers of anti-Semitic extremism; tweets like Abd el-Fattah's are not just harmless letting-off of steam.

Still, if he repeats such sentiments now that he lives in Britain, Abd el-Fattah could be subject to prosecution for incitement to violence, or hate speech. The British state has pursued people for less: See the recent prosecution against the gender-critical campaigner Graham Linehan--the case was eventually dropped--or the conviction of a woman named Lucy Connolly for posting that hotels housing asylum-seekers should be set on fire.

Taking away Abd el-Fattah's British passport is another matter. Once granted, citizenship is citizenship, no matter how stupid or evil or thoughtless its holder turns out to be. I don't want to live in a country where naturalized or joint citizens are treated as second-class Britons, forever on probation. Now that he has a UK passport, Alaa Abd el-Fattah is entitled to the protection of the British state, just like Liz Truss--or like Kemi Badenoch, for that matter, whose British citizenship rests on the coincidence of her Nigerian mother having given birth to her in London.

Yet you can take an inclusive view of British citizenship and still believe that people should be vetted before receiving it. Starmer's post gushing about Abd el-Fattah's arrival was catastrophically ill-judged, both in his assessment of this particular case and as a representation of his wider governing philosophy. Starmer, a former human-rights lawyer, approaches every problem with an arid obsession with process rather than outcome--as if, when people follow every dot and comma of the rules, nothing bad can happen and no one should complain.

The Abd el-Fattah decision follows this pattern. Starmer celebrated the bureaucratic machinations of this case--granting automatic citizenship by descent and then securing the end of Abd el-Fattah's travel ban--without enough attention to the politics. Yes, he was failed by his officials and their lack of briefing. But he also suffered a personal failure of imagination: Is it such a stretch to ask whether a Middle Eastern activist raised among members of the Egyptian communist intelligentsia has any worrisome opinions on Israel or Jews? Part of Starmer's pitch to succeed Jeremy Corbyn as leader of Labour was that his predecessor had turned a blind eye to anti-Semitism. (He eventually kicked Corbyn out of the party altogether for this offense.) But in the past two years, he has struggled to identify and police the line between legitimate criticism of the Israeli government and wider animus against Jews, often camouflaged as attacks on "Zionists."

At the same time, populists on the right have begun to insist, in more and more explicit terms, that Muslims cannot be integrated into Europe because their values are too different--the grooming-gangs scandal is offered as evidence here--and because they feel more loyalty to the ummah than to the countries to which they have immigrated. That view ignores the many followers of moderate Islam, such as London Mayor Sadiq Khan, who have found no contradiction between their faith and Western liberalism. But the views of Abd el-Fattah punch that bruise.

Another case like this may not arrive again--not least because Britain's current appetite for enforcing its values abroad is low. In June, Starmer cut the foreign-aid budget, and some of what remains is spent domestically anyway, on housing asylum seekers. Starmer's home secretary, Shabana Mahmood--herself a British Muslim--has announced a drastic tightening of eligibility requirements for citizenship.

Starmer--and his Conservative predecessors--were right to call for Abd el-Fattah's release. What was absurd, however, was to frame his arrival on British soil as an unalloyed blessing. Starmer was thinking like the procedure-obsessed human-rights lawyer he used to be, not the political and moral leader that Britain needs right now.
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The Show Won't Go On

President Trump's threats against artists who decline to perform at the renamed Kennedy Center are ultimately hollow.

by Jonathan Chait

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




This article was updated on December 31, 2025 at 9:33am.

In the opening scene of the black comedy The Death of Stalin, a pianist in Moscow is told her orchestra is giving a command performance for Joseph Stalin, and refuses to play on political grounds. A frantic radio director, fearing he will be arrested or shot if he fails to produce the concert in time, begs her to reconsider, finally prevailing with an offer of 20,000 rubles.

Recently, the Trump administration faced a similar situation. After Donald Trump purported to rename the Kennedy Center after himself, the jazz musician Chuck Redd withdrew from a planned Christmas Eve concert. The administration's response was somehow both more authoritarian and comic than the one in the movie.

The Kennedy Center's president, Richard Grenell, announced that the Center intends to sue Redd for his impudence. Grennell's letter threatening legal action depicts Redd as a sad loser suffering "dismal ticket sales and lack of donor support" and "lagging" attendance whose withdrawal, paradoxically, is "very costly to a non-profit Arts institution."

One might presume the withdrawal of an obscure performer detested by the audience and donors alike would be easily brushed off, or even welcomed. Yet Grenell demands $1 million in damages.

Grenell's letter argues not only that Redd has harmed the Center's finances, but that his withdrawal constitutes an "act of intolerance" driven by "the sad bullying tactics employed by certain elements on the left." Grenell vows, "We will not let them cancel shows without consequences."

This is a strange interpretation of "cancel culture." The concept, in its original form, described a tendency on the political left to react to minor ideological or linguistic offenses by demanding firings or social shunning, demands often reinforced by outraged social-media mobs. The problem with cancel culture--from the liberal standpoint, anyway--is that it is coercive.

But for an individual to decide not to participate in a politicized ritual at an artistic institution now renamed, Soviet-style, after the still-living head of its reigning personality cult is not coercive. Permitting individuals to choose which ideas they wish to endorse is the essence of liberalism.

The MAGA movement, of course, has no use for liberalism, which is why it naturally sees such an act of conscience as an attack. "The outrageous behavior is scarcely out of the ordinary for a political side less reliant on policy platforms and more reliant on bullets of deranged assassins," fumes a column in Steve Bannon's National Pulse, tweeted out by the official Kennedy Center social-media account.

In the minds of President Trump's loyalists, refusing to genuflect to the great leader reflects the same general impulse as attempting to assassinate him. This was Stalin's premise, too. Imposing the personality cult upon the state is designed not only to burnish the leader's image, but to create opportunities to smoke out dissidents. Trump's mania for renaming things after himself and turning his birthday into a national holiday celebrated with military parades forces individual members of the bureaucracy to choose between complying with his ego-gratifying demands or exposing themselves as the kind of officials who might decline illegal orders.

The comic aspect of the Kennedy Center threat is that Trump has little leverage over artists. He can fire a general who refuses to organize a parade for him, but he can't make Lin-Manuel Miranda put Hamilton in the Kennedy Center.

The administration's apparent plan to resolve this difficulty is to shame or browbeat members of the artistic community into performing there. "Any artist cancelling their show at the Trump Kennedy Center over political differences isn't courageous or principled--they are selfish, intolerant, and have failed to meet the basic duty of a public artist: to perform for all people," the Center's vice president of public relations told the New York Post.

Trump has treated last year's election as eternal proof that he is the incarnation of the public will and that any opposition to him is a kind of alienation from the people. From this belief, it follows that performing in Trump's cultural center is a public duty. But since the administration currently lacks the power to lock up artists who don't comply, this demand is as silly as it is presumptuous.
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The Trump Administration's Most Paralyzing Blow to Science

Cuts to research may have spoiled the country's appetite for bold exploration.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




For all of the political chaos that American science endured in 2025, aspects of this country's research enterprise made it through somewhat ... okay. The Trump administration terminated billions of dollars in research grants; judges intervened to help reinstate thousands of those contracts. The administration threatened to cut funding to a number of universities; several have struck deals that preserved that money. After the White House proposed slashing the National Institutes of Health's $48 billion budget, Congress pledged to maintain it. And although some researchers have left the country, far more have remained. Despite these disruptions, many researchers will also remember 2025 as the year when personalized gene therapy helped treat a six-month-old baby, or when the Vera C. Rubin Observatory released its first glimpse of the star-studded night sky.



Science did lose out this year, though, in ways that researchers are still struggling to tabulate. Some of those losses are straightforward: Since the beginning of 2025, "all, or nearly all, federal agencies that supported research in some way have decreased the size of their research footprint," Scott Delaney, an epidemiologist who has been tracking the federal funding cuts to science, told me. Less funding means less science can be done and fewer discoveries will be made. The deeper cut may be to the trust researchers had in the federal government as a stable partner in the pursuit of knowledge. This means the country's appetite for bold exploration, which the compact between science and government supported for decades, may be gone, too--leaving in its place more timid, short-term thinking.



In an email, Andrew Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees the NIH, disputed that assertion, writing, "The Biden administration politicized NIH funding through DEI-driven agendas; this administration is restoring rigor, merit, and public trust by prioritizing evidence-based research with real health impact while continuing to support early-career scientists."



Science has always required creativity--people asking and pursuing questions in ways that have never been attempted before, in the hope that some of that work might produce something new. At its most dramatic, the results can be transformative: In the early 1900s, the Wright brothers drew inspiration from birds' flight mechanics to launch their first airplanes; more recently, scientists have found ways to genetically engineer a person's own immune cells to kill off cancer. Even in more routine discoveries, nothing quite matches the excitement of being the first to capture a piece of reality. I remember, as a graduate student, cloning my first bacterial mutant while trying to understand a gene important for growth. I knew that the microscopic creature I had built would never yield a drug or save a life. But in the brief moment in which I plucked a colony from an agar plate and swirled it into a warm, sugar-rich broth, I held a form of life that had never existed before--and that I had made in pursuit of a question that, as far as I knew, no one else had asked.



Pursuing scientific creativity can be resource intensive, requiring large teams of researchers to spend millions of dollars across decades to investigate complex questions. Up until very recently, the federal government was eager to underwrite that process. Since the end of the Second World War, it has poured money into basic research, establishing a kind of social contract with scientists, of funds in exchange for innovation. Support from the government "allowed the free play of scientific genius," Nancy Tomes, a historian of medicine at Stony Brook University, told me.



The investment has paid dividends. One oft-cited statistic puts the success of scientific funding in economic terms: Every dollar invested in research and development in the United States is estimated to return at least $5. Another points to the fact that more than 99 percent of the drugs approved by the FDA from 2010 to 2019 were at least partly supported by NIH funds. These things are true--but they also obscure the years or even decades of meandering and experimentation that scientists must take to reach those results. CRISPR gene-editing technology began as basic research into the structure of bacterial genomes; the discovery of GLP-1 weight-loss drugs depended on scientists in the late '70s and '80s tinkering with fish cells. The Trump administration has defunded research with more obvious near-term goals--work on mRNA vaccines to combat the next flu pandemic, for instance--but also science that expands knowledge that we don't yet have an application for (if one even exists). It has also proposed major cuts to NASA that could doom an already troubled mission to return brand-new mineral samples from the surface of Mars, which might have told us more about life in this universe, or nothing much at all.



Outside of the most obvious effects of grant terminations--salary cuts, forced layoffs, halted studies--the Trump administration's attacks on science have limited the horizons that scientists in the U.S. are looking toward. The administration has made clear that it no longer intends to sponsor research into certain subjects, including transgender health and HIV. Even researchers who haven't had grants terminated this year or who work on less politically volatile subjects are struggling to conceptualize their scientific futures, as canceled grant-review meetings and lists of banned words hamper the normal review process. The NIH is also switching up its funding model to one that will decrease the number of scientific projects and people it will bankroll. Many scientists are hesitant to hire more staff or start new projects that rely on expensive materials. Some have started to seek funds from pharmaceutical companies or foundations, which tend to offer smaller and shorter-term agreements, trained more closely on projects with potential profit.



All of this nudges scientists into a defensive posture. They're compressing the size of their studies or dropping the most ambitious aspects of their projects. Collaborations between research groups have broken down too, as some scientists who have been relatively insulated from the administration's cuts have terminated their partnerships with defunded scientists--including at Harvard, where Delaney worked as a research scientist until September--to protect their own interests. "The human thing to do is to look inward and to kind of take care of yourself first," Delaney told me. Instability and fear have made the research system, already sometimes prone to siloing, even more fragmented. The administration "took two of the best assets that the U.S. scientific enterprise has--the capacity to think long, and the capacity to collaborate--and we screwed them up at the same time," Delaney said. Several scientists told me that the current funding environment has prompted them to consider early retirement--in many cases, shutting down the labs they have run for decades.


 Some of the experiments that scientists shelved this year could still be done at later dates. But the new instability of American science may also be driving away the people necessary to power that future work. Several universities have been forced to downsize Ph.D. programs; the Trump administration's anti-immigration policies have made many international researchers fearful of their status at universities. And as the administration continues to dismiss the importance of DEI programs, many young scientists from diverse backgrounds have told me they're questioning whether they will be welcomed into academia. Under the Trump administration, the scope of American science is simply smaller: "When you shrink funding, you're going to increase conservatism," C. Brandon Ogbunu, a computational biologist at Yale University, told me. Competition and scarcity can breed innovation in science. But often, Ogbunu said, people forget that "comfort and security are key parts of innovation, too."
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A Better Way to Think About New Year's Resolutions

The best way to improve yourself is to help others too.

by Valerie Trapp

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




Nowadays, having a New Year's resolution can seem almost quaint. Social-media influencers push self-improvement trends year-round: The spring has "glow up" challenges, as does the summer. Soon after, the high-discipline "Great Lock-In Challenge" and "Winter Arc" videos begin, many of them urging people to get ahead of the "new year, new me" crowd. Or you can attempt a slew of other self-betterment regimens, whenever the spirit calls. Many of these videos depict people minimizing distractions--such as, say, other people--to bicep-curl and matcha-drink their way to becoming "unrecognizable," mentally and physically, as some YouTubers put it. At the same time, many Americans appear to be losing interest in New Year's resolutions. One report from the social-media analytic company Brandwatch found that, in the days around January 1, mentions of resolutions fell 50 percent last holiday season when compared with the year prior. To put it plainly: Many people are now always trying to hustle their way to a better self, no matter the month or season.

In one sense, detaching goal setting from the start of the Gregorian calendar is reasonable--one can, of course, choose to begin afresh at any moment. But by letting New Year's resolutions go, Americans may be losing something: a distinctly communal ritual that can remind people of how entangled their well-being is with that of others.

New Year's hasn't always been so associated with accomplishing personal goals. Humans have a long history of using the holiday to think about how to make life better for their community. Versions of resolutions have existed for about 4,000 years; in Babylonia and ancient Rome, people prayed together, paid off their debts, and made promises of good conduct to their gods. The rituals were usually framed as religious events supporting the broader group, and were tied to agricultural calendars. ("Permit my harvests, my grain, my vineyards, and my plantations to flourish," some ancient Romans were counseled to ask of Janus, the god of transitions and beginnings, "and give good health and strength to me, my house, and my household.") Even in the more recent past, in the United States, many people's resolutions focused on learning how to live well with others. The most popular resolution in the U.S. in 1947 was, according to a Gallup poll, to "improve my disposition, be more understanding, control my temper." Last year, by contrast, Americans' resolutions were primarily related to exercise, health, or diet.

Read: Americans need to party more

Americans may no longer share a schedule dictated by the agricultural calendar, but a sense of community doesn't need to disappear. New Year's can be an opportunity to gather with loved ones and set resolutions together. Maybe everyone meets in person; maybe over Zoom. Maybe the group sets one big, collaborative goal--Let's start a community garden, for instance, or Let's take turns cooking meals for one another at home. Maybe everyone picks a different resolution, and the group brainstorms how to best help each person achieve it. And ideally, the goals aren't self-serving--but considerate of the people around them.

Making a resolution with other people might actually be more effective than flying solo. Habits are unconscious patterns that can be hard to shake, and seeing someone in our environment engaging in a certain behavior can nudge us to do it too, Tim Kurz, a psychology professor at the University of Western Australia, told me. This permeability can have its downsides--your sister's Is It Cake? binge-watching in the living room could cue you to watch even more Netflix. But it can also be a great boon: As work piles up, for example, you might forget about your resolution to check in on older family members. If you have set this intention as a household, though, you might see your partner buying groceries for their grandmother, which in turn might remind you to call grandma too.

Shared resolutions can support intention setting in another way: They may help people avoid what social psychologists call "do-gooder derogation"--a quirk of psychology in which humans tend to "find people who are more moralistic than us and are behaving more virtuously than us really annoying," Kurz said. He gave me this example: Say you've recently resolved to ride your bike to work instead of driving, for environmental reasons. Your family, already buckled into the SUV, might feel their virtue threatened and decide to poke fun at you. Look at this guy! Have fun biking in the rain, Goody Two-shoes! If you set goals as a family, however, your relatives--who under other circumstances might be psychologically motivated to subvert your resolutions--may become more committed to helping you follow through.

Read: Invisible habits are driving your life

In the long run, resolutions that keep others in mind tend to have greater staying power. Studies have found that brute willpower alone lasts for only so long, and that people have a much harder time accessing willpower when stressed. This might help explain why a more individual New Year's goal, such as losing 10 pounds by swearing off ice cream, may be more likely to fizzle. "If you fail in your quest, then the only person you have 'let down' is yourself," Kurz said. Evolutionarily speaking, people might not even be built to set self-serving goals. What helped our human ancestors succeed were likely "strong social bonds," the psychologist David Desteno wrote in a New York Times article about resolutions, "relationships that would encourage people to cooperate and lend support to one another."

Of course, shared resolutions aren't a magic pill for behavioral change. Humans can famously be both top-notch accountability partners and rampant enablers. When picking whom to make goals with, "be careful about who that person is," Kurz told me. "You don't want to strategically choose the person who you know is a total flake." You might have resolved with your work bestie to quit overdoing the happy-hour pina coladas so that you can better participate in your team's conversations; if your pal capsizes on your shared goal first, though, their decision could lead to a cycle of "collective rationalization," in which you feel okay quitting too, Kurz told me. Hell, why not get another round?

Still, communal resolutions can serve as a good reminder of how profoundly interconnected humans are. And they can push people to widen their definition of self-improvement. In a recent interview, the Potawatomi botanist and writer Robin Wall Kimmerer described the concept of "expanded self-interest"--the idea that the "self" can include all of life. "My well-being is the same as my family's well-being," she explained, and "my family's well-being is the same as the well-being of the land that feeds us." Bicep curls and matcha lattes, then, may get us only so far on the path to flourishing. The trick to helping ourselves might just be to focus on the communal first.
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The Podcast 'Productivity' Trap

Maybe don't fill every available silence with the sound of people talking.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




Podcasts have devastated my relationship to music. Confirmation of that sad fact came earlier this month in the form of my Spotify "Wrapped," the streaming service's personalized report of what I listened to this year, including a playlist of my top songs. In the past, this annual playlist supplied a loop of sonic pleasure, propelling me through workouts, dinner preps, and hours-long commutes. This year, I haven't even opened it.

That is not to say I've embraced silence: According to Spotify, I spent 71,661 minutes on the app over the past 12 months. That's 49 days. But 55,088 of those minutes were spent streaming podcasts instead of songs. Whereas I used to listen to music all the time, now I fill every available moment with the sound of people talking.

I suspect I'm not the only one. My change in listening habits comes from a compulsion that many people in my life share: to make every minute of the day as "productive" as possible. By that blinkered calculus, an informative podcast will always trump music. But listening incessantly to podcasts has actually narrowed my interests and shown me just how limiting too much information can be.

Read: Companies' 'wrapped' features keep getting weirder

Before I finish brewing my first cup of coffee, a BBC report is already streaming from my speaker. "Not another podcast, Papa," my son complains, wiping his sleepy eyes as I butter his toast. "I need to know what's going on in the world," I tell him, even though I can see how much he and his sister would rather listen to something with a beat.

After dropping him off at school, I cycle through long-form podcasts on my walk home, during my own breakfast, and as I get ready for the day. Many of these are political, and they run the ideological spectrum. I reserve The New York Times' podcast The Daily for a short lunchtime treat. Then at the gym in the late afternoon, I'm back to eavesdropping on other people's verbal marathons, many of them about exercise and nutrition. I used to turn on house music or jazz automatically when I started cooking in the evenings. Now I have to force myself to play anything other than chatter.

The pandemic was the turning point for me. I scarcely listened to podcasts before those days of tedium and seclusion, when overhearing a conversation almost felt like having company. The number of podcasts has exploded since then, and algorithms have deftly toured me around the new offerings. I've found some excellent ones; their charming and informed hosts now serve as unlikely rivals of my favorite musical artists.

The podcast boom is not the only reason I'm listening to so few songs these days. Hip-hop, the genre I grew up on, has entered a period of sustained decline. Everyone thinks the songs of their youth represent a golden era. But the rappers I listened to when I was younger really were better than today's artists, or at least more innovative--maybe because the genre was younger, too. Dr. Dre concocted a sound that changed how the West Coast made music. Nas and Jay-Z could not only rap circles around the best of their successors; they could also smuggle some serious ideas into their hits. Consider this Socratic inquiry from Jay-Z: "Is Pius pious 'cause God loves pious?" That type of lyric rarely comes around anymore.

In the late 2010s, so-called mumble rap took off. Critics lamented that the genre--and the styles it continues to spawn--ignores lyricism and craft, a complaint that gives short shrift to the infectious exuberance these modes can produce. Still, even some of the most prominent contemporary artists worry that something has gone awry.

This fall, Billboard reported that, for the first time since 1990, its Top 40 chart didn't contain a single rap song. Observers have proposed plenty of explanations. I favor one offered (perhaps apocryphally) by the mumble-rap pioneer Young Thug: that the enervating, yearlong feud between Drake and Kendrick Lamar degraded the genre. "Since then," a viral quote attributed to Young Thug contends, "everyone in the world is leveling up, except hip-hop."

In this dispiriting context, podcasts have grown all the more appealing. (Some of the best rap artists from my youth now host their own.) When I do return to hip-hop, it's mostly to indulge my nostalgia.

Listen: How YouTube ate podcasts and TV

Choosing between podcasts and music reminds me of something the critic Dwight Garner observed about the value of reading a book on olive oil. "Extra Virginity is another reminder of why subpar nonfiction is so much better than subpar fiction," Garner wrote. "With nonfiction at least you can learn something." That's how I used to feel about podcasts. At least they help me improve my grasp of international affairs and prepare for the AI apocalypse. BigXthaPlug and NBA YoungBoy don't teach me anything.

But more recently, I've found that trying to make every listening minute count inevitably becomes counterproductive. The internal pressure to optimize free time and always multitask is ultimately exhausting, not enlightening.

The world never ceases to produce grist for discussion. That doesn't mean we need to fill our ears with all of it. In the new year, I think I'll try a little more silence.
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The Problem With Letting AI Do the Grunt Work

Artificial intelligence is destroying the career ladder for aspiring artists.

by Nick Geisler

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




One of the first sentences I was ever paid to write was "Try out lighter lip stick colors, like peach or coral." Fresh out of college in the mid 2010s, I'd scored a copy job for a how-to website. An early task involved expanding upon an article titled "How to Get Rid of Dark Lips." For the next two years, I worked on articles with headlines such as "How to Speak Like a Stereotypical New Yorker (With Examples)," "How to Eat an Insect or Arachnid," and "How to Acquire a Gun License in New Jersey." I didn't get rich or win literary awards, but I did learn how to write a clean sentence, convey information in a logical sequence, and modulate my tone for the intended audience--skills that I use daily in my current work in screenwriting, film editing, and corporate communications. Just as important, the job paid my bills while I found my way in the entertainment industry.

Artificial intelligence has rendered my first job obsolete. Today, if you want to learn  "How to Become a Hip Hop Music Producer," you can just ask ChatGPT. AI is also displacing the humans doing many of my subsequent jobs: writing promotional copy for tourism boards, drafting questions for low-budget documentaries, offering script notes on student films. Today, a cursory search for writing jobs on LinkedIn pulls up a number of positions that involve not producing copy but training AI models to sound more human. When anyone can create a logo or marketing copy at the touch of a button, why hire a new graduate to do it?

From the July/August 2023 issue: The coming humanist renaissance

These shifts in the job market won't deter everyone. Well-connected young people with rich families can always afford to network and take unpaid jobs. But by eliminating entry-level jobs, AI may destroy the ladder of apprenticeship necessary to develop artists, and it could leave behind a culture driven by nepo babies and chatbots.

The existential crisis is spreading across the creative landscape. Last year, the consulting firm CVL Economics estimated that artificial intelligence would disrupt more than 200,000 entertainment-industry jobs in the United States by 2026. The CEO of an AI music-generation company claimed in January that most musicians don't actually enjoy making music, and that musicians themselves will soon be unnecessary.

In a much-touted South by Southwest talk earlier this year, Phil Wiser, the chief technology officer of Paramount, described how AI could streamline every step of filmmaking. Even the director James Cameron--whose classic work The Terminator warned of the dangers of intelligent machines, and whose forthcoming Avatar sequel will reportedly include a disclaimer that no AI was involved in making the film--has talked about using the technology to cut costs and speed up production schedules. Last year, the chief technology officer of OpenAI declared that "some creative jobs maybe will go away, but maybe they shouldn't have been there in the first place."

One great promise of generative AI is that it will free artists from drudgery, allowing them to focus on the sort of "real art" they all long to do. It may not cut together the next Magnolia, but it'll do just fine with the 500th episode of Law & Order. What's the harm, studio executives might wonder, if machines take over work that seems unchallenging and rote to knowledgeable professionals?

Read: Your creativity won't save your job from AI

The problem is that entry-level creative jobs are much more than grunt work. Working within established formulas and routines is how young artists develop their skills. Hunter S. Thompson began his writing career as a copy boy for Time magazine; Joan Didion was a research assistant at Vogue; the director David Lean edited newsreels; the musician Lou Reed wrote knockoff pop tunes for department stores; the filmmakers Martin Scorsese, Jonathan Demme, and Francis Ford Coppola shot cheap B movies for Roger Corman. Beyond the money, which is usually modest, low-level creative jobs offer practice time and pathways for mentorship that side gigs such as waiting tables and tending bar do not.

Having begun my own transition into filmmaking by making rough cuts of video footage for a YouTube channel, I couldn't help but be alarmed when the makers of the AI software Eddie launched an update in September that can produce first edits of films. For that YouTube channel, I shot, edited, and published three videos a week, and I received rigorous producer notes and near-immediate audience feedback. You can't help but get better at your craft that way. These jobs are also where you meet people: One of the producers at that channel later commissioned my first produced screenplay for Netflix.

There's a reason the Writers Guild of America, of which I am a member, made on-set mentorship opportunities for lower-level writers a plank of its negotiations during the 2023 strike. The WGA won on that point, but it may have been too late.

The optimistic case for AI is that new artistic tools will yield new forms of art, much as the invention of the camera created the art of photography and pushed painters to explore less realistic forms. The proliferation of cheap digital video cameras helped usher in the indie-film explosion of the late 1990s. I've used several AI tools in ways that have widely expanded my capabilities as a film editor.

Working from their bedrooms, indie filmmakers can deploy what, until recently, were top-tier visual-effects capabilities. Musicians can add AI instruments to their compositions. Perhaps AI models will offer everyone unlimited artistic freedom without requiring extensive technical knowledge. Tech companies tend to rhapsodize about the democratizing potential of their products, and AI technology may indeed offer huge rewards to the savvy and lucky artists who take maximum advantage of it.

Read: Here's how AI will come for your job

Yet past experience from social media and streaming music suggests a different progression: Like other technologies that promise digital democratization, generative AI may be better poised to enrich the companies that develop it than to help freelance creatives make a living.

In an ideal world, the elimination of entry-level work would free future writers from having to write "How to Be a Pornstar" in order to pay their rent, allowing true creativity to flourish in its place. At the moment, though, AI seems destined to squeeze the livelihoods of creative professionals who spend decades mastering a craft. Executives in Silicon Valley and Hollywood don't seem to understand that the cultivation of art also requires the cultivation of artists.
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The Plan That Foretold Trump's 2025

Reviewing Project 2025's year of successes and shortcomings

by David A. Graham

Mon, 29 Dec 2025




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

A year ago, no one knew for sure whether Project 2025 would prove to be influential or if it would fall by the wayside, like so many plans in President Donald Trump's first term. Today, it stands as the single most successful policy initiative of the entire Trump era.

Project 2025, which was convened by the Heritage Foundation during the Trump interregnum, was not just one thing: It was a policy white paper, an implementation plan, a recruitment database, and a worldview, all rolled into one. As I wrote in my book this past spring, the authors sought to create an agenda for the next right-wing president that would allow him to empower the executive branch, sideline Congress, and attack the civil service. The resulting politicized, quasi-monarchical government would enact policies that would move the United States toward a traditionalist Christian society.

In the roughly 11 months since he took office, Trump has closely followed many parts of Project 2025, finally embracing it by name in October. Both Trump and the plan's architects have benefited: His second administration has been far more effective at achieving its goals than his first, and the thinkers behind Project 2025 have achieved what Paul Dans, one of its leaders, described as "way beyond" his "wildest dreams."

Project 2025's biggest victory has been an extraordinary presidential power grab, which has allowed Trump to act in ways that previous presidents have only fantasized about, and to act with fewer restraints. He has laid off tens of thousands of federal employees, sometimes in defiance of laws. More than 315,000 federal employees had left the government by mid-November, according to the Office of Personnel Management. Entire agencies, such as USAID, have been effectively shut down, and the Education Department may be next.

Elsewhere, the administration has slashed environmental regulations, withdrawn from a major international climate agreement, undermined renewable energy, and worked to encourage oil and gas drilling on public land. It has discarded key civil-rights-enforcement methods, dismantled anything that might be construed as DEI, and set the agenda for aggressive immigration policies, not just closing the border to many foreign nationals and deporting unauthorized immigrants but also cracking down on valid-visa holders and seeking to denaturalize citizens.

This is not small-government conservatism--it's an effort to concentrate federal power and turn it into a political weapon. Long-standing guardrails against presidential interference in the Justice Department have been demolished. The White House has fired line prosecutors, and Trump has illegally appointed his own former personal attorneys to lead U.S. Attorney's Offices. These prosecutors have brought charges against many of Trump's political foes, including former FBI Director James Comey, New York Attorney General Letitia James, and Representative LaMonica McIver; others have been placed under investigation. (Judges have thrown out indictments against Comey and James, though the DOJ is appealing those dismissals. McIver, who was indicted in June for allegedly impeding federal agents and interfering with an arrest, denies wrongdoing and has pleaded not guilty.)

The administration has dabbled in impounding funds appropriated by Congress, despite a law barring this. It has also mounted a major assault on the independence of regulatory agencies, as established by Congress; Trump has fired multiple appointees, sometimes in apparent violation of law, but the Supreme Court has allowed him to proceed. Earlier this month, the justices heard arguments in a case that could overturn or severely narrow the 1935 precedent that safeguards agency independence. We already have a glimpse of what a fully politicized regulatory environment might look like: Chairman Brendan Carr, a Project 2025 author, has used his position at the Federal Communications Commission to pressure CBS News and ABC, even trying to get the late-night host Jimmy Kimmel fired earlier this year.

Trump's presidential power grab will allow his administration to achieve more of Project 2025's ambitions in the coming year and beyond. All of this has been enabled by a Republican-dominated Congress, which has with few exceptions allowed the president to seize legislative prerogatives, and by the Supreme Court, which has repeatedly allowed Trump to move forward on his expansion of power using the so-called shadow docket.

But Project 2025 has not been a complete success. One key belief of the authors was that Trump's first administration was undercut by bad appointments and by failures to fill other roles. To that end, Project 2025 created a huge database of potential appointees and offered training courses. Although Trump has managed to find more aides loyal to him than in his first term, his pace of confirmation for top jobs trails the pace of most recent presidents. He has also seen a historic high in nominations withdrawn in the first year of a presidency.

More fundamentally, the Christian nationalism that courses through Project 2025 has been somewhat eclipsed by other priorities. The Trump administration has made few major moves to restrict access to abortion or to enact pronatalist policies, and the conservative Catholic writer Ross Douthat recently argued that Christianity seems to be window dressing in the administration's policy rather than a real ideological driver of decision making. Big Tech was a notable boogeyman for the authors, who view smartphones and social media as a danger to traditional religious values, but major Silicon Valley figures have become hugely influential in the White House.

For the Heritage Foundation, Project 2025 has been a somewhat Pyrrhic victory. Although its policy ideas are steering the administration, the think tank finds itself on the outside--a product, it seems, of Trump's displeasure that coverage of Project 2025 complicated his campaign last year. Heritage is also fighting an intramural battle over how to handle the racist and anti-Semitic strains of the right.

Another, larger question looms. For decades, American conservatives have argued for restraints on government, in part out of fear of how progressives have used power to enact their policies. Project 2025 threw that out, embracing right-wing big government. Its unpopular ideas are one reason that Republicans are facing a daunting election environment in 2026 and perhaps 2028. If Project 2025's authors felt, as Russell Vought once said, that America was "in the late stages of a complete Marxist takeover" before Trump returned to office, they may find the situation even more apocalyptic if a Democrat wins the presidency in 2028--and inherits the sweeping powers they have handed to the White House.

Related:

	The Project 2025 presidency
 	The top goal of Project 2025 is still to come.
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All Hail Dead Week, the Best Week of the Year

By Helena Fitzgerald

Christmas is over and we have arrived at the most wonderful time of the year--nominally still the holidays, but also the opposite of a holiday, a blank space stretching between Christmas and New Year's Eve when nothing makes sense and time loses its meaning ...
 In between the end of the old year and the beginning of the new one is this weird little stretch of unmarked time. For most people, this week isn't even a week off from work, but at the same time it also isn't a return to the normal rhythm of regular life. Nobody knows what to do with this leftover week, awkwardly stuck to the bottom of the year. I call it "Dead Week," a time when nothing counts, and when nothing is quite real.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Listen. Here are the 10 best albums of 2025, according to our music critic Spencer Kornhaber.

Read. In 2024, Amanda Parrish Morgan recommended six books to read by the fire.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Photos: The Year in Volcanic Activity

Scenes from the wide variety of volcanic activity on Earth over the past year<em><small>Updated at 3:09 p.m. ET on December 29, 2025</small></em>

by Alan Taylor

Mon, 29 Dec 2025


People watch as Hawaii's Kilauea volcano erupts on May 11, 2025. (Gary Miller / Getty)




A closer view of Kilauea volcano erupting in Hawaii on May 11, 2025 (Gary Miller / Getty)




Mount Lewotobi Laki-Laki erupts, pictured from Pululera village, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on August 18, 2025. (Arnold Welianto / AFP / Getty)




A villager watches the eruption of Mount Lewotobi Laki-Laki from Talibura village in Sikka, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on June 17, 2025. (AFP / Getty)




Lava flows across a snow-covered slope on Mount Etna on February 14, 2025. (Etna Walk / AFP / Getty)




Lava flows down a slope on Mount Etna on February 14, 2025, tumbling onto snow-covered ground. (Etna Walk / AFP / Getty)




A satellite image shows ash rising from the eruption of the Hayli Gubbi volcano in Ethiopia as it drifts over the Red Sea, pictured on November 23, 2025. (NASA / Reuters)




A man looks at a pyroclastic flow during the eruption of Mount Semeru in Lumajang, East Java, on November 19, 2025. (Agu.S. Harianto / AFP / Getty)




Hawaiian Volcano Observatory geologists approach the south rim of Halema'uma'u crater to make observations at the summit of Kilauea on November 9, 2025. This section of Crater Rim Drive within Hawaii Volcanoes National Park was damaged in the 2018 summit collapse and remains closed to the public. (M. Patrick / USGS)




A researcher samples lava flowing from Kilauea on April 22, 2025. (USGS / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




In this photo released by the Geological Agency (Badan Geologi) of Indonesia's Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources, lightning strikes as Mount Lewotobi Laki-Laki spews volcanic material in East Flores, Indonesia, on August 1, 2025. (Badan Geologi / AP)




A woman and child look on at volcanic ash rising into the air during an eruption of Mount Ibu, near Duono Village in West Halmahera, North Maluku province, Indonesia, on January 15, 2025. (AZZAM / AFP / Getty)




Volcanic ash and steam rise from Mount Etna, near Milo, Italy, on June 2, 2025. (Marco Restivo / Reuters)




This aerial view shows people standing near a flow of lava from Mount Etna on August 28, 2025. (Giuseppe Distefano / AFP / Getty)




Klyuchevskoy volcano erupts on Russia's Kamchatka Peninsula, on August 4, 2025, sending ash six kilometers into the sky. (Yury Demyanchuk / Russian Academy of Sciences' Vulcanology Institute / AP)




Hawaii's Kilauea volcano erupts on May 11, 2025. (Gary Miller / Getty)




On December 6, Hawaiian Volcano Observatory geologists monitored and measured the Kilauea summit eruption episode 38 from multiple vantage points. This photo was captured around 10 a.m. from the northwest rim of the crater, near the a livestreaming webcam, with a vigorous lava fountains under way at both the north and south vents. (M. Zoeller / USGS)




Fuego volcano erupts, pictured from Alotenango, southwest of Guatemala City, on March 10, 2025. (Johan Ordonez / AFP / Getty)




Mount Etna exhibits a strombolian eruption, with a volcanic plume rising from the southeast crater, on June 2, 2025, in Catania, Italy. (Fabrizio Villa / Getty)



       This photo essay originally misidentified the location of Kilauea volcano.
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Why the Supreme Court Is Giving ICE So Much Power

The Constitution inarguably applies to federal immigration agents--but the Supreme Court has taken away the hope of ever holding them to that standard.

by Nancy Gertner

Mon, 29 Dec 2025




Untold numbers of ICE agents have appeared on America's streets in recent months, and many of them have committed acts of aggression with seeming impunity. ICE agents have detained suspected illegal immigrants without cause--including U.S. citizens and lawful residents. They have, in effect, kidnapped people, breaking into cars to make arrests. They have used tear gas and pepper spray on nonviolent protesters. They have refused to identify themselves, wearing masks, using unmarked cars, and switching license plates, presumably to avoid detection. They have kept people in detention without access to lawyers. They have questioned people simply for appearing Latino, speaking Spanish, and being in areas believed to be frequented by illegal immigrants.

Many of these tactics are plainly illegal. The Constitution incontestably applies to federal immigration officers: The Fourth Amendment protects against unreasonable searches and seizures and excessive force and requires a warrant to search a private home. The Fifth Amendment guarantees due process and bans self-incrimination. The Sixth Amendment establishes a person's right to counsel. Why, then, are they getting away with not following the Constitution?

Their impunity traces back to two Supreme Court decisions that put far too much faith in ICE's commitment to respecting people's constitutional rights. As a result of these cases, people whose rights are violated by ICE agents have little to no recourse. Contrast that with the rules for police officers. If a police officer kicks down your door and searches your home without a warrant, questions you without a Miranda warning, or illegally arrests you, a provision known as the exclusionary rule may prevent the evidence gathered through those tactics from being admitted in your prosecution. And if you happen to be acquitted, you can sue for damages. None of that is true when it comes to ICE.

Read: Why they mask

The first of these two cases is a 1984 decision, INS v. Lopez-Mendoza, that untethered ICE from the exclusionary rule. In a 5-4 opinion, Justice Sandra Day O'Connor rejected the exclusionary rule for immigration courts, favoring, instead, "a deliberately simple deportation hearing system." In a typical criminal case, the exclusionary rule is designed to deter police misconduct--the idea being that the police will avoid such conduct if it risks undermining a conviction. But for ICE, the Court decided, such deterrence is not necessary. Unless ICE conduct amounts to an "egregious" violation of the Fourth Amendment, the evidence that agents gather even through illegal means can be used in immigration courts. Key to the Court's decision was a presumption that Fourth Amendment violations by ICE officers were not "widespread" and that the Immigration and Naturalization Service "has already taken sensible and reasonable steps to deter Fourth Amendment violations by its officers." Such assumptions may not have been reasonable then; they are certainly not reasonable now.

A second Court decision appears to have eliminated, or at least seriously limited, the possibility of lawsuits for damages after individuals are unlawfully detained, searched, or experience excessive force at the hands of ICE. When the police engage in misconduct, the victim can sue the responsible officers for damages. Again, not so for ICE. In the 2022 decision Egbert v. Boule, Justice Clarence Thomas, writing for the majority, denied the rights of plaintiffs to sue Border Patrol agents for excessive use of force in the name of "national security." There is every reason to believe that the Supreme Court would extend the rationale in Boule to shield ICE from liability as well. The Court would effectively be greenlighting ICE's abusive tactics and insulating agents from damages when they are, in fact, no different from any state or city police officer who violates a person's constitutional rights. As in INS v. Lopez-Mendoza, the rationale in Boule relies on the agency's purported ability to self-regulate; after all, Thomas suggested, Border Patrol "must investigate 'alleged violations' and accept grievances." Can anyone count on such care to come from Border Patrol under this administration? Again, the faith in these institutions to self-regulate seems tragically misplaced.

The remaining options for someone mistreated by ICE are inadequate, to say the least. An individual could file a lawsuit under the Federal Torts Claims Act against federal officers, but that law has its shortcomings: A person must submit a detailed claim to the government and wait for a response before they can go to court. That process can take years and years. An individual could also file a complaint with the DHS Office of Inspector General or the Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties, which would theoretically launch an investigation, but in this administration, the chances of redress for misconduct are slim to none. Nothing drives the point home more than the case of a CBP commander, Gregory Bovino. U.S. District Judge Sara Ellis found that he had lied to the court about whether he had used excessive force against protesters in Chicago. Was he dismissed or disciplined? Neither; he went on to lead another immigration sweep, this time in New Orleans.

Read: Every state is a border patrol state

Then there are the practical problems with contesting ICE misconduct. Where in the United States is the immigrant? In which detention facility? Do they have a lawyer? Worse, what if they have already been deported through a process known as expedited removal? Expedited removal generally involves a determination by a low-level immigration officer who, in many cases during a single interview, determines that the noncitizen arrived in the U.S. without proper documents and therefore cannot prove that he or she has been physically present in the U.S. for two years. (Exceptions are made only for people who have a credible fear of persecution or torture, or who intend to apply for asylum--exceptions that have been severely limited under this administration.) Although expedited removal used to apply only to noncitizens within 100 miles of the border, Trump's Department of Homeland Security has expanded the policy to apply to any unlawful noncitizen anywhere in the country who cannot prove two years of residency, giving them no time to secure counsel or gather evidence, no right to appeal, and surely no meaningful due process.

Even for those who manage to get before an immigration judge, the process is formidable. ICE attorneys have been systematically asking immigration judges to dismiss proceedings in order to strip individuals of even the limited protections those hearings afford. Judge Jia Cobb, a federal judge in Washington, D.C., noted in a recent decision that people have been arrested immediately following dismissals, subjected to expedited removal, and shortly removed. These tactics, combined with the administration's expanded policy of mandatory detention--meaning the immigrant is not entitled to bail--have turned immigration courts into what the former chief counsel for Joe Biden's Citizenship and Immigration Services characterized as a "deportation pipeline."

Much of what ICE is doing is not remotely constitutional. The Court decisions that laid the groundwork for the agency's lawlessness no longer stand up to basic scrutiny. As Justice O'Connor said in INS v. Lopez-Mendoza, "our conclusions concerning the exclusionary rule's value might change, if there developed good reason to believe that Fourth Amendment violations by INS officers were widespread." There's more than good reason; there's every reason.
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Mary Todd Lincoln, Taken Out of Context

The challenge of staging <em>Oh, Mary!</em> for a British audience

by Helen Lewis

Mon, 29 Dec 2025




By now, you will be used to the feminist practice of finding a historical woman and rescuing her from the clutches of evil biographers who have done her dirty. What if Marie Antoinette or Typhoid Mary were a more rounded figure--more constrained by the expectations of her time, perhaps, or a victim of her circumstances and upbringing?

That is not the approach that the playwright Cole Escola has taken in Oh, Mary!, which is currently playing on Broadway and has just opened in London. Escola's question about Mary Todd Lincoln, wife and widow of America's 16th president, is this: What if she were an absolute monster? The idea for the show came from an email Escola sent to themselves in 2009, which read: "Write a play (maybe musical?) about Mary Todd and Abraham Lincoln in which it comes out being a good thing that Abe Lincoln dies."

To fulfill that brief, the 39-year-old playwright has taken the Mary of the historical record--a laudanum user, prone to wild mood swings and shopping sprees, eventually confined to an asylum by her own son--and made her worse. This Mary drinks paint thinner and pushes her companion, Louisa, down the stairs. Above all, she desperately wants to be a cabaret star, and believes that Abraham has thwarted her dream. Fatally, he reacts to her constant complaints by hiring a handsome actor--whose identity becomes important later in the plot--to give her lessons for the "legitimate theater."

Read: What the U.S. could learn from an Irish theater

Having already seen the show on Broadway, I was curious to know how such a quintessentially American story would land in Britain. (No one here could pick Mary Todd Lincoln out of a first-lady lineup, even though this is the second play about her to open in London in 2025.) How does a show whose satirical power comes from cutting against received wisdom deal with the audience having no idea what that received wisdom is? The answer is: Training wheels and a reliance on physical comedy help, up to a point.

In London, the play begins with a straightforward exposition dump: A preshow voiceover establishes Mary Todd Lincoln as the wife of President Abraham Lincoln, who was assassinated by the actor John Wilkes Booth. Oh, Mary!, shorn of its political resonance, falls squarely into an established populist British stage tradition: pantomime, in which unwitting 7-year-olds are corralled into a theater at Christmastime to watch well-worn favorites such as Aladdin or Dick Whittington and His Cat, a folktale in which a young man (always played by a woman) leaves home to make his fortune in London. Pantomime leans heavily on popular songs, risque jokes, and melodrama, just like Oh, Mary!

In addition to writing the play, Escola originated the lead role, playing Mary as a 19th-century Veruca Salt, all wobbling curls and petulantly folded arms. "Mary is just me," Escola once told NPR. "It's all based on me and my feelings, and all of my characters are some aspect of me that I'm ashamed of or curious about." Since then, the Marys have tended to be either queer actors or gay icons, underlining the show's immersion in gay culture. (Mary repeatedly addresses a portrait of George Washington as "Mother," and this Abraham Lincoln is gay, too.) The London Mary is played by the nonbinary actor Mason Alexander Park, best known for portraying Ariel in Jamie Lloyd's truly cursed production of The Tempest.

I saw the play on Broadway with the drag queen Jinkx Monsoon, who followed Escola and others, and was herself followed by Jane Krakowski. The role does not call for subtlety. "I have to imagine that somewhere along the line someone had to have told you, 'You're a little too big,'" Monsoon told Krakowski in September. "I've been told that a billion times."

When I saw Monsoon's (yes, very big) performance, I did think, snobbily: Oh, look, the Americans have discovered panto. I wasn't alone. The London reviews have been positive, but the two harshest ones described the show as "sophomoric" and "farce at its broadest" (The Guardian) and "a bit ... '70s? A little bit Airplane!, a little bit Benny Hill, maybe even a touch of Mr Bean" (Time Out). In the British context, these reviewers implied, Oh, Mary!'s humor reads as dated rather than groundbreaking. That's largely because of the pantomime tradition. I was brought up on this genre, which also usually features a dame (always played by a man: In a production of Aladdin, Ian McKellen once gave a fantastic Widow Twankey) and volleys of double entendres for parents. The title character in Dick Whittington has a cat mostly so all the other characters can remark on his "lovely pussy."

This is the energy that Escola has brought to Oh, Mary! Todd Lincoln, under her prim crinoline, is wearing red-and-white-striped bloomers, which is very panto. And just like a panto, the staging is deliberately lo-fi: two static sets, a wheeled-on theater box, and a bit of front-of-curtain business. On Broadway, The New York Times described it as having "the cheesy naturalism of community theater."

What Escola has built on this foundation, however, is truly unhinged. Do you remember the end of Inglourious Basterds, when Quentin Tarantino kills off the entire Nazi Party in an exploding movie theater? Yeah, about that unhinged. Mary might be awful, but Escola makes her pathetic too, with her terrible loneliness and her deluded belief that she could have been a star. "I don't even want to be alive," she tells her acting teacher at the start of their first lesson. More than anything else, she is bored--a default condition for humanity before smartphones and reliable Wi-Fi. History isn't just battles and bowers; it's privileged people in gilded rooms waiting for death or the invention of streaming services, whichever comes first. For aristocratic women, this boredom was particularly acute, because their enforced inactivity was a status symbol. The Mitford sisters, growing up in rural Oxfordshire in the 1920s, found their lives so tedious that they invented, as one of them put it, "a contest to see who could best stand being pinched really hard." This sounds exactly like something Escola's Mary would inflict on her companion, Louisa.

Earlier this year, Oh, Mary! was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize for Drama, an award that  in 2016 went to Lin-Manuel Miranda's Hamilton. As it happens, I rewatched Hamilton not long ago, and its earnest paeans to diversity ("Immigrants, we get the job done") now feel like the last gasp of the Obama era.

When Hamilton first came to Britain, I wrote that its blend of rap, classical music, and Gilbert and Sullivan operettas showed that it "speaks all the cultural languages of America, and it echoes Obama's ability to change cadences depending on his audience." Added to that, by offering cheap tickets in a daily street lottery alongside the usual sky-high prices of Broadway, "Miranda created a fan base that mirrors the 'Obama coalition' of Democrat voters: college-educated coastal liberals and mid-to-low-income minorities." Hamilton might have been great entertainment, but it also took seriously the idea of educating America about its history, in a spirit now continued by the popular Substack historian Heather Cox Richardson.

Read: Watching Hamilton is like opening a time capsule

Like Hamilton, Oh, Mary! uses color-conscious casting, reframing white historical figures by having nonwhite actors play them. And like Hamilton, it is an improbable box-office smash: It became the first production to gross more than $1 million a week at the Lyceum Theater in New York. But otherwise, the two plays could not be more different. Instead of Obama-era earnestness, Oh, Mary! is steeped in the signature moods of the Trump era: pure camp, twisted humor, and lol nothing matters nihilism. (Think: Donald Trump dancing to "YMCA," or the casual cruelty of all those deportation videos.) Escola did "less than no research" into Mary Todd Lincoln, to avoid the temptation of writing in-jokes. "I wanted to have the same knowledge that the audience had," Escola told Seth Meyers. "I didn't want to do research and then be making jokes about, like, 'Well, that'll get a laugh 'cause that's where she was born.'" This artistic decision worked out well for me, a person who had no idea where Mary Todd Lincoln was born until I looked it up for this article.

The audience also learns precisely nothing about Mary's divided loyalties--she was born in Kentucky, and several of her half-brothers fought for the Confederacy. Her real-life grief over the death of her sons Eddie and Willie is completely absent; Mary assures her acting teacher that "I never go near the children." Even the Civil War barely gets a look-in. When Abraham complains about fighting with the South, Mary growls, "The South of what?!" His announcement of the end of the war is included only to set up a contrast with Mary's activities that afternoon--discovering that Louisa "wants to rub ice cream on her pussy!"

In its absolute refusal to take history seriously, Oh, Mary! is basically the anti-Hamilton. But then, we are living through the mirror image of the Obama era right now. Escola's Mary is a monster, but also a ham, a narcissist, and a born entertainer--and the audience ends up glued to her every move. I mean, you could suggest a parallel with contemporary America there. Or you could just enjoy the wigs and the gags and the spotted bloomers.
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The Sad Dads of Hollywood

Three of the year's buzziest films hold career-obsessed, absentee fathers accountable.

by Susie Goldsbrough

Sun, 28 Dec 2025




If you went to the movies this fall, you probably met him: the Sad Art Dad. You'll have known him by his miserableness; despite the flash of the cameras and the cheers of the groundlings, he's most often found moping alone. His vocation may vary--movie star (in Jay Kelly), art-house director (Sentimental Value), blockbuster Tudor playwright (Hamnet)--but his problem tends to be the same. He has chosen great art over good parenting, utterly failing as a father, and he knows it. There's something delicious about his cocktail of self-pity and self-loathing, which can arouse both the viewer's repulsion and compassion. It may not be much fun to be a Sad Art Dad, but it's certainly fun to watch one.

The distant and distracted patriarch, although abundant on-screen in 2025, is not a novel invention. Yet most movie dads are more likely to be found balancing stellar careers and model parenting (lawyer-dad in To Kill A Mockingbird; Mob-dad in the Godfather films) than exhibiting--let alone acknowledging--their fatherly flaws. Sometimes prioritizing professional ambitions is even depicted as admirable: In Interstellar, Matthew McConaughey plays an astronaut who abandons his kids for a decades-long space mission, but only in order to save humanity. The character might beat himself up for it, but the viewer understands that it's a pretty good excuse, as far as they go.

What's different about this new cinematic crop of dads is their culpability. They each choose themselves over their kids, prioritizing creative fulfillment. George Clooney's titular A-lister in Noah Baumbach's Jay Kelly admits as much when trying to explain his years-long absence to his now-adult daughter: "I wanted something very badly," he says, "and I thought if I took my eye off of it, I couldn't have it." At least Jay is trying to apologize. When Gustav (played by Stellan Skarsgard), the ornery patriarch of Joachim Trier's Sentimental Value, is accused by his daughter Nora (Renate Reinsve) of never having watched her perform, he defends himself by saying that he doesn't like theater. Meanwhile, in Chloe Zhao's Hamnet, William Shakespeare (Paul Mescal) likes the theater a bit too much. Although he's a much more affectionate parent than Jay or Gustav, the Bard's absence--he gallops away from plaguey Stratford-upon-Avon to the Elizabethan West End--has calamitous consequences for his kids.

Read: Parenting is the least of her worries

But these films are not pat condemnations of the flawed fathers they depict; they illustrate, sometimes with seeming ambivalence, the consequences of such self-absorption. Tellingly, Sentimental Value's most tender scene doesn't feature Gustav at all. Instead, it's a quiet moment between Nora and her sister, Agnes (Inga Ibsdotter Lilleaas). Having finally read Gustav's latest screenplay, and found within it surprising echoes of the darkest periods of her own life, an emotional Nora sits on her bedroom floor beside her sister. The script is so uncannily accurate, Agnes notes, that it's as though their father had been there for Nora's suffering. "Well, he wasn't," Nora replies. "You were."

It's a gorgeous demonstration of familial love that also lays bare the true cost of the Sad Art Dad's narcissism. He has made himself redundant; his children have learned, painfully, to cope without him. The same specter of redundancy haunts both Hamnet and Jay Kelly. When Shakespeare arrives home after tragedy strikes, he finds that he's too late to help his family. He then announces his intent to return to London--and his wife, Agnes (Jessie Buckley), slaps him. Jay's daughter Jess (Riley Keough) tells her father with brutal candor not to worry about her: "I'm gonna have a good life, just not with you." A memorable shot in Sentimental Value shows Gustav standing alone on a Normandy beach, his hulking, black-suited figure marooned against miles of sand and scudding lilac clouds. The price of failed fatherhood, it seems, is loneliness.

Does the Sad Art Dad regret his choices? Is making great art--which, in these films, has a capacious, allegorical quality--worth ruining your relationship with your kids? Each of these movies tries to convince us, with varying degrees of success, that prioritizing your artistic endeavors offers emotional compensation. Hamnet, for instance, ends with a delicately choreographed moment of parental connection. Agnes, standing in the audience at the Globe Theatre, reaches out to grasp the hand of the young actor playing Hamlet; in the film's version of the play, the tragic boy-hero is named for her dead son. Moving though it is, the scene's mawkishness renders it unpersuasive: Agnes's abrupt pivot from bitterly resenting her husband to forgiving him strains credulity. A play, even a Shakespeare play, is no substitute for a child.

Read: Two different ways of understanding fatherhood

Jay Kelly also considers the case for putting your craft before your kids, but only half-heartedly. It toys with the idea that the magic of the movies at least partially justifies Jay's parental negligence; the film ends on a long close-up of Jay's face as he watches a retrospective reel of his career, visibly moved. But the film ultimately gives up trying to convince the audience that the art was worth the human cost. In its closing line, Jay asks, fruitlessly, for a chance to live his life over again. Measured against the wreckage of his relationships, Hollywood's comforts prove chilly even to the movie star.

Sentimental Value's vision of film as a doorway to empathy and repair is by far the most compelling. Gustav's script may dwindle beside the compassion his daughters offer each other, yet his transformation of Nora's pain into art is still an act of love. As Agnes says to her sister: "I think he wrote it for you." Gustav's work, we realize, is more empathetic, more attentive to other people, than he is. His daughters might find this to be a bitter-tasting irony, but the consolation is real--particularly for an actor like Nora, who eventually finds creative catharsis playing the part Gustav based on her.

Oddly, despite his inadequacies, the Sad Art Dad suggests a promising cultural shift on-screen. To pay attention to the idea of flawed fatherhood, after all, is to think seriously about what constitutes its opposite, the good dad. Laura Dern's unsentimental divorce lawyer says it well in Baumbach's Marriage Story, which is also about depressed dads: "The idea of a good father was only invented, like, 30 years ago." As such, it's striking to find three films out at the same time that are gnawed by such similar anxieties. Perhaps Joachim Trier put it best: "Tenderness is the new punk."
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North Road, Fall 2020

A poem

by Ken Burns

Sun, 28 Dec 2025




The vandals came at night
 Tarring the asphalt with the coward's color.
 Their message--candidate and date--
 Reading both ways, at the bend in our road.
 
 The town's crew tried twice to cover it,
 But the words bled through, defiant.
 We troubled ourselves and argued for a response:
 To stomp on it, to jump over, or go around.
 
 We went around--in every season,
 For five years,
 The yellow fading, the outrage permanent,
 The scar invading each day's promise.
 
 Sometimes, when it rained, or in slush,
 It must have finally disappeared,
 Only to return, seen at some other angle,
 Persistent, mocking, vulgar, cruel.
 
 It's mostly gone now,
 Difficult to see on close inspection.
 Walking around didn't work,
 The insult still in place, indelible.
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The Slow, Inevitable Death of the Bowl Game

For college-football fans, the playoffs are now everything.

by Keith O'Brien

Sun, 28 Dec 2025




It's been a hard month for the once-prestigious college bowl. Just hours after Notre Dame learned that it would not be included in this season's College Football Playoff--the mega-popular, multibillion-dollar, 12-team invitational that crowns an NCAA Division I champion--the team announced that it would not play in any bowl whatsoever this year. Nine other programs, including Florida State, Auburn, and Baylor, soon followed Notre Dame's lead, declining bowl bids. Fans, pundits, and football insiders lashed out at these schools for refusing to finish out the season with one final game. Notre Dame took the brunt of the criticism; people called the team "quitters" and wondered if its choice sounded "a death knell" for the entire bowl tradition.

Here's the reality: The bowls have been dying a slow death in terms of cultural importance since 1998, when the college-football power brokers instituted the first national-championship game open to teams from every major conference. The move to a four-team playoff in 2014 hastened the decline of the old bowl system, and last year's expansion to a 12-team playoff put it on life support. With the best teams now competing in a proper playoff, the other postseason games have effectively become consolation prizes, late-season scrimmages with no stakes whatsoever.

It should have been obvious that this format would render the pageantry of the bowls irrelevant. The power brokers who created the national-title game back in 1998 worried as much: "In an effort to focus on a championship game," the Big East commissioner Mike Tranghese said way back at the start, "we're putting all the other bowls in a negative position."

At the time, the bowls truly mattered. In the 1989-90 season, teams played just 18 bowl games. For many players, a bowl game was one of their only chances to appear on national television, and the exposure launched careers. The Rose Bowl, the Orange Bowl, the Sugar Bowl, and the Cotton Bowl dated back to the early 20th century and managed to transcend sports, becoming must-watch TV on New Year's Day--the Rose Bowl perhaps most of all. Jim Delany, a former commissioner of the Big Ten, told me recently that the teams in his conference didn't dream about winning national titles; they dreamed about going to Pasadena, California, to play in the Rose Bowl. "It was welcomed as a cultural event," Delany said. "It had a great time slot on New Year's Day--at 2 p.m. local, 5 p.m. eastern. The parade and the ratings were Super Bowl-esque in the '50s and '60s."

Sally Jenkins: How to fix the mess of college sports

Even the lesser bowls--such as the Holiday Bowl, played for the first time in 1978 in San Diego--mattered. Ty Detmer, the quarterback at Brigham Young University from 1988 to 1991, threw for 576 yards against Penn State in the 1989 Holiday Bowl, which was broadcast on ESPN. The following season, Detmer won the Heisman Trophy, the most prestigious award in college football. In a lot of ways, Detmer told me, he could trace his Heisman win to his performance in that game against Penn State. "That put us on the map," he said. "That was the culmination of our season, even though it wasn't a national championship."

But the tradition of the bowls was also slowing the growth of the game. In many seasons, the best teams in the country never crossed paths. They played in different conferences during the regular season and didn't match up in the bowls. That left it up to pollsters to determine a national champion by a vote. Many years, they returned different results, leading to two champions; in the 1990s, fans were horrified when three seasons ended without a clear winner.

Fans demanded a new system--and one man had a solution. Roy Kramer, the commissioner of the Southeastern Conference, believed that he could preserve the sanctity of the bowls while giving people the national champion they wanted. Kramer pulled together a coalition of fellow commissioners, including Delany at the Big Ten. Together, they laid the groundwork for the Bowl Championship Series, a format that would include every major conference and create the first-ever national-title game that would name an indisputable college-football champion. Huddling in a small library at the SEC headquarters with a young public-relations man named Charles Bloom, Kramer set out to invent a mathematical formula that used data points, including a team's overall record and the strength of its schedule, to determine which two teams should get the call to play in the title game.

Bloom, who is now an athletic director at the University of South Carolina, told me that Kramer was driven to get the formula right, demanding "relentless research." When they thought they had one that worked, Kramer and Bloom checked it against the results of previous seasons to make sure that it successfully chose the best two teams. And when the system was unveiled, in 1998, Kramer had created a new--and more certain--world. Finally, the college-football season would end with a clear champion.

Almost immediately, the criticism came. "Today, people are arguing about the 12th and 13th teams," Bloom said. "Well, back then you were arguing about the second and third teams." Every year, teams felt snubbed. The arguments, at times, grew heated, and people began calling for a bigger playoff.

Kramer pushed back. He said that he could list "100 reasons" an expanded playoff would be bad for the sport--one being that it would make the bowls irrelevant. But by the early 2000s, Kramer was in his early 70s and nearing retirement. From the moment he left the SEC, in 2002, younger voices began rallying support for playoff expansion. After years of debate, a four-team playoff began in 2014.

Jemele Hill: The most egregious double standard in sports

But with more spots in the playoff field, more teams could now make a credible case that they should have been included. Arguments became a staple of bowl season. Delany, who was still the commissioner of the Big Ten at the time, knew what was coming next: an even bigger playoff. "It was obvious that it was going to grow, and going to grow, and going to grow," he said, "because no matter what you give, people want more."

In general, most people would agree that the 12-team playoff, launched last year, has been good for college football. Teams competing this season will split nearly $120 million in winnings. ESPN inked a $7.8 billion deal to broadcast these games through the 2031-32 season, and if last year's ratings are any indication, fans will be tuning in to watch: The title game in January drew a TV audience of more than 22 million viewers.

Before the second season with the new playoff format is even over, Kramer's predictions are already coming true. The bowls do mean less, because the playoff is now everything. This postseason involves 11 playoff games, with high stakes and big crowds--as well as 35 other bowl games, played for the most part by mediocre teams with mediocre records, with very little fanfare at all. These games aren't the Rose Bowl of yesteryear. They aren't even the Holiday Bowl circa 1989. They're the Union Home Mortgage Gasparilla Bowl, the GameAbove Sports Bowl, the Snoop Dogg Arizona Bowl. And in the years to come, you can bet that more college programs will skip them. They won't want bowls; they'll want the playoffs, which the college-football power brokers are already considering expanding--to 16 teams, or maybe 24.

It's the future that Roy Kramer feared. At least he won't be around to see it. He died at the age of 96 early this month, just a few days before Notre Dame got snubbed, took its football, and went home.
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Some of Our Most-Read Stories of 2025

Spend time with a selection of articles that resonated with our readers this year.

by Emma Williams

Sun, 28 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 stories that resonated most with our readers this year include reporting that led the political conversation, analysis that unraveled deep mysteries, and meditations on our evolving culture. Spend time with some of our most popular stories of the year.



Your 2025 Reading List

The Trump Administration Accidentally Texted Me Its War Plans

By Jeffrey Goldberg

U.S. national-security leaders included me in a group chat about upcoming military strikes in Yemen. I didn't think it could be real. Then the bombs started falling.


Here Are the Attack Plans That Trump's Advisers Shared on Signal

By Jeffrey Goldberg and Shane Harris

The administration has downplayed the importance of the text messages inadvertently sent to The Atlantic's editor in chief.


The Missing Kayaker

By Jamie Thompson

What happened to Ryan Borgwardt?


An "Impossible" Disease Outbreak in the Alps

By Shayla Love

In one tiny town, more than a dozen people were diagnosed with the rare neurodegenerative disease ALS. Why?


"I Run the Country and the World"

By Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer

Donald Trump believes he's invincible. But the cracks are beginning to show.


Teens Are Forgoing a Classic Rite of Passage

By Faith Hill

Fewer young people are getting into relationships.


How Hitler Dismantled a Democracy in 53 Days

By Timothy W. Ryback

He used the constitution to shatter the constitution.


His Daughter Was America's First Measles Death in a Decade

By Tom Bartlett

A visit with a family in mourning


Growing Up Murdoch

By McKay Coppins

James Murdoch on mind games, sibling rivalry, and the war for the family media empire


The Army of God Comes Out of the Shadows

By Stephanie McCrummen

Tens of millions of American Christians are embracing a charismatic movement known as the New Apostolic Reformation, which seeks to destroy the secular state.


The Nobel Prize Winner Who Thinks We Have the Universe All Wrong

By Ross Andersen

Cosmologists are fighting over everything.


The Anti-Social Century

By Derek Thompson

Americans are now spending more time alone than ever. It's changing our personalities, our politics, and even our relationship to reality.


The Mother Who Never Stopped Believing Her Son Was Still There

By Sarah Zhang

For decades, Eve Baer remained convinced that her son, unresponsive after a severe brain injury, was still conscious. Science eventually proved her right.




Culture Break


Paul Popper / Popperfoto / Getty



Explore. A certain notion of politeness requires pretending that the ideal interaction would go on forever. In 2021, Joe Pinsker wrote about how to end a conversation without making up an excuse.

Watch. In 2024, Shirley Li recommended nine underrated movies that are worth your time.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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        The Question-Mark Mayoralty
        Michael Powell

        In the months before the election of the young democratic socialist Zohran Mamdani as mayor, panic seized members of New York's elite business community. Real-estate moguls, hedge-fund princes, and a well-known supermarket-chain magnate forecast disaster. Several of them vowed to move to Texas or Florida, or at least Hoboken, if Mamdani was elected. So far, however, the city hasn't seen an exodus of its richest residents, and their alarm has lapsed into glum acceptance.I recently asked Kathryn Wy...

      

      
        The Secret to Loving Winter
        Rafaela Jinich

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.It's January 1, and the self-help corners of the internet tell me I'm supposed to wake up as a matcha-drinking, Pilates-doing goddess of discipline. Except I don't like matcha, my gym leggings are in hibernation, and my discipline is nowhere to be found. Outside, winter has the nerve to continue."As you stride into the first week of the year full of good intentions, yo...

      

      
        Iranians Have Had Enough
        Arash Azizi

        A wave of protests started by shopkeepers swept through Tehran in December. Iranians have had such a terrible year--facing such a decline in living standards and such a sense of political impasse--that no one was terribly surprised when demonstrations filled the streets.I asked one Iranian student why she had taken part in the street protests. "Yeah, why should we protest?" she replied sarcastically. "After all, we have it so good!"The immediate spark for the protests was a sharp decline in the val...

      

      
        A Bizarre, Challenging Book More People Should Read
        Robert Rubsam

        Every year, I set myself a reading challenge. These are sometimes small--read more poetry; read older books--and sometimes quite large. More than a decade ago, I spent an entire year reading nothing but writing in translation, an experience that fundamentally reoriented my literary habits. Part of my annual resolution is to devote each summer to filling in a major blind spot. I finished Marcel Proust's Remembrance of Things Past, for example, over three years, cracking open one gray Vintage volume ...

      

      
        Britain Should Have Read the Tweets First
        Helen Lewis

        How much effort should a country expend to rescue someone who appears to hate its values? That is the question posed by the case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah.Abd el-Fattah is an Egyptian pro-democracy campaigner who has been in and out of prison since 2006 for opposing the regimes of Hosni Mubarak and Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, and for drawing attention to torture and other abuses. In 2021, he was granted British citizenship through a somewhat tenuous connection--his mother, Laila, had been born in London whi...

      

      
        The Holiday Traditions of a Nation Long Dead
        Andrew Fedorov

        Every year in late December, my childhood home transformed into a vision of American bliss. We'd gather to ornament a tree, drape string lights around the house, and sit down to an elaborate feast. Not long after dawn the next day, while our little sister still slept, my brother and I would impatiently sneak downstairs to see our gifts, which we understood to have been delivered by a kindly old man. It could have been a scene out of A Christmas Story. Except we weren't celebrating Christmas. My f...

      

      
        The Cult of Costco
        Jake Lundberg

        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.Because every day is Black Friday at Costco, I choose to go on Saturday. I like to get there early. I always park in the same spot (right next to the cart return), and wait with the other die-hards. It has the thrill of a stakeout, absent any crime or danger. When the doors open, we move toward the entr...

      

      
        A Better Way to Think About New Year's Resolutions
        Valerie Trapp

        Nowadays, having a New Year's resolution can seem almost quaint. Social-media influencers push self-improvement trends year-round: The spring has "glow up" challenges, as does the summer. Soon after, the high-discipline "Great Lock-In Challenge" and "Winter Arc" videos begin, many of them urging people to get ahead of the "new year, new me" crowd. Or you can attempt a slew of other self-betterment regimens, whenever the spirit calls. Many of these videos depict people minimizing distractions--such...

      

      
        31 <em>Atlantic</em> Stories You Might Have Missed
        Bhumika Tharoor

        In case you're settling into winter and lamenting not having read everything The Atlantic has published this year, you're in luck. I've created a list of stories you may have missed that are very much worth your time. The assortment ranges widely: eating an organ feast in Mark Twain's Paris, experiencing a comedy-show adventure in Riyadh, drifting after a shipwreck in the Pacific, and diving into the secrets of the Inca empire. "What Parents of Boys Should Know" sparked many conversations in my g...

      

      
        The Problem With Letting AI Do the Grunt Work
        Nick Geisler

        One of the first sentences I was ever paid to write was "Try out lighter lip stick colors, like peach or coral." Fresh out of college in the mid 2010s, I'd scored a copy job for a how-to website. An early task involved expanding upon an article titled "How to Get Rid of Dark Lips." For the next two years, I worked on articles with headlines such as "How to Speak Like a Stereotypical New Yorker (With Examples)," "How to Eat an Insect or Arachnid," and "How to Acquire a Gun License in New Jersey." ...

      

      
        The Show Won't Go On
        Jonathan Chait

        This article was updated on December 31, 2025 at 9:33am.In the opening scene of the black comedy The Death of Stalin, a pianist in Moscow is told her orchestra is giving a command performance for Joseph Stalin, and refuses to play on political grounds. A frantic radio director, fearing he will be arrested or shot if he fails to produce the concert in time, begs her to reconsider, finally prevailing with an offer of 20,000 rubles.Recently, the Trump administration faced a similar situation. After ...

      

      
        The Plan That Foretold Trump's 2025
        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.A year ago, no one knew for sure whether Project 2025 would prove to be influential or if it would fall by the wayside, like so many plans in President Donald Trump's first term. Today, it stands as the single most successful policy initiative of the entire Trump era.Project 2025, which was convened by ...

      

      
        The MetroCard Never Got Its Due
        Matteo Wong

        On a chilly December morning, I descended a flight of stairs and entered the New York Transit Museum. Housed in a decommissioned subway station in downtown Brooklyn, the museum was packed with elementary-school children on a field trip. All around me, tour guides shepherded groups of them through the various exhibits. Later on, I heard one guide ask if any of the students knew how to pay for the subway. "You tap a phone," a child volunteered. For decades, the default answer has been something els...

      

      
        The Trump Administration's Most Paralyzing Blow to Science
        Katherine J. Wu

        For all of the political chaos that American science endured in 2025, aspects of this country's research enterprise made it through somewhat ... okay. The Trump administration terminated billions of dollars in research grants; judges intervened to help reinstate thousands of those contracts. The administration threatened to cut funding to a number of universities; several have struck deals that preserved that money. After the White House proposed slashing the National Institutes of Health's $48 bil...

      

      
        55 Facts That Blew Our Minds in 2025
        The Atlantic Science Desk

        The Atlantic's Science, Technology, and Health desk has had a busy 2025: Our writers have spent the year probing the limits of human consciousness and gene-editing technology, studying the ubiquity of microplastics, investigating the origins of a mysterious ALS outbreak, and even chasing down rubble from the White House's demolished East Wing. Our reporting has led us to a number of strange and delightful facts. In a year defined by slop, we hope these nuggets of reality inspire some genuine awe:...

      

      
        A 2025 Ranking You Won't Read Anywhere Else
        Alexandra Petri

        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.How to describe this year ... Slop? Rage-baiting? Pantone white? Yes, and: The Katie Miller Podcast.If you're wondering who Katie Miller is and why high-level officials keep going on her podcast: She made a name for herself during the first Trump administration by denying that the Department of Homeland S...

      

      
        The Podcast 'Productivity' Trap
        Thomas Chatterton Williams

        Podcasts have devastated my relationship to music. Confirmation of that sad fact came earlier this month in the form of my Spotify "Wrapped," the streaming service's personalized report of what I listened to this year, including a playlist of my top songs. In the past, this annual playlist supplied a loop of sonic pleasure, propelling me through workouts, dinner preps, and hours-long commutes. This year, I haven't even opened it.That is not to say I've embraced silence: According to Spotify, I sp...

      

      
        Why the Supreme Court Is Giving ICE So Much Power
        Nancy Gertner

        Untold numbers of ICE agents have appeared on America's streets in recent months, and many of them have committed acts of aggression with seeming impunity. ICE agents have detained suspected illegal immigrants without cause--including U.S. citizens and lawful residents. They have, in effect, kidnapped people, breaking into cars to make arrests. They have used tear gas and pepper spray on nonviolent protesters. They have refused to identify themselves, wearing masks, using unmarked cars, and switch...

      

      
        Six Months Off the Street
        Ethan Brooks

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn July, we published a series of stories about San Francisco's attempt to address the growing number of homeless and addicted people living on the streets. We followed Evan, who had been homeless for years, as he sought to escape the addiction that was threatening his life. Four months later, we check in on how he's doing.No Easy Fix is a three-part series from Radio Atlantic about homelessness and addiction in San Franc...

      

      
        Facts vs. Clicks: How Algorithms Reward Extremism
        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 upcoming 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. He examines the many actions President Donald Trump has taken that run counter to the ideals articulated in 1776, and considers how the Founders' constitutional genius may ultimately be what frustrates Trump's attempt to consolidate power.David is then joined by his At...

      

      
        Five Books About Going Out That Are Worth Staying In For
        Andrew Holter

        There are nights when the dance floor beckons but the bones refuse. When the urge to party arrives, it may be too late to book a babysitter. Perhaps you're already in sweatpants, or closing time is before midnight where you live. Possibly, the prospect of going out has been raised but vetoed by a cohabitant, and you don't want to tango alone. You could also be the kind of person who is more interested in the idea than the reality of loud, sweaty, euphoric congresses found in clubs and music venue...

      

      
        Photos: The Year in Volcanic Activity
        Alan Taylor

        Gary Miller / GettyPeople watch as Hawaii's Kilauea volcano erupts on May 11, 2025.Gary Miller / GettyA closer view of Kilauea volcano erupting in Hawaii on May 11, 2025Arnold Welianto / AFP / GettyMount Lewotobi Laki-Laki erupts, pictured from Pululera village, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on August 18, 2025.AFP / GettyA villager watches the eruption of Mount Lewotobi Laki-Laki from Talibura village in Sikka, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on June 17, 2025.Etna Walk / AFP / GettyLava flows acr...
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The Question-Mark Mayoralty

Zohran Mamdani ran an unabashedly progressive campaign. But how he will govern New York remains something of a mystery.

by Michael Powell

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




In the months before the election of the young democratic socialist Zohran Mamdani as mayor, panic seized members of New York's elite business community. Real-estate moguls, hedge-fund princes, and a well-known supermarket-chain magnate forecast disaster. Several of them vowed to move to Texas or Florida, or at least Hoboken, if Mamdani was elected. So far, however, the city hasn't seen an exodus of its richest residents, and their alarm has lapsed into glum acceptance.

I recently asked Kathryn Wylde, the soon-to-be-retired president of the Partnership for New York City--a sort of chamber of commerce for finance, real-estate, and tech barons--how her members now view Mamdani. Has anything changed? Wylde, who voted for the new mayor, paused. "I would not say it's positive," she said. "But those who are at all open to him recognize that he's smart, and they know that their kids voted for him. Now they are waiting to find out who he is."

Mamdani, who took office shortly after midnight, remains the question-mark mayor. He ran an unabashedly progressive campaign. But he has made a point of talking with potential adversaries; some Partnership for New York City members have met with Mamdani, for example, and he had a surprisingly warm audience with President Donald Trump in the Oval Office in November. How this charismatic 34-year-old will govern the largest city in America is something of a mystery, with three great uncertainties: How will Mamdani manage his relationship with the rich? How will he approach the Israel-Palestine issue? And how will he respond to the influence of his old friends, the Democratic Socialists of America?

Mamdani called his election a "mandate for change," a claim somewhat belied by the fact that he won with a narrow 50.8 percent of the vote. And he has not backed away from an ambitious and costly economic agenda: He wants to make day care universal and buses free. He also campaigned on shifting the property-tax burden from working-class, outer-borough homeowners to "richer and whiter" neighborhoods. He has promised to accomplish this agenda by taxing the rich and their corporations and townhouses.

Joseph Heath: The populist revolt against cognitive elites

But Mamdani can't afford to alienate the wealthy. Millionaires accounted for $34 billion worth of city and state personal-income-tax revenue as of 2022, according to the Citizens Budget Commission, an influential business-backed nonprofit. The commission found that New York's share of the nation's millionaires shrank from 12.7 percent in 2010 to 8.7 percent in 2022. Had that share stayed steady, the city and state would have collected an additional $13 billion in income taxes.

Mitchell Moss, an urban-planning professor at NYU, told me that moves against the business community could also turn off people who were drawn to New York by the lure of economic opportunity. "Capitalism is built into the fabric of this city," Moss said. "Why do you think all the immigrants come here?"

But New York's business community might not turn out to be quite as oppositional as some expect. Its members are reasonably civic-minded. Wylde said her flock of CEOs are aware that their companies will suffer if talented people cannot afford to live in the city. And some of them don't take a dire view of all high taxes. Almost two decades ago, the Partnership for New York City endorsed a payroll-tax increase to support mass transit; more recently, it supported a congestion-pricing fee for cars entering New York's central business district.

Mamdani has left the door ajar to negotiation--and compromise--with business leaders and with Governor Kathy Hochul, a centrist Democrat. Of late, he has talked of balancing a rent freeze for tenants with insurance and tax cuts for landlords in working-class neighborhoods. In such moments, he sounds less like Rosa Luxemburg than a more familiar New York type, the liberal social Democrat--not far off from former Mayor David Dinkins or even Michael Bloomberg.

A more fraught question for Mamdani is how he will handle Palestine and Israel. Mamdani has declared that Palestinian liberation is "at the core" of his politics. He founded his college's chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, and has said he opposes Israel's identity as a Jewish state. To have a mayor who speaks with antipathy toward Israel and some Jewish Zionist organizations is an unprecedented turn in a city with an estimated 960,000 Jewish residents and three Jewish former mayors.

Mamdani has pledged to order the police to arrest Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu if he sets foot in New York. He recently criticized a prominent synagogue for hosting an event for a nonprofit that encourages immigration to Israel, including to settlements in the West Bank. Under pressure from Jewish leaders, this summer he said he would "discourage" use of the phrase globalize the intifada, though he has said that many people use the phrase simply to show support for Palestinians. Talk of a global intifada took on a chilling resonance this month after two gunmen opened fire on Jews celebrating Hanukkah on Australia's Bondi Beach, killing 15 people.

"Jews have been comfortable in New York City for a long time," Moss told me. "For the first time, they sense that they are not automatically safe here."

A liberal financier, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because he doesn't want to alienate the new mayor, told me that he attended a Mamdani event recently and appreciated that Mamdani listened carefully and took notes. The financier supports Mamdani's commitment to addressing the city's gross inequities. "Personally, I find it difficult to believe that an ambitious man like him is going to die on the hill of the Palestinian struggle," this person said. "But I have lots and lots of Jewish friends who are freaked out."

Mamdani's relationship with the Democratic Socialists of America presents the third big question mark. A movement brimming with activist energy and ideological certitude, DSA gave birth to Mamdani's political career, providing the vigor and street organizing that made him such a formidable candidate. He has promised to remain a loyal DSA cadre. Yet that loyalty will be tested when he departs his rent-stabilized apartment in Queens for the two-century-old mayoral mansion on Manhattan's Upper East Side. Already, Mamdani has angered influential DSA members with some of his early decisions.

Derek Thompson: The affordability curse

Five years ago, Mamdani wrote that the city's police department was "wicked" and should be dismantled; this past June, he told Meet the Press that billionaires should not exist. But in November, Mamdani reappointed Police Commissioner Jessica Tisch, a centrist technocrat who hails from a family with a fortune valued at $10 billion. Then he pressured DSA not to put up a candidate to challenge House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries, whom leftists view as guilty of the sin of moderation.

DSA comrades were not amused. In December, the two national co-chairs of the organization, Ashik Siddique and Megan Romer, appeared on the Dispatches podcast; the episode was titled "Can DSA Hold Mamdani Accountable?" Rania Khalek, the host, asked Siddique's and Romer's view of Tisch, whom Khalek described as coming from "this very billionaire Zionist family." (Tisch is Jewish.) Neither co-chair challenged Khalek's description of Tisch. "I don't think either of us are happy about keeping somebody like that on," Siddique said. Romer, a member of a Marxist-Leninst faction within DSA, described Mamdani's decision as "really disappointing."

In the lead-up to Mamdani's inauguration, some wealthy New Yorkers sounded, if not accommodating, at least resigned to their fate. This past summer, Ricky Sandler, the CEO of a global equity firm, wrote to his fellow oligarchs warning of the "dire consequences" of a Mamdani victory. But the day after Mamdani's election, Sandler proclaimed himself ready to tough out the new socialist administration. "NYC will be worse for yesterday's outcome. Potentially a lot worse," he wrote. But "I am not planning to move Eminence Capital to another city or state."

One imagines that such moments of ruling-class resignation could be a minor relief for Mamdani. As for DSA, it has not hesitated to break with prominent progressive politicians, including its most famous member, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez; the national DSA withdrew its endorsement of her, at least in part because she took the heretical step of signing a press release supporting a missile-defense system to protect Israeli civilians. Which leaves the strange possibility that New York's first socialist mayor might find himself more threatened by his left flank than by the occasional alienated hedge funder.
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The Secret to Loving Winter

Early January can feel like the comedown after too much sparkle. But the calm that follows has its own promise.

by Rafaela Jinich

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




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


It's January 1, and the self-help corners of the internet tell me I'm supposed to wake up as a matcha-drinking, Pilates-doing goddess of discipline. Except I don't like matcha, my gym leggings are in hibernation, and my discipline is nowhere to be found. Outside, winter has the nerve to continue.

"As you stride into the first week of the year full of good intentions, you may notice a sinking sensation: The vibes are just ... off," Isle McElroy wrote in 2024. And for many of us, they are--every year. In late November, winter can feel charming: Thanksgiving offers coziness and pie and the suggestion that cold weather is just a backdrop to togetherness. December doubles down--lights, parties, rituals designed to make the early sunsets feel intentional. Then comes New Year's Eve, one last bit of glitter.

And then: January. A month so unadorned, it almost feels punitive. If December is champagne, January is the headache.

It's tempting to surrender to the slump--to assume that the dullness is inevitable. But some writers throughout history have treated this month not as dead air but as an invitation: a moment when the world gets quiet enough that you can hear your own thoughts again. Henry David Thoreau's New Year's Day journal entries, published in The Atlantic in 1885, articulate how winter can sharpen a person's senses. "The rude pioneer work of the world has been done by the most devoted worshipers of beauty," he wrote. "In winter is their campaign ... They are elastic under the heaviest burden, under the extremest physical suffering." Even the landscape rewarded anyone who bothered to notice: Frozen branches became "fat, icy herbage"; weeds turned into "jewels." "In this clear air and bright sunlight, the ice-covered trees have a new beauty," he journaled in 1853.

Other writers in the archive seemed to recognize that same hidden momentum. In 1877, the poet Helen Hunt Jackson argued that winter is where fortitude gathers. "O Winter!," she writes, "June could not hire / Her roses to forego the strength they learn / In sleeping on thy breast." What looks like nothing happening is often everything happening, just beneath the surface.

Three years later, in her "New Year Song," Celia Thaxter didn't ask the month to transform her--she simply welcomed it.

Die and depart, Old Year, old sorrow!
 Welcome, O morning air of health and strength!
 O glad New Year, bring us new hope to-morrow,
 With blossom, leaf, and fruitage bright at length.


Her January is a reminder that a new year can begin quietly and still begin well.

Recently, one writer observed that winter's malaise can be a story we tell ourselves. Maggie Mertens noted in 2023 that although being sad in the wintertime is a "prevailing narrative" in American life, the data resist that frame: National depression rates across the year remain "flat as a pancake," one researcher told her. Winter can be hard, but the belief that everyone is sadder during the season may simply be folklore passed off as fact. Taylor Kay Phillips argues that the secret to loving winter is to "first accept it, then enjoy it." Beautiful things are possible "because of the freezing temperatures and the precipitation and the wind, not in spite of them," she writes: "Snow days require snow. Cute gloves need cold hands." Winter, she insists, is "its own rich, wonderful destination," not an ordeal to endure en route to spring.

Which brings us back to our muted stretch of January. If you stop asking it to be December 2.0 and let it be what it is, the month stops feeling like the aftertaste of the holidays and starts to take on its own flavor. "When reality clashes with expectations, perhaps we should change our expectations," McElroy wrote. Accept that old habits won't melt away overnight, or by mid-January, or maybe even by March. Accept that the month will be cold and plainspoken.

January may still feel like a hangover. But a hangover isn't just the end of the night. It's the body recalibrating after excess. Let the month be quiet. Let it be simple. The doldrums may still knock--but if you meet the month on its own terms, they don't have to linger.
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Iranians Have Had Enough

The demonstrations erupting across the Islamic Republic reflect deep economic and political discontent.

by Arash Azizi

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




A wave of protests started by shopkeepers swept through Tehran in December. Iranians have had such a terrible year--facing such a decline in living standards and such a sense of political impasse--that no one was terribly surprised when demonstrations filled the streets.

I asked one Iranian student why she had taken part in the street protests. "Yeah, why should we protest?" she replied sarcastically. "After all, we have it so good!"

The immediate spark for the protests was a sharp decline in the value of the Iranian currency. At one point last week, a U.S. dollar traded for almost 1.5 million rials, having lost more than half its value in a year. As recently as 2021, a dollar cost around 250,000 rials and, only a decade ago, around 30,000. This continuous decline has slashed savings, destroyed the Iranian middle class, and inflicted real suffering on the working classes. The protests began on Sunday with merchants who rely on importing electrical goods and find that very few can now afford them. But they've quickly mushroomed--as did previous rounds did in 2017, 2019, and 2022--spreading to cities in provinces such as Hamedan, Isfahan, and Lorestan, and drawing in students, pensioners, and members of Gen Z.

Like previous waves of demonstrations, the protests have quickly acquired a political character. Protesters have chanted, "Death to the dictator," targeting the octogenarian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who has held the top post since 1989 with little accountability. As a statement read out by students at Tehran's Beheshti University put it: "This criminal system has taken our future hostage for 47 years. It won't be changed with reform or with false promises."

Iran's President Masoud Pezeshkian, elected with promises of good governance last year, has overseen electricity and water cuts while failing to realize signature promises such as lifting restrictions of the internet. Wanting to show he is cut from a different cloth than his hard-line predecessor, Pezeshkian quickly promised to meet with representatives of protesters. His spokesperson affirmed "the constitutional right of peaceful protest" for Iranians.

But Pezeshkian doesn't control the security forces, so these pronouncements ring hollow. Dozens of protesters have already been arrested, including Sarira Karimi, head of a student union chapter at the University of Tehran. (Karimi was released on Wednesday.) In the small cities of Kuhdasht and Fasa, security forces shot at protesters. According to local officials, a member of the security forces was killed in Kuhdasht. Protesters also clashed with police in Hamedan and Najafabad.

On Tuesday, Pezeshkian met with representatives of some guilds and merchant unions and promised to improve the economy. After almost 18 months in office, he finally dismissed Mohammadreza Farzin, the unpopular central-bank governor appointed by his hard-line predecessor. Farzin's successor, Abdolnasser Hemmati, a pro-reform economist and Pezeshkian's former finance minister, has promised economic stability.

But Hemmati faces a tall order. He is likely to slash interest rates (the official rate currently stands at 40 percent) and to pursue banking and currency-exchange reform. But these are hardly panaceas for Iran's deeply beleaguered economy, which suffers from international isolation, Western-imposed sanctions, and domestic mismanagement by a regime that has long failed to prioritize its people's welfare.

Iran's current monthly minimum wage, of around 104 million rials, barely buys a gram of 18-karat gold (often used as a measure of real value). Nurses and teachers earn around 150 to 250 million rials a month while a semi-decent apartment in Tehran rents for around 200 million. Many professionals supplement their income by moonlighting as ride-share drivers or taking other odd jobs. Thousands have emigrated to seek a better life elsewhere.

To make things worse, Iranians live in the fear of another round of military strikes by Israel or the United States. "You can't plan even for two weeks in this country," a young man who took part in the protests told me. "Without stability, there is no prospect for growth or welfare. We live day by day."

To change that, the regime would need to come to an agreement with the Trump administration that lifts the sanctions or at least keeps Iran safe from war. But Khamenei's harsh ideological stance against Israel and the U.S. makes that hard to achieve. On Tuesday, protesters in Tehran used a classic protest chant: "Neither Gaza, nor Lebanon, I give my life for Iran." The slogan, popular since 2009, reflects opposition to Iran's backing for militias such as Hamas and Hezbollah. The protesters believe that military adventurism has drained Iranian resources and helped put the country at odds with both the West and its Arab neighbors. In other words, Iranians link their economic malaise to their regime's foreign policy.

Can the protesters prevail against the Islamic Republic?

Every time Iranians come out to the streets, many around the world express this wish. Prominent American and Israeli politicians have already done so in the past few days. But rattled as the regime might be, it has seen mass protests off repeatedly in recent years.

Opponents of the Islamic Republic remain hopelessly disorganized and disunited. Some protesters have chanted slogans in favor of Reza Pahlavi, Iran's exiled crown prince. But Pahlavi remains a divisive figure among anti-regime Iranians. Many reject his claim to leadership. Pahlavi's supporters and top advisers routinely criticize popular domestic dissidents including the Nobel Peace laureate Narges Mohammadi, actress Taraneh Alidoosti, and rapper Toumaj Salehi. Earlier this month, Mohammadi was physically attacked by pro-Pahlavi protesters in the northeastern city of Mashhad.

Regardless of their politics, all opposition factions have failed to build powerful organizations or lasting networks that could direct the protests. Without such direction, the current protests are likely to lose momentum and fizzle out, just like previous rounds. Even if they were to last, it is far likelier that figures from inside the regime's ranks would take the initiative and wrest power from Khamenei, than that the protesters would succeed in bringing about a change to the regime's basic structures.

"I am happy from the bottom of my heart to see others in the streets," a young woman who took part in protests on Wednesday told me. "But I also know that we are economically fucked and things won't get better anytime soon. We also have no easy way of winning against these bastards. It is hard to be hopeful."

Even as Iranians show incredible bravery by coming out against their thuggish regime, a winning strategy continues to be elusive.
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A Bizarre, Challenging Book More People Should Read

The true pleasure of literature can be found in demanding works such as <em>Your Name Here</em>, by Helen DeWitt and Ilya Gridneff.

by Robert Rubsam

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




Every year, I set myself a reading challenge. These are sometimes small--read more poetry; read older books--and sometimes quite large. More than a decade ago, I spent an entire year reading nothing but writing in translation, an experience that fundamentally reoriented my literary habits. Part of my annual resolution is to devote each summer to filling in a major blind spot. I finished Marcel Proust's Remembrance of Things Past, for example, over three years, cracking open one gray Vintage volume every June.

And one year, my goal was to get my hands on The Last Samurai, by Helen DeWitt. I had been hearing about the novel for years from writers and critics but could not find a copy. First published in 2000, DeWitt's debut sold well but fell quickly out of print, stranding it in that curious creative purgatory reserved for the deeply loved but commercially overlooked. It became more legend than literature: People whispered about a mind-expanding book crammed with Greek letters, a coming-of-age tale that would teach its audience about philosophy and film history, then convince any reader that they could speak Japanese.

It intrigued and intimidated me, even as I dug in. I would read a few pages, flip ahead to the foreign alphabets, and close the book again. But when I actually knuckled down to finish the thing, I found myself cackling, and underlining, and speeding through the story of the child-genius Ludo and his mother, Sibylla, who is determined to raise her son on a course of advanced mathematics and Old Norse and repeat viewings of Akira Kurosawa's Seven Samurai. Why, I wondered, had I waited so long? Why had I let myself be cowed?

Such is the legend of DeWitt, whose formidability precedes her. Now 68, she has spent most of her career creating the kind of fiction many might call "difficult," and fighting with a publishing industry that is skittish about the commercial risk that her work demands. This fall, she finally published her third novel, Your Name Here, a metafictional, email-mediated collaboration with the journalist Ilya Gridneff--and it makes The Last Samurai look breezy.

Your Name Here spent nearly 20 years in the book version of development hell: DeWitt and Gridneff began working on it during George W. Bush's second term, after DeWitt was institutionalized following a suicide attempt. For a while, it existed only as a PDF on her website, alongside a suggested-donation link. No publisher would touch it--probably because it is pockmarked with pictures of Theodor Adorno, Google Search results, MSN email signatures, and a complete Arabic alphabet. A series of loosely interpolated, convoluted meta-narratives are plastered like papier-mache onto the story of a brilliant, suicidal author desperate to write her way out of a profound spiritual and financial funk. According to The New York Times, DeWitt responded to complaints that the book was "hard to follow" by making it even more disorienting.


 In October, the independent publisher Deep Vellum finally made it available as a 607-page brick. It is a novel of permanent, persistent becoming, a story whose endings are multiple and essentially arbitrary, and it takes its own seeming unpublishability as a theme, or perhaps a promise. Reading it, you find yourself in the same position as the people writing it: a state of hovering uncertainty that does not dissipate, even on the final page. "What if. What if. What if," DeWitt writes, about a third of the way in. "What if I have no idea what happens next?"

In other words, Your Name Here is that dirty word in literary circles today: a challenge. If you believe a heap of essays recently written about the phenomenon, difficult books are read performatively or shown off by "brodernists" eager to impress others with their brainy brawn. Meanwhile, actual market pressures lead in the opposite direction. As I have written before, this era of declining literacy and unsteady sales has led publishers to seek out writing that is summarizable, adaptable, and even, sometimes, readable. Perhaps they're catering to the internet-addled consumer, who may seek out books with simple prose and a straightforward plot.

The narrators of Your Name Here want to capitalize on that preference. The novel tells, among other things, the story of a friendship between Helen DeWitt (at certain points apparently fictionalized as a reclusive, suicidal writer named Rachel Zozanian) and the tabloid journalist Ilya Gridneff. The two meet in a bar, forget about each other, reconnect digitally, and decide to write a novel that will combine DeWitt's autobiographical and metafictional writings with Gridneff's emails. The goal, it seems, is to make a bit of quick money, banking on public interest in DeWitt's/Zozanian's notoriety and Gridneff's gonzo, debaucherous exploits. The story of the novel is also the story of the composition of the novel, an intuitive collaboration between wildly different writers. This is a book that contains pages and pages of full emails, including subject lines, signatures, and the addresses of ancient or defunct hosting companies.

Pitching a book as abstruse as Your Name Here as a kind of cash grab is the novel's wry joke. Yet it speaks sincerely to an obsession of DeWitt's: She has long been consumed by the question of what contemporary society does and does not value, and both she and her characters have struggled with their bills. In the author's note for her 2018 story collection, Some Trick, DeWitt includes a link that would allow the reader to buy her a cup of coffee; The Last Samurai's Sibylla bemoans a world that monetizes everything but the strange, polymathic brilliance displayed by her son; in Your Name Here, DeWitt's doppelganger, Zozanian, laments all the hours she must spend working odd jobs to make rent.

Yet the real problem for DeWitt is not money but time: Working takes up hours that might be spent in libraries, browsing online, learning new languages, and reading classic texts, all activities foundational to the acquisition of specialized knowledge. But because such activities have marginal monetary value, and educational institutions no longer provide the resources one might need to pursue such research, breakthroughs in knowledge are never made--and great novels are never written. This state of affairs turns seekers of truth such as Zozanian into "shadows of their possible selves," permanently prevented from attaining full form.

Your Name Here often indulges in such existential pessimism. There is much talk of "the biz," or rather bizzes of all types: publishing, tabloid journalism, moviemaking, sex work. Yet the novel's essential form openly defies the profit-seeking world. So, yes, it includes the story of the writing of a novel called Your Name Here, often over email, which is at moments (in Gridneff's case) quite tedious. But it also zips among the escapades of Zozanian, a brilliant, cash-strapped Oxford student; chapters from her best-selling novel, Lotteryland; messages from a Hollywood filmmaker who wants to adapt Lotteryland; dispatches from mid-aughts Berlin; the intake form from a Buffalo psychiatric ward; arguments between the co-authors about the subject and shape of the book; and the thoughts of a series of fictional readers who pick up, comment on, and help shape the novel--both the real and fictional versions.

This sounds labyrinthine, but it isn't, not really. DeWitt has constructed not a maze so much as a garden, where many kinds of writing can thrive side by side. The results can be anarchic, even confusing--I was never entirely clear on the precise relationship between DeWitt and Zozanian, or why the Berlin sections are told from one's perspective and not the other's--but they are never simple, blunt, or bland. Like the second-person narrators who pop up to gripe about the book's use of Arabic or comment on its dissimilarity to the works of Anne Tyler, you will often find yourself wondering, What's going on? Where is this going? And like them, if you keep reading, you will play a part in making it cohere.

Your Name Here does not treat readers like passive audience members to whom meaning is dictated. It demands work from them, and brazenly risks being misunderstood. This is a welcome development at a time when authors are starting to compete with the ultimate consumer-friendly writing: AI-generated poetry and prose. The text blobs that chatbots produce are becoming more popular, more accessible, and more lifelike--a reader can have a personally customized novel delivered a la carte in minutes. But AI writings are limited by the prompts used to create them and will always reflect the reader-prompter's existing desires and prejudices, as well as those of the training materials, rather than prodding them to expand. I want my sensibility widened, not pandered to.

Great literature, I would argue, is an active pursuit. It enlists the reader in the act of co-creation and meaning-making. By dramatizing and diversifying its many acts of formation, Your Name Here provides its few but devoted admirers with a surprisingly moving argument for spiky, irregular, even incomplete literature. What emerges is a survival engine--a book that finds its purpose in the collaboration between its co-writers and its readers. That the novel is imperfect, often bewildering, and sometimes a mess is not the point. Its fractured, scattered form, grasping for structure instead of pretending to master it, is an attempt to build a future that will include both author and reader. A simpler book could not do nearly as much.

This is why I try every year to challenge myself. Whatever the limitations of the marketplace, great writing remains as capable as ever of breaking open your sense of the world and your place in it. Reading a novel like Your Name Here, you can come to see that there are no real limits in literature, and fewer in life than you'd expect. And having come to realize that, you might start to wonder along with DeWitt: What if? The real challenge begins.
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Britain Should Have Read the Tweets First

The case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah is a test of Britain's values.

by Helen Lewis

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




How much effort should a country expend to rescue someone who appears to hate its values? That is the question posed by the case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah.

Abd el-Fattah is an Egyptian pro-democracy campaigner who has been in and out of prison since 2006 for opposing the regimes of Hosni Mubarak and Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, and for drawing attention to torture and other abuses. In 2021, he was granted British citizenship through a somewhat tenuous connection--his mother, Laila, had been born in London while her mother was studying in the United Kingdom--which gave the British government greater standing to lobby Cairo on his behalf. It pressed his case under three Conservative prime ministers (Boris Johnson, Liz Truss and Rishi Sunak) and, since June 2024, under Labour's Keir Starmer. Six months ago, a government minister said that the case had been "a top priority every week that I have been in office."

Last week, those efforts finally paid off. Egypt lifted a travel ban on Abd el-Fattah, who had been released from jail in September, and Starmer declared that he was "delighted" that Abd el-Fattah was "back in the UK and has been reunited with his loved ones."

That delight was short-lived. Within hours, Abd el-Fattah's tweets from the time of the Arab Spring, when he was around 30, resurfaced on X. In these, he reportedly wished violence on "all Zionists, including civilians"--read: Jews. He also called for the murder of police officers, and sarcastically described his dislike of white people. In a 2010 discussion of the death of one of the terrorists who had tortured and killed Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics, he declared, "My heroes have always killed colonialists."

The populist insurgent Nigel Farage could not have scripted a better attack ad against Britain's two established parties. At best, both Labour and the Conservatives have spent political capital on an activist who has repeatedly expressed thoughtless and hateful views in public. At worst, the government has invited in a provocateur who will continue to spread poison and incite violence. "It is unclear to me why it has been a priority for successive governments to bring this guy over here," the rank-and-file Labour politician Tom Rutland wrote on X, adding, "His tweets are impressive in how they manage to be vile in such a variety of ways."

Read: How not to hand populists a weapon

In a statement of apology, Abd el-Fattah suggested that his statements were in keeping with the prevailing ethos of early-2010s Twitter--which was full of performative, deliberately offensive left-wing posturing. His posts, he said, were the "writings of a much younger person, deeply enmeshed in antagonistic online cultures, utilising flippant, shocking and sarcastic tones in the nascent, febrile world of social media." In his offline activism, Abd el-Fattah maintained, he was known for "publicly rejecting anti-Jewish speech in Egypt, often at risk to myself, defence of LGBTQ rights, defence of Egyptian Christians, and campaigning against police torture and brutality." However, Abd el-Fattah also questioned why the tweets had been "republished" now with their meanings "twisted." On Facebook, he appears to have liked a comment suggesting that it was--you guessed it--a "campaign launched by the Zionists."

The situation is deeply embarrassing for Starmer, who welcomed Abd el-Fattah's arrival in Britain so warmly. He now claims not to have known about the "absolutely abhorrent" tweets and is promising to "review the information failures in this case." Apparently, despite years of campaigning for this guy, the combined might of the British civil service never thought to search his Twitter handle. If the authorities had conducted even a cursory background check, they would have found opinions such as this (now-deleted) assertion from 2012: "I'm a racist, I don't like white people so piss off."

Nor did civil servants enter Abd el-Fattah's name into a search engine, which would have revealed the 2014 reports on his controversial nomination for a free-speech prize. One of these, headlined "A Dissident for Hate," observed that "Mr. Abdel Fattah may have been brave in confronting authoritarianism in his own country. But his rhetoric on Israel and moderate Arabs is another story."

The British right is now arguing that Abd el-Fattah and his celebrity supporters--including Naomi Klein, Olivia Colman, and Mark Ruffalo--have made the British government look foolish. Why is Starmer loudly welcoming "back" a man who has never before spent a significant amount of time in Britain, who abhors its geopolitical alliances, and who apparently dislikes the majority of its population? Farage, the leader of the right-wing Reform Party, has unsurprisingly called for Abd el-Fattah to be stripped of his British citizenship. So has Kemi Badenoch, the current leader of the Conservatives--the party in charge when Abd el-Fattah was awarded that citizenship in the first place.

Idrees Kahloon: Political parties have disconnected from the public

Former Conservative Prime Minister Liz Truss, who has lately joined the podcast circuit, wrote on X that Abd el-Fattah's case shows that "the human-rights/NGO industrial complex has completely captured the British state." This is the same Liz Truss who, as foreign secretary in 2022, assured Parliament that she was "working very hard to secure his release." Was she then unaware of his tweets? Or was she then posturing as a policy maker, whereas now she is trying to make a living as a YouTuber? (Yes, she is Dan Bongino in reverse.) The Conservatives' shadow justice secretary, Robert Jenrick, has also piled on Abd el-Fattah's story, condemning the celebrities who campaigned for his release as "useful idiots." Jenrick covets Badenoch's job--and his plan to win it relies on outflanking her on crime and immigration.

Liberals and conservatives have politicized this story. Starmer--and the previous incarnation of Truss--treated Abd el-Fattah as a kind of mascot, a living totem of Britain's enlightened attitudes toward political dissent in comparison with those of Middle Eastern dictatorships. Today's version of Truss, and the rest of the populist right, are now holding him up as Exhibit A in their argument that the West needs to be tougher on Muslim immigration to Europe.

As ever, the challenge is to look beyond this ideological point-scoring and consider the case on its own merits. I was deeply unimpressed that one of Abd el-Fattah's first public statements after his longed-for deliverance was to repost a complaint that Starmer had not publicly condemned Sisi's dictatorship while announcing his release. Welcome to the grubby reality of international diplomacy! But if I had missed many of my child's birthdays in detention, I might also find it hard to be gracious.

Still, British Jews have every right to question their state's extraordinary efforts to free someone who has called for violence against them and who has recanted only in the vaguest terms. The Jewish community is under threat here: The aftermath of October 7 and the war in Gaza have led to more visible anti-Semitism in Britain, in many cases from self-declared Islamists. On Yom Kippur, a militant Islamist called Jihad Al-Shamie (in retrospect, the first name was a clue) killed one person and injured others in a stabbing attack on a synagogue in Manchester. Earlier this month, two men were convicted of plotting what authorities described as an "ISIS-inspired" atrocity in the same city. "Here in Manchester, we have the biggest Jewish community," one of the plotters told an undercover police officer whom he believed to be a co-conspirator. "God willing we will degrade and humiliate them (in the worst way possible), and hit them where it hurts." Social media is one of the key drivers and reinforcers of anti-Semitic extremism; tweets like Abd el-Fattah's are not just harmless letting-off of steam.

Still, if he repeats such sentiments now that he lives in Britain, Abd el-Fattah could be subject to prosecution for incitement to violence, or hate speech. The British state has pursued people for less: See the recent prosecution against the gender-critical campaigner Graham Linehan--the case was eventually dropped--or the conviction of a woman named Lucy Connolly for posting that hotels housing asylum-seekers should be set on fire.

Taking away Abd el-Fattah's British passport is another matter. Once granted, citizenship is citizenship, no matter how stupid or evil or thoughtless its holder turns out to be. I don't want to live in a country where naturalized or joint citizens are treated as second-class Britons, forever on probation. Now that he has a UK passport, Alaa Abd el-Fattah is entitled to the protection of the British state, just like Liz Truss--or like Kemi Badenoch, for that matter, whose British citizenship rests on the coincidence of her Nigerian mother having given birth to her in London.

Yet you can take an inclusive view of British citizenship and still believe that people should be vetted before receiving it. Starmer's post gushing about Abd el-Fattah's arrival was catastrophically ill-judged, both in his assessment of this particular case and as a representation of his wider governing philosophy. Starmer, a former human-rights lawyer, approaches every problem with an arid obsession with process rather than outcome--as if, when people follow every dot and comma of the rules, nothing bad can happen and no one should complain.

The Abd el-Fattah decision follows this pattern. Starmer celebrated the bureaucratic machinations of this case--granting automatic citizenship by descent and then securing the end of Abd el-Fattah's travel ban--without enough attention to the politics. Yes, he was failed by his officials and their lack of briefing. But he also suffered a personal failure of imagination: Is it such a stretch to ask whether a Middle Eastern activist raised among members of the Egyptian communist intelligentsia has any worrisome opinions on Israel or Jews? Part of Starmer's pitch to succeed Jeremy Corbyn as leader of Labour was that his predecessor had turned a blind eye to anti-Semitism. (He eventually kicked Corbyn out of the party altogether for this offense.) But in the past two years, he has struggled to identify and police the line between legitimate criticism of the Israeli government and wider animus against Jews, often camouflaged as attacks on "Zionists."

At the same time, populists on the right have begun to insist, in more and more explicit terms, that Muslims cannot be integrated into Europe because their values are too different--the grooming-gangs scandal is offered as evidence here--and because they feel more loyalty to the ummah than to the countries to which they have immigrated. That view ignores the many followers of moderate Islam, such as London Mayor Sadiq Khan, who have found no contradiction between their faith and Western liberalism. But the views of Abd el-Fattah punch that bruise.

Another case like this may not arrive again--not least because Britain's current appetite for enforcing its values abroad is low. In June, Starmer cut the foreign-aid budget, and some of what remains is spent domestically anyway, on housing asylum seekers. Starmer's home secretary, Shabana Mahmood--herself a British Muslim--has announced a drastic tightening of eligibility requirements for citizenship.

Starmer--and his Conservative predecessors--were right to call for Abd el-Fattah's release. What was absurd, however, was to frame his arrival on British soil as an unalloyed blessing. Starmer was thinking like the procedure-obsessed human-rights lawyer he used to be, not the political and moral leader that Britain needs right now.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/12/starmer-abd-el-fattah/685469/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Holiday Traditions of a Nation Long Dead

Soviet New Years, a ritual that survived the country's dissolution, may be in danger of slipping away.

by Andrew Fedorov

Wed, 31 Dec 2025




Every year in late December, my childhood home transformed into a vision of American bliss. We'd gather to ornament a tree, drape string lights around the house, and sit down to an elaborate feast. Not long after dawn the next day, while our little sister still slept, my brother and I would impatiently sneak downstairs to see our gifts, which we understood to have been delivered by a kindly old man. It could have been a scene out of A Christmas Story. Except we weren't celebrating Christmas. My family was celebrating the Soviet version of New Year's, a holiday that resembles Christmas in nearly every way, except that it takes place almost a week later and excludes Jesus, God, or any other signifier of religion. We were keeping the national tradition alive in suburban America, years after the country that invented it had dissolved.

Soviet New Year's began as a ritual in a country where all the religious rituals were gone. Long before the 1917 revolution that brought them to power, the leaders of the Soviet Union had decried religion as, in Karl Marx's phrase, the opium of the masses. Their officially atheist government suppressed many kinds of spiritual observance, including Christmas. But by the mid-1930s, Soviet leaders sensed that people needed something to take the edge off in the dead of winter, a carnivalesque custom of the sort that Christmas once provided. So they took the most fun parts of the Christian holiday and plopped them on New Year's.

It became arguably the most important holiday on the country's calendar. Other celebrations tended to come with historical significance, such as the anniversary of the revolution and of the Soviets' victory in World War II. But New Year's, at its core, was about nothing more and nothing less than family: a chance to come together and take stock. That may be a big reason it survived the Union's dissolution. Even after religious institutions were allowed to conduct their services without government interference and their holidays were acknowledged, New Year's remained important for both the people who had left the region and those who still lived there.

But today, Soviet New Year's customs are in danger of slipping away or evolving beyond recognition. Some people still celebrate the holiday the old way, with their families and gifts. Many, though, are establishing new practices that reflect new values and new political circumstances: Wars between former Soviet republics, for instance, and the ways that political leaders have used the momentous nature of the night for their own gains, have changed how people celebrate. A holiday that once felt embedded in the identity and culture of the Soviet people may soon become untethered from its history.



Soviet New Year's began at a time when morale in the country was, in general, low. It was the 1930s, and Ukraine had suffered one of the worst man-made famines in world history. The idea to bring joy to the winter came from a Communist Party leader named Pavel Postyshev, who had been one of the famine's administrators. During an intimate car ride around Moscow with General Secretary Joseph Stalin and a future successor, Nikita Khrushchev, Postyshev proposed reviving the tradition of trees, but tied to a secular holiday. Stalin enthusiastically endorsed the idea, and in 1935, a letter from Postyshev appeared in Pravda, the official newspaper of the party's central committee, arguing that all Soviet children should get to experience the cheer that the bourgeoisie's children once had: "Let's organize a fun New Year's Eve party for the kids."

Postyshev's idea spread like a wildfire in reverse--trees sprang up across the Soviet Union. The first year, delegates from the local party leadership and schoolteachers gathered parents and instructed them in how to decorate a tree. In some schools, Grandfather Frost, a Santa Claus equivalent, distributed gifts to kids. Soon, families adopted the new practice as their own. But Postyshev never got to see the extent of it. In the '30s, Stalin consolidated power, punishing anyone he suspected of opposing him, including Postyshev--who was executed in 1939. The holiday soon became another tool for Stalin to reinforce his power and centrality in Soviet life. "The cheerful, happy children sang, danced, recited poems, praising in the songs and poems of their beloved Stalin, who gave them a joyful and happy life," one 1938 newspaper report read.

Read: Understanding Stalin

After Stalin died, in 1953, the holiday's focus turned away from politics. In 1956, Khrushchev delivered a speech criticizing Stalin's "cult of personality" and his purges, signaling to people that they could drop the anxieties about political correctness that had constricted their lives in the Stalin era. The film Carnival Night, released that same year, captured the iconoclastic mood. In it, workers resist the efforts of their company director to organize a New Year's celebration in which everything is acceptable to the people above him and no fun for those below. He plans to deliver a speech, but a worker persuades a magician to make the text disappear; when the director later goes to grab it, he instead finds a string of scarves and other knickknacks. The company director, representing a self-aggrandizing political blowhard, is humiliatingly sidelined, and the workers have a grand time.

By the time my dad started celebrating New Year's in Moscow, in the '60s, most of the elements of the holiday I would come to know as a kid were present: family dinner, gifts, and a decorated tree. It had become an unquestioned fulcrum of Soviet life. If there was a custom of reading poems or singing songs in Khrushchev's honor, it wasn't ubiquitous. Once the country's leaders began giving an annual New Year's address, in 1970, these speeches weren't taken seriously. They were filled with empty platitudes, "void of meaning," according to The Invention of Russia, by the journalist Arkady Ostrovsky. "These addresses were merely a prompt for popping the corks from bottles."

That cork-popping continued even as the Soviet Union dissolved and many people left the region. I was born in Moscow in 1996, five years after the fall of the Union, and we moved to upstate New York five years after that. For a long time, the New Year's my family celebrated was stuck in amber, the old tree-and-gifts version. In the former Soviet republics, people still considered the day significant but changed some of the customs. In Armenia, for instance, once religious holidays were again allowed, religious institutions attached themselves to New Year's. From the early 1990s until 2023, the head of the national Church would deliver a midnight address right before the country's president or prime minister. Tigran Simyan, a professor at Yerevan State University who studies the evolution of New Year's in Armenia and the post-Soviet world, told me, "Our happy New Year, for us, is more important than Christmas."

Read: When the Soviets voted

Politics also returned to the holiday after the Soviet Union's fall. In Russia, the seeming end of single-party rule and a brief moment of political competition revived the status of the New Year's address. It was a rare time when all eyes were focused on the same speaker. The Russian Federation's first president, Boris Yeltsin, strategically resigned on December 31, 1999, giving his handpicked successor, Vladimir Putin, the opportunity to introduce himself during a midnight address as the millennium turned. "The ritual was unmistakably staged," Ostrovsky writes in The Invention of Russia. "The New Year's address had greater symbolic value than any election."

In more recent times, young Russians have tended to focus on partying on New Year's Eve. But the many people who maintain the Soviet way of celebrating at home with family might still put on Putin's address. Once again, a popular film captures the mood. The plot of 2010's Yolki is almost the exact opposite of Carnival Night's. Whereas the 1956 film is about a collaborative effort to prevent a speech, Yolki features people across the country working together to help a girl on her quixotic quest to insert a phrase into the president's midnight address, granting the address central importance. Yolki was the first in what became Russia's most financially successful non-animated film franchise, despite the series' declining artistic and entertainment value. Its 12th sequel, set as ever on New Year's Eve, came out this December.



Eventually, politics' creep back into the New Year's holiday began to affect the way my family celebrated in the United States. Although for years, none of us took what Putin said in his address too seriously, my grandparents still put it on out of habit. But as his regime grew more repressive and violent, we let that go. The way I remember it, we stopped after Russia's initial invasion of Ukraine, in 2014, deciding that we didn't need to support Putin's rule on our holiday. But my dad dates our move away from the midnight address to earlier, in 2012. That year, Putin stepped through a loophole in constitutional term limits and returned to the presidency, then brutally suppressed the protests that followed. "I didn't want to hear him anymore," my dad told me recently.

After Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, in February 2022, some Ukrainians' New Year's celebrations stopped. "What is there to celebrate when there is a war?" a Ukrainian soldier serving on the front line asked Euronews last New Year's. Meanwhile, I spent last New Year's in Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, where clubs had just been closed for weeks in deference to protests over the government pausing its European Union accession bid. Though some young people I talked with were spending the night with their family, many spilled out onto Rustaveli Avenue in the city center for a combination party, protest, and celebration. Without a single state to hold it together, and so many interstate conflicts, the Soviet New Year's tradition is splintering across the Soviet diaspora.

Read: What I learned from the Georgia protests

Perhaps soon the holiday will become unrecognizable from its former iteration, especially as the people who remember its origins adapt to new cultures or pass away. My own family no longer makes a point of gathering on the holiday. In part, that's because my siblings and I have gotten older, scattered, and given in to assimilationist pressure--the fear of missing out on the American custom of partying with our friends on New Year's. But we've also lost the center of gravity that held us to the Soviet tradition. Early in November, my last surviving grandmother suffered a stroke, which paralyzed most of her body, leaving only her eyes and one arm fully mobile. Her grandfather, my great-great-grandfather, became a Bolshevik in 1905 and participated in the three revolutions that led to the establishment of the Soviet Union. His son, her father, wrote and disseminated anti-religious propaganda. Much of my family's adherence to the holiday might very well be because of this history. On Thanksgiving, days before my grandmother died, I told her I was researching our holiday tradition. She squeezed my hand and blinked knowingly.

Watching the tradition slip away feels like losing part of the Soviet and post-Soviet identity that's defined my family for more than a century. I feel a grief that's hard to disentangle from my grief for the people who passed the tradition on to me. But looking back on how my family has acted in decisive moments, I'm also aware of an opportunity. My forefathers helped form the Soviet identity and its rituals, even before there was a country to promote them. Likewise, during and after the Soviet Union's existence, although politicians repeatedly imposed a tone that fit their priorities, my family chose how to spend the day. Ultimately, the common people reshaped the holiday to suit their needs and values. Their examples prove that people can make their own traditions, with whatever ideals they inherit.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Cult of Costco

Its consistency is its superpower.

by Jake Lundberg

Wed, 31 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.

Because every day is Black Friday at Costco, I choose to go on Saturday. I like to get there early. I always park in the same spot (right next to the cart return), and wait with the other die-hards. It has the thrill of a stakeout, absent any crime or danger. When the doors open, we move toward the entrance in an orderly march. There's a small gasp upon entry--the kind of quiet awe that one feels before the most epic human achievements, as when stepping across the threshold of St. Peter's or the Chartres Cathedral. But in this place, there is no baroque majesty, no stained glass, just abundance bathed in light. In the sweep of human history generally marked by scarcity and want, here is bounty on an unimaginable scale; here is a year's supply of mozzarella sticks; here is a hot dog and a drink for $1.50; here is a monument of our civilization, in more than 600 locations across the United States.

I take the ease with which I resort to Costco talk--about produce prices in particular--as a worrying sign that I've become a middle-aged bore. But there's something happening at Costco that I think goes beyond bell peppers (note that my family eats a lot of them, and, boy, are they a bargain). Costco is a marvel not just historically but also in this moment. In an age of broken institutions, insufferable politics, and billionaire businessmen auditioning to be Bond villains, most things feel like they're getting worse. Costco seems to stay the same. The employees are generally satisfied. The customers are thrilled by the simple act of getting a good deal. All of it makes a unique space in contemporary American life, a space of cooperation, courtesy, and grown-ups mostly acting like grown-ups.

It starts with the thing you're pushing, the vessel into which you shall receive thy bounty. The cart is improbably large yet easily maneuvered through the warehouse's aisles. Through some invisible quality control, the sad and broken-down ones you find at the supermarket--unlevel, rear wheel locked, front wheel spinning--seem to be ushered quietly into oblivion at Costco. You're at the helm of a Peterbilt with the handling of a Porsche.

Traffic is never light, but things generally move along. Pushing something that large requires an awareness of oneself in space. Those who might need to consult a list or message their spouse--should I grab this brick of cheddar cheese?--seem to know to step off to the side. At my store in Granger, Indiana, where elbows are perhaps not as sharp as at some other locations, patrons appear to have an unspoken patience with the person who wants to give a bag of avocados an extra squeeze, or hold a double shell of raspberries up to the light. There are occasional expressions of camaraderie as well: "We can't get enough of that stuff," somebody might say as you load two pillow-size bags of Pirate's Booty into the cart.

You might see the bargain-hunting bonds among Costco shoppers as a function of the chain's history. To join its ranks costs $65 a year; the store's membership model originates from a nonprofit wholesale collective for federal employees called Fedco, founded in Los Angeles in the 1940s. The genealogy is complex (a three-hour-long Acquired podcast episode traces it in full), but one trait has endured: the company is animated--even as a for-profit enterprise--by the idea of bringing good value to its members. This has yielded a cultlike loyalty, such that the company can largely rely on happy members to do its advertising and marketing by word of mouth--or perhaps by wearing prized company merch. Kirkland Signature, Costco's in-house label for hundreds of products, is a kind of anti-brand that happens to be one of the world's largest for consumer packaged goods. Just buying something under its comically dull logo makes you feel like a smart shopper: You've made the wise decision to forgo a better look for a better price.

Costco is a place that encourages, and rewards, just knowing the drill--and the drill isn't hard to figure out: Move along. Don't block the way. Unload your cart onto the conveyor belt with dispatch, but leave the heavy stuff. Make the barcodes visible. Violators are never exiled, but transgression, I know from experience, is not without shame. Once, I left the cart in front of the flower display loaded down with 120 pounds of water-softening salt. When I returned, the grandmother who was blocked from the flowers (find me a cheaper dozen roses!)--well, she gave me the finger.

The veneer of civilization is always thin, even at Costco, as one is reminded before major holidays, or in the vicinity of the samples. When there's a Christmas feast to be provisioned, or half a bite of pizza to be tasted, order breaks down, and with it, spatial awareness, common courtesy, and the Golden Rule. We're circling like buzzards; we're blocking the way; we're shaking our heads at the nerve of the person who took the last three.

But the checkout restores us to our senses. At my Costco, there is usually a line to get in line for the cashier. People can game the system, but most quietly queue up, content to wait their turn to pick a register. The clerks are cheerier than they should be before this endless current of humans and their stuff. Whatever lapses I might have had in the store (did I take a second sample? maybe), here, I'm on my best behavior.

Out of the store, car loaded, cart returned, I tighten up and steel myself for the road. Have you seen the way these people drive nowadays?

Related:

	What your favorite grocery store says about you
 	The psychology behind Costco's free samples (From 2014)




Evening Read

Americans Need to Party More

By Ellen Cushing




This much you already know: Many Americans are alone, friendless, isolated, undersexed, sick of online dating, glued to their couches, and transfixed by their phones, their mouths starting to close over from lack of use. Our national loneliness is an "urgent public health issue," according to the surgeon general. The time we spend socializing in person has plummeted in the past decade, and anxiety and hopelessness have increased. Roughly one in eight Americans reports having no friends; the rest of us, according to my colleague Olga Khazan, never see our friends, stymied by the logistics of scheduling in a world that has become much more frenetic and much less organized around religion and civic clubs. "You can't," she writes, "just show up on a Sunday and find a few hundred of your friends in the same building."
 But what if you could, at least on a smaller scale? What if there were a way to smush all your friends together in one place--maybe one with drinks and snacks and chairs? What if you could see your work friends and your childhood friends and the people you've chatted amiably with at school drop-off all at once instead of scheduling several different dates? What if you could introduce your pals and set them loose to flirt with one another, no apps required? What if you could create your own Elks Lodge, even for just a night?
 I'm being annoying, obviously--there is a way! It's parties, and we need more of them.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Read. Here are the books that made our editors think the most this year.

Remember. In 2012, Emily Chertoff explored how wealthy Americans celebrated New Year's Eve in the Gilded Age.

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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A Better Way to Think About New Year's Resolutions

The best way to improve yourself is to help others too.

by Valerie Trapp

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




Nowadays, having a New Year's resolution can seem almost quaint. Social-media influencers push self-improvement trends year-round: The spring has "glow up" challenges, as does the summer. Soon after, the high-discipline "Great Lock-In Challenge" and "Winter Arc" videos begin, many of them urging people to get ahead of the "new year, new me" crowd. Or you can attempt a slew of other self-betterment regimens, whenever the spirit calls. Many of these videos depict people minimizing distractions--such as, say, other people--to bicep-curl and matcha-drink their way to becoming "unrecognizable," mentally and physically, as some YouTubers put it. At the same time, many Americans appear to be losing interest in New Year's resolutions. One report from the social-media analytic company Brandwatch found that, in the days around January 1, mentions of resolutions fell 50 percent last holiday season when compared with the year prior. To put it plainly: Many people are now always trying to hustle their way to a better self, no matter the month or season.

In one sense, detaching goal setting from the start of the Gregorian calendar is reasonable--one can, of course, choose to begin afresh at any moment. But by letting New Year's resolutions go, Americans may be losing something: a distinctly communal ritual that can remind people of how entangled their well-being is with that of others.

New Year's hasn't always been so associated with accomplishing personal goals. Humans have a long history of using the holiday to think about how to make life better for their community. Versions of resolutions have existed for about 4,000 years; in Babylonia and ancient Rome, people prayed together, paid off their debts, and made promises of good conduct to their gods. The rituals were usually framed as religious events supporting the broader group, and were tied to agricultural calendars. ("Permit my harvests, my grain, my vineyards, and my plantations to flourish," some ancient Romans were counseled to ask of Janus, the god of transitions and beginnings, "and give good health and strength to me, my house, and my household.") Even in the more recent past, in the United States, many people's resolutions focused on learning how to live well with others. The most popular resolution in the U.S. in 1947 was, according to a Gallup poll, to "improve my disposition, be more understanding, control my temper." Last year, by contrast, Americans' resolutions were primarily related to exercise, health, or diet.

Read: Americans need to party more

Americans may no longer share a schedule dictated by the agricultural calendar, but a sense of community doesn't need to disappear. New Year's can be an opportunity to gather with loved ones and set resolutions together. Maybe everyone meets in person; maybe over Zoom. Maybe the group sets one big, collaborative goal--Let's start a community garden, for instance, or Let's take turns cooking meals for one another at home. Maybe everyone picks a different resolution, and the group brainstorms how to best help each person achieve it. And ideally, the goals aren't self-serving--but considerate of the people around them.

Making a resolution with other people might actually be more effective than flying solo. Habits are unconscious patterns that can be hard to shake, and seeing someone in our environment engaging in a certain behavior can nudge us to do it too, Tim Kurz, a psychology professor at the University of Western Australia, told me. This permeability can have its downsides--your sister's Is It Cake? binge-watching in the living room could cue you to watch even more Netflix. But it can also be a great boon: As work piles up, for example, you might forget about your resolution to check in on older family members. If you have set this intention as a household, though, you might see your partner buying groceries for their grandmother, which in turn might remind you to call grandma too.

Shared resolutions can support intention setting in another way: They may help people avoid what social psychologists call "do-gooder derogation"--a quirk of psychology in which humans tend to "find people who are more moralistic than us and are behaving more virtuously than us really annoying," Kurz said. He gave me this example: Say you've recently resolved to ride your bike to work instead of driving, for environmental reasons. Your family, already buckled into the SUV, might feel their virtue threatened and decide to poke fun at you. Look at this guy! Have fun biking in the rain, Goody Two-shoes! If you set goals as a family, however, your relatives--who under other circumstances might be psychologically motivated to subvert your resolutions--may become more committed to helping you follow through.

Read: Invisible habits are driving your life

In the long run, resolutions that keep others in mind tend to have greater staying power. Studies have found that brute willpower alone lasts for only so long, and that people have a much harder time accessing willpower when stressed. This might help explain why a more individual New Year's goal, such as losing 10 pounds by swearing off ice cream, may be more likely to fizzle. "If you fail in your quest, then the only person you have 'let down' is yourself," Kurz said. Evolutionarily speaking, people might not even be built to set self-serving goals. What helped our human ancestors succeed were likely "strong social bonds," the psychologist David Desteno wrote in a New York Times article about resolutions, "relationships that would encourage people to cooperate and lend support to one another."

Of course, shared resolutions aren't a magic pill for behavioral change. Humans can famously be both top-notch accountability partners and rampant enablers. When picking whom to make goals with, "be careful about who that person is," Kurz told me. "You don't want to strategically choose the person who you know is a total flake." You might have resolved with your work bestie to quit overdoing the happy-hour pina coladas so that you can better participate in your team's conversations; if your pal capsizes on your shared goal first, though, their decision could lead to a cycle of "collective rationalization," in which you feel okay quitting too, Kurz told me. Hell, why not get another round?

Still, communal resolutions can serve as a good reminder of how profoundly interconnected humans are. And they can push people to widen their definition of self-improvement. In a recent interview, the Potawatomi botanist and writer Robin Wall Kimmerer described the concept of "expanded self-interest"--the idea that the "self" can include all of life. "My well-being is the same as my family's well-being," she explained, and "my family's well-being is the same as the well-being of the land that feeds us." Bicep curls and matcha lattes, then, may get us only so far on the path to flourishing. The trick to helping ourselves might just be to focus on the communal first.
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31 <em>Atlantic</em> Stories You Might Have Missed

An assortment of articles about a journey to Mark Twain's Paris, what parents of boys should know, obtaining the perfect suit, and more.

by Bhumika Tharoor

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




In case you're settling into winter and lamenting not having read everything The Atlantic has published this year, you're in luck. I've created a list of stories you may have missed that are very much worth your time. The assortment ranges widely: eating an organ feast in Mark Twain's Paris, experiencing a comedy-show adventure in Riyadh, drifting after a shipwreck in the Pacific, and diving into the secrets of the Inca empire. "What Parents of Boys Should Know" sparked many conversations in my group chats, as did this photo of Abraham Lincoln's ear being cleaned. There are stories that contextualized a chaotic moment for the American experiment, drawing deeply on history.

I hope you'll spend time with this selection, and I would love to hear what you think. Send me a note: btharoor@theatlantic.com.



I Watched Stand-Up in Saudi Arabia

By Helen Lewis

What the surreal Riyadh Comedy Festival foretold about the kingdom's future


The New Rasputins

By Anne Applebaum

Anti-science mysticism is enabling autocracy around the globe.


America and Its Universities Need a New Social Contract

By Danielle Allen

Fifty dollars for STEM, five cents for citizenship--that's how America apportions its education dollars. Our beleaguered universities must redress the balance--helping the country and themselves.


What Parents of Boys Should Know

By Joshua Coleman

Daughters tend to receive higher levels of affection and patience at home than sons. But the sons might need it more.


Is This the Worst-Ever Era of American Pop Culture?

By Spencer Kornhaber

An emerging critical consensus argues that we've entered a cultural dark age. I'm not so sure.


My Shipwreck Story

By Alec Frydman

On my first time out as a commercial fisherman, my boat sank, my captain died, and I was left adrift and alone in the Pacific.


An Innocent Abroad in Mark Twain's Paris

By Caity Weaver

My quest for a true literary experience resulted in choucroute, a surprise organ feast, an epiphany at the Louvre, existential dread, and a rowboat.


A PTSD Therapy "Seemed Too Good to Be True"

By Yasmin Tayag

What if overcoming trauma can be painless?


What the Founders Would Say Now


By Fintan O'Toole


They might be surprised that the republic exists at all.


Invisible Habits Are Driving Your Life

By Shayla Love

The science of habits reveals that they can be hidden to us and unresponsive to our desires.


The Rise of John Ratcliffe

By Shane Harris


A partisan loyalist with a history of politicizing intelligence will soon be running the CIA.


The Man in the Midnight-Blue Six-Ply Italian-Milled Wool Suit


By Gary Shteyngart


A perfect suit, made by an expert tailor out of superlative fabric, would do nothing less than transform me.


The New Authoritarianism


By Steven Levitsky


This isn't single-party rule, but it's not democracy either.


Turtleboy Will Not Be Stopped


By Chris Heath


A profane blogger believes an innocent woman is being framed for murder. He'll do anything to prove he's right--and terrorize anyone who says he's wrong.


The Rise of the Brown v. Board of Education Skeptics


By Justin Driver


Why some mainstream Black intellectuals are giving up on the landmark decision


The Internet's Favorite Sex Researcher


By Helen Lewis


How Aella went from selling sex to studying it


The Telepathy Trap

By Daniel Engber

A podcast shows how love divides us.


The People Who Clean the Ears of Lincoln (And Other Statues) 

By Alan Taylor

A collection of images of the varied workers and techniques used to maintain some of the world's largest and most prominent statues and monuments.


Accommodation Nation

By Rose Horowitch

America's colleges have an extra-time-on-tests problem.


Do You Actually Know What Classical Music Is? Does Anyone?

By Matthew Aucoin

The term is applied to radically different compositions across more than 1,000 years of history. We need a better definition.


Miscarriage and Motherhood


By Ashley Parker


What having a baby taught me about the illusion of control


The Short-Circuiting of the American Mind


By Megan Garber


A century-old book foresaw Trump's most basic strategy.


When William F. Buckley Jr. Met James Baldwin


By Sam Tanenhaus


In 1965, the two intellectual giants squared off in a debate at Cambridge. It didn't go quite as Buckley hoped.


A Grand Experiment in Parenthood and Friendship


By Rhaina Cohen


Would you raise kids with your best pals?


Unraveling the Secrets of the Inca Empire


By Sam Kean


For hundreds of years, Andean people recorded information by tying knots into long cords. Will we ever be able to read them?


How to Disappear


By Benjamin Wallace


Inside the world of extreme-privacy consultants, who, for the right fee, will make you and your personal information very hard to find


The Wyoming Hospital Upending the Logic of Private Equity


By Megan Greenwell


Instead of cutting services to cut costs, one rural hospital plans to thrive by offering more.


How Originalism Killed the Constitution


By Jill Lepore


A radical legal philosophy has undermined the process of constitutional evolution.


The Myth of Mad King George


By Rick Atkinson


He was denounced by rebel propagandists as a tyrant and remembered by Americans as a reactionary dolt. Who was he really?


America's Zombie Democracy


By George Packer


Its trappings remain, but authoritarianism and AI are hollowing out our humanity.


When Adoption Promises Are Broken


By Nicole Chung


Many birth mothers hope to maintain contact with their child. But their agreements with adoptive parents can be fragile.




Evening Read


Jan Buchczik



New Year's Resolutions That Will Actually Lead to Happiness

By Arthur C. Brooks

If you are someone who follows a traditional religion, you most likely have a day such as Yom Kippur, Ashura, or Ash Wednesday, dedicated to atoning for your sins and vowing to make improvements to your life. But if you are not religious, you might still practice a day of devotion and ritualistic vows of self-improvement each year on January 1. New Year's Day rings in the month of January, dedicated by the ancient Romans to their god Janus. Religious Romans promised the two-faced god that they would be better in the new year than they had been in the past.
 According to the Pew Research Center, historically between one-third and one-half of Americans observe this pagan rite every year by making their own New Year's resolutions. The most common resolutions are fairly predictable: financial resolutions, like saving more money or paying down debt (51 percent in 2019); eating healthier (51 percent); exercising more (50 percent); and losing weight (42 percent).
 Old Janus is pretty annoyed at this point, I imagine, because our resolutions overwhelmingly fail.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


(Illustration by Shawna X)



Watch. Here are the 10 best movies of 2025, according to our critic David Sims.

Explore. What's the point of school photos anymore? The portraits are kitschy and expensive--but parents can't seem to stop buying them, Annie Midori Atherton writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters.

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 Problem With Letting AI Do the Grunt Work

Artificial intelligence is destroying the career ladder for aspiring artists.

by Nick Geisler

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




One of the first sentences I was ever paid to write was "Try out lighter lip stick colors, like peach or coral." Fresh out of college in the mid 2010s, I'd scored a copy job for a how-to website. An early task involved expanding upon an article titled "How to Get Rid of Dark Lips." For the next two years, I worked on articles with headlines such as "How to Speak Like a Stereotypical New Yorker (With Examples)," "How to Eat an Insect or Arachnid," and "How to Acquire a Gun License in New Jersey." I didn't get rich or win literary awards, but I did learn how to write a clean sentence, convey information in a logical sequence, and modulate my tone for the intended audience--skills that I use daily in my current work in screenwriting, film editing, and corporate communications. Just as important, the job paid my bills while I found my way in the entertainment industry.

Artificial intelligence has rendered my first job obsolete. Today, if you want to learn  "How to Become a Hip Hop Music Producer," you can just ask ChatGPT. AI is also displacing the humans doing many of my subsequent jobs: writing promotional copy for tourism boards, drafting questions for low-budget documentaries, offering script notes on student films. Today, a cursory search for writing jobs on LinkedIn pulls up a number of positions that involve not producing copy but training AI models to sound more human. When anyone can create a logo or marketing copy at the touch of a button, why hire a new graduate to do it?

From the July/August 2023 issue: The coming humanist renaissance

These shifts in the job market won't deter everyone. Well-connected young people with rich families can always afford to network and take unpaid jobs. But by eliminating entry-level jobs, AI may destroy the ladder of apprenticeship necessary to develop artists, and it could leave behind a culture driven by nepo babies and chatbots.

The existential crisis is spreading across the creative landscape. Last year, the consulting firm CVL Economics estimated that artificial intelligence would disrupt more than 200,000 entertainment-industry jobs in the United States by 2026. The CEO of an AI music-generation company claimed in January that most musicians don't actually enjoy making music, and that musicians themselves will soon be unnecessary.

In a much-touted South by Southwest talk earlier this year, Phil Wiser, the chief technology officer of Paramount, described how AI could streamline every step of filmmaking. Even the director James Cameron--whose classic work The Terminator warned of the dangers of intelligent machines, and whose forthcoming Avatar sequel will reportedly include a disclaimer that no AI was involved in making the film--has talked about using the technology to cut costs and speed up production schedules. Last year, the chief technology officer of OpenAI declared that "some creative jobs maybe will go away, but maybe they shouldn't have been there in the first place."

One great promise of generative AI is that it will free artists from drudgery, allowing them to focus on the sort of "real art" they all long to do. It may not cut together the next Magnolia, but it'll do just fine with the 500th episode of Law & Order. What's the harm, studio executives might wonder, if machines take over work that seems unchallenging and rote to knowledgeable professionals?

Read: Your creativity won't save your job from AI

The problem is that entry-level creative jobs are much more than grunt work. Working within established formulas and routines is how young artists develop their skills. Hunter S. Thompson began his writing career as a copy boy for Time magazine; Joan Didion was a research assistant at Vogue; the director David Lean edited newsreels; the musician Lou Reed wrote knockoff pop tunes for department stores; the filmmakers Martin Scorsese, Jonathan Demme, and Francis Ford Coppola shot cheap B movies for Roger Corman. Beyond the money, which is usually modest, low-level creative jobs offer practice time and pathways for mentorship that side gigs such as waiting tables and tending bar do not.

Having begun my own transition into filmmaking by making rough cuts of video footage for a YouTube channel, I couldn't help but be alarmed when the makers of the AI software Eddie launched an update in September that can produce first edits of films. For that YouTube channel, I shot, edited, and published three videos a week, and I received rigorous producer notes and near-immediate audience feedback. You can't help but get better at your craft that way. These jobs are also where you meet people: One of the producers at that channel later commissioned my first produced screenplay for Netflix.

There's a reason the Writers Guild of America, of which I am a member, made on-set mentorship opportunities for lower-level writers a plank of its negotiations during the 2023 strike. The WGA won on that point, but it may have been too late.

The optimistic case for AI is that new artistic tools will yield new forms of art, much as the invention of the camera created the art of photography and pushed painters to explore less realistic forms. The proliferation of cheap digital video cameras helped usher in the indie-film explosion of the late 1990s. I've used several AI tools in ways that have widely expanded my capabilities as a film editor.

Working from their bedrooms, indie filmmakers can deploy what, until recently, were top-tier visual-effects capabilities. Musicians can add AI instruments to their compositions. Perhaps AI models will offer everyone unlimited artistic freedom without requiring extensive technical knowledge. Tech companies tend to rhapsodize about the democratizing potential of their products, and AI technology may indeed offer huge rewards to the savvy and lucky artists who take maximum advantage of it.

Read: Here's how AI will come for your job

Yet past experience from social media and streaming music suggests a different progression: Like other technologies that promise digital democratization, generative AI may be better poised to enrich the companies that develop it than to help freelance creatives make a living.

In an ideal world, the elimination of entry-level work would free future writers from having to write "How to Be a Pornstar" in order to pay their rent, allowing true creativity to flourish in its place. At the moment, though, AI seems destined to squeeze the livelihoods of creative professionals who spend decades mastering a craft. Executives in Silicon Valley and Hollywood don't seem to understand that the cultivation of art also requires the cultivation of artists.
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The Show Won't Go On

President Trump's threats against artists who decline to perform at the renamed Kennedy Center are ultimately hollow.

by Jonathan Chait

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




This article was updated on December 31, 2025 at 9:33am.

In the opening scene of the black comedy The Death of Stalin, a pianist in Moscow is told her orchestra is giving a command performance for Joseph Stalin, and refuses to play on political grounds. A frantic radio director, fearing he will be arrested or shot if he fails to produce the concert in time, begs her to reconsider, finally prevailing with an offer of 20,000 rubles.

Recently, the Trump administration faced a similar situation. After Donald Trump purported to rename the Kennedy Center after himself, the jazz musician Chuck Redd withdrew from a planned Christmas Eve concert. The administration's response was somehow both more authoritarian and comic than the one in the movie.

The Kennedy Center's president, Richard Grenell, announced that the Center intends to sue Redd for his impudence. Grennell's letter threatening legal action depicts Redd as a sad loser suffering "dismal ticket sales and lack of donor support" and "lagging" attendance whose withdrawal, paradoxically, is "very costly to a non-profit Arts institution."

One might presume the withdrawal of an obscure performer detested by the audience and donors alike would be easily brushed off, or even welcomed. Yet Grenell demands $1 million in damages.

Grenell's letter argues not only that Redd has harmed the Center's finances, but that his withdrawal constitutes an "act of intolerance" driven by "the sad bullying tactics employed by certain elements on the left." Grenell vows, "We will not let them cancel shows without consequences."

This is a strange interpretation of "cancel culture." The concept, in its original form, described a tendency on the political left to react to minor ideological or linguistic offenses by demanding firings or social shunning, demands often reinforced by outraged social-media mobs. The problem with cancel culture--from the liberal standpoint, anyway--is that it is coercive.

But for an individual to decide not to participate in a politicized ritual at an artistic institution now renamed, Soviet-style, after the still-living head of its reigning personality cult is not coercive. Permitting individuals to choose which ideas they wish to endorse is the essence of liberalism.

The MAGA movement, of course, has no use for liberalism, which is why it naturally sees such an act of conscience as an attack. "The outrageous behavior is scarcely out of the ordinary for a political side less reliant on policy platforms and more reliant on bullets of deranged assassins," fumes a column in Steve Bannon's National Pulse, tweeted out by the official Kennedy Center social-media account.

In the minds of President Trump's loyalists, refusing to genuflect to the great leader reflects the same general impulse as attempting to assassinate him. This was Stalin's premise, too. Imposing the personality cult upon the state is designed not only to burnish the leader's image, but to create opportunities to smoke out dissidents. Trump's mania for renaming things after himself and turning his birthday into a national holiday celebrated with military parades forces individual members of the bureaucracy to choose between complying with his ego-gratifying demands or exposing themselves as the kind of officials who might decline illegal orders.

The comic aspect of the Kennedy Center threat is that Trump has little leverage over artists. He can fire a general who refuses to organize a parade for him, but he can't make Lin-Manuel Miranda put Hamilton in the Kennedy Center.

The administration's apparent plan to resolve this difficulty is to shame or browbeat members of the artistic community into performing there. "Any artist cancelling their show at the Trump Kennedy Center over political differences isn't courageous or principled--they are selfish, intolerant, and have failed to meet the basic duty of a public artist: to perform for all people," the Center's vice president of public relations told the New York Post.

Trump has treated last year's election as eternal proof that he is the incarnation of the public will and that any opposition to him is a kind of alienation from the people. From this belief, it follows that performing in Trump's cultural center is a public duty. But since the administration currently lacks the power to lock up artists who don't comply, this demand is as silly as it is presumptuous.
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The Plan That Foretold Trump's 2025

Reviewing Project 2025's year of successes and shortcomings

by David A. Graham

Mon, 29 Dec 2025




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

A year ago, no one knew for sure whether Project 2025 would prove to be influential or if it would fall by the wayside, like so many plans in President Donald Trump's first term. Today, it stands as the single most successful policy initiative of the entire Trump era.

Project 2025, which was convened by the Heritage Foundation during the Trump interregnum, was not just one thing: It was a policy white paper, an implementation plan, a recruitment database, and a worldview, all rolled into one. As I wrote in my book this past spring, the authors sought to create an agenda for the next right-wing president that would allow him to empower the executive branch, sideline Congress, and attack the civil service. The resulting politicized, quasi-monarchical government would enact policies that would move the United States toward a traditionalist Christian society.

In the roughly 11 months since he took office, Trump has closely followed many parts of Project 2025, finally embracing it by name in October. Both Trump and the plan's architects have benefited: His second administration has been far more effective at achieving its goals than his first, and the thinkers behind Project 2025 have achieved what Paul Dans, one of its leaders, described as "way beyond" his "wildest dreams."

Project 2025's biggest victory has been an extraordinary presidential power grab, which has allowed Trump to act in ways that previous presidents have only fantasized about, and to act with fewer restraints. He has laid off tens of thousands of federal employees, sometimes in defiance of laws. More than 315,000 federal employees had left the government by mid-November, according to the Office of Personnel Management. Entire agencies, such as USAID, have been effectively shut down, and the Education Department may be next.

Elsewhere, the administration has slashed environmental regulations, withdrawn from a major international climate agreement, undermined renewable energy, and worked to encourage oil and gas drilling on public land. It has discarded key civil-rights-enforcement methods, dismantled anything that might be construed as DEI, and set the agenda for aggressive immigration policies, not just closing the border to many foreign nationals and deporting unauthorized immigrants but also cracking down on valid-visa holders and seeking to denaturalize citizens.

This is not small-government conservatism--it's an effort to concentrate federal power and turn it into a political weapon. Long-standing guardrails against presidential interference in the Justice Department have been demolished. The White House has fired line prosecutors, and Trump has illegally appointed his own former personal attorneys to lead U.S. Attorney's Offices. These prosecutors have brought charges against many of Trump's political foes, including former FBI Director James Comey, New York Attorney General Letitia James, and Representative LaMonica McIver; others have been placed under investigation. (Judges have thrown out indictments against Comey and James, though the DOJ is appealing those dismissals. McIver, who was indicted in June for allegedly impeding federal agents and interfering with an arrest, denies wrongdoing and has pleaded not guilty.)

The administration has dabbled in impounding funds appropriated by Congress, despite a law barring this. It has also mounted a major assault on the independence of regulatory agencies, as established by Congress; Trump has fired multiple appointees, sometimes in apparent violation of law, but the Supreme Court has allowed him to proceed. Earlier this month, the justices heard arguments in a case that could overturn or severely narrow the 1935 precedent that safeguards agency independence. We already have a glimpse of what a fully politicized regulatory environment might look like: Chairman Brendan Carr, a Project 2025 author, has used his position at the Federal Communications Commission to pressure CBS News and ABC, even trying to get the late-night host Jimmy Kimmel fired earlier this year.

Trump's presidential power grab will allow his administration to achieve more of Project 2025's ambitions in the coming year and beyond. All of this has been enabled by a Republican-dominated Congress, which has with few exceptions allowed the president to seize legislative prerogatives, and by the Supreme Court, which has repeatedly allowed Trump to move forward on his expansion of power using the so-called shadow docket.

But Project 2025 has not been a complete success. One key belief of the authors was that Trump's first administration was undercut by bad appointments and by failures to fill other roles. To that end, Project 2025 created a huge database of potential appointees and offered training courses. Although Trump has managed to find more aides loyal to him than in his first term, his pace of confirmation for top jobs trails the pace of most recent presidents. He has also seen a historic high in nominations withdrawn in the first year of a presidency.

More fundamentally, the Christian nationalism that courses through Project 2025 has been somewhat eclipsed by other priorities. The Trump administration has made few major moves to restrict access to abortion or to enact pronatalist policies, and the conservative Catholic writer Ross Douthat recently argued that Christianity seems to be window dressing in the administration's policy rather than a real ideological driver of decision making. Big Tech was a notable boogeyman for the authors, who view smartphones and social media as a danger to traditional religious values, but major Silicon Valley figures have become hugely influential in the White House.

For the Heritage Foundation, Project 2025 has been a somewhat Pyrrhic victory. Although its policy ideas are steering the administration, the think tank finds itself on the outside--a product, it seems, of Trump's displeasure that coverage of Project 2025 complicated his campaign last year. Heritage is also fighting an intramural battle over how to handle the racist and anti-Semitic strains of the right.

Another, larger question looms. For decades, American conservatives have argued for restraints on government, in part out of fear of how progressives have used power to enact their policies. Project 2025 threw that out, embracing right-wing big government. Its unpopular ideas are one reason that Republicans are facing a daunting election environment in 2026 and perhaps 2028. If Project 2025's authors felt, as Russell Vought once said, that America was "in the late stages of a complete Marxist takeover" before Trump returned to office, they may find the situation even more apocalyptic if a Democrat wins the presidency in 2028--and inherits the sweeping powers they have handed to the White House.

Related:

	The Project 2025 presidency
 	The top goal of Project 2025 is still to come.
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The Atlantic



All Hail Dead Week, the Best Week of the Year

By Helena Fitzgerald

Christmas is over and we have arrived at the most wonderful time of the year--nominally still the holidays, but also the opposite of a holiday, a blank space stretching between Christmas and New Year's Eve when nothing makes sense and time loses its meaning ...
 In between the end of the old year and the beginning of the new one is this weird little stretch of unmarked time. For most people, this week isn't even a week off from work, but at the same time it also isn't a return to the normal rhythm of regular life. Nobody knows what to do with this leftover week, awkwardly stuck to the bottom of the year. I call it "Dead Week," a time when nothing counts, and when nothing is quite real.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Listen. Here are the 10 best albums of 2025, according to our music critic Spencer Kornhaber.

Read. In 2024, Amanda Parrish Morgan recommended six books to read by the fire.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The MetroCard Never Got Its Due

A symbol of New York is gone.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 31 Dec 2025




On a chilly December morning, I descended a flight of stairs and entered the New York Transit Museum. Housed in a decommissioned subway station in downtown Brooklyn, the museum was packed with elementary-school children on a field trip. All around me, tour guides shepherded groups of them through the various exhibits. Later on, I heard one guide ask if any of the students knew how to pay for the subway. "You tap a phone," a child volunteered.



For decades, the default answer has been something else: You swipe a MetroCard. Something like a flimsy yellow credit card, the MetroCard has bound together nearly everyone in the city--real-estate moguls and tenants, Mets and Yankees fans, lifelong New Yorkers like myself and new arrivals from Ohio. Any tourist who visited New York inevitably got one. But now the MetroCard era is about to end. Today is the last day you can purchase a card.



The Metropolitan Transportation Authority, the organization that operates the city's public-transit system, has for years been phasing out the MetroCard in favor of contactless payment--tapping your phone or a credit card, much as you would at any store. The new system, known as OMNY ("One Metro New York"), will bring together the benefits of technological progress: tens of millions of dollars in savings for both riders and the MTA each year, shorter lines, less plastic waste. Many other large metro systems have already fully transitioned to tap-and-go; in this sense, New York is behind the times.



In 2025, swiping a plastic rectangle through a card reader feels like an anachronism, but the MetroCard shouldn't be taken for granted. Every little yellow plastic rectangle represents a genuine technological marvel.


In the MetroCard's heyday, the MTA was minting 180 million cards per year. (Victor Llorente for The Atlantic)



At first, the MetroCard was a flop. The system was designed to be a technological leap forward: No longer would New Yorkers have to lug around physical tokens to pay for subways and buses. MetroCards would not only be lighter, but allow users to transfer between trains and buses without having to pay a second time. Despite the obvious upside, convincing people to embrace the swipe was not easy. When the MetroCard debuted, in 1994, "everybody was like, 'I don't want to give up my tokens. You'll get my tokens out of my cold dead hands,'" Jodi Shapiro, the Transit Museum's curator, told me. People lined up to buy as many tokens as possible before sales ended so they could put off converting to the MetroCard for as long as possible. Television segments reassured New Yorkers that "they could get to work by using plastic." The MTA put out ads and flyers explaining how to use the card, and briefly considered having someone dressed as an aardvark (the "Cardvaark") go to Times Square and educate passersby about the MetroCard.

Despite a rough start, the MetroCard swipe eventually just became routine. Knowing how to swipe a MetroCard--the crook of your elbow, the gentle flick of your wrist as you glide the magnetic stripe through the card reader--is essential New York knowledge. To create the infrastructure for this system, "all of this technology had to be upgraded," Shapiro said. "And some of it had to be invented." The MTA needed not just physical cards, but also a way to read them, vending machines to sell them, and a central computer system to track each one and process every transaction. Even the "swipe" mechanism, faster and easier to maintain than fare cards in other American cities at the time, was bespoke--designed specifically for New York City public transit's sprawl and enormous ridership.

Read: The art of MetroCard art

Last month, I visited the facility in Queens that mints the city's MetroCards to see this logistical feat for myself. Known as the Fortress Revenue Collection Lab, the building does look startlingly like a fortress--with barbed wire, barred windows, brick walls, and a central tower. Before the trip, the MTA made me agree not to disclose the precise location, and when I arrived, Michael Ellinas, the MTA's senior vice president of revenue control, led me through an entrance monitored by security guards. All of these measures safeguard the millions of MetroCards processed and stored inside the facility, many of them already loaded with money--just 1,000 monthly passes would be worth $132,000.

The Revenue Fortress Collection Lab doesn't make MetroCards from scratch. The plastic yellow cards are first manufactured in North Carolina and the United Kingdom before they are shipped, some 10,000 per box, to Queens, where they are turned into usable MetroCards. Employees load decks of blank cards onto conveyor belts that assign each a serial number and encode its magnetic stripe with value: monthly passes, single-ride cards, and so on, or zero dollars if the MetroCard is intended for someone to purchase from one of the vending machines throughout the MTA system. There are roughly 100 types of MetroCards, and the encoding process is what "puts the secret sauce on the magnetic stripe," Ellinas told me. The room is kept between 35 and 55 percent humidity: Too muggy and the cards might stick together, too dry and they might develop static.



Read: A great idea for what to do with the pennies left on your MetroCard

Some of the MetroCards are then brought to another conveyor belt and wrapped in plastic for individual retail at pharmacies and gas stations. Modified from machines used by Planters factories to wrap peanuts, this contraption envelops 5,000 MetroCards every hour--or more than one every second. Sunillall Harbajan, an MTA employee overseeing the room's operations, told me he has a nickname for the machine: "The Beast."

At its peak, the fortress was pumping out 180 million MetroCards every year; some 3.2 billion have been prepared in total. By the time I visited the fortress, just about 10 percent of riders were still using MetroCards, and the facility was no longer making them every day. Ellinas had timed the run so that I could witness it. "All good things come to an end, but I'm happy to have been part of it," Karen Kunak, the MTA's chief officer of processing operations, told me from inside the fortress, surrounded by boxes of MetroCards. She started at the MTA as a college intern 36 years ago--before the MetroCard was even around: "We made it into a thing, its own living, breathing thing." Employees operating the MetroCard machines are being retrained to work elsewhere across the MTA.




Limited-edition MetroCards designed in collaboration with local legends and institutions--Biggie Smalls, David Bowie, the New York Public Library--are now collectors' items. (Victor Llorente for The Atlantic)



If the city had never adopted the MetroCard--had not installed electronic turnstiles systemwide, developed a complex computer system, gotten people used to paying with a card at all--OMNY would have been a far more gargantuan effort. The switch from paying with one sort of card to another is far less jarring than going from coins to a piece of plastic. "If all of the technological things had not been done to make MetroCard a viable fair-payment system," Shapiro said, "we wouldn't have OMNY now." Eventually, the fortress will be reconfigured into an OMNY facility, just as MetroCard vending machines in subway stations have been replaced by OMNY vending machines. (Those who don't want to use a phone or credit card or don't have one can instead purchase an OMNY card.)


In saying goodbye to the MetroCard, New York City is saving time, money, and waste. But the city is also losing a bit of friction, and a common denominator, that is central to its character. New Yorkers and tourists lined up to buy special MetroCards designed in collaboration with local legends and institutions--Biggie Smalls, David Bowie, the library--that are now collectors' items. Before long, even the basic MetroCards might be coveted as well. There will never be a card to celebrate a World Series victory for my beloved New York Mets. The leap into modernity can feel like sliding into a featureless void, in which every transaction of any sort becomes hard to distinguish. Paying to ride the subway is now like paying for a coffee at Starbucks.



Or perhaps it is just me; the MetroCard is all I've ever really known. My friends and I used to protect our student MetroCards, which allowed us to ride for free, like amulets, our keys to the city. As I walked through the Transit Museum with Shapiro, she and an MTA spokesperson accompanying us poked fun at visitors who didn't remember the subway token. I remained quiet, not wanting to out myself.
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The Trump Administration's Most Paralyzing Blow to Science

Cuts to research may have spoiled the country's appetite for bold exploration.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




For all of the political chaos that American science endured in 2025, aspects of this country's research enterprise made it through somewhat ... okay. The Trump administration terminated billions of dollars in research grants; judges intervened to help reinstate thousands of those contracts. The administration threatened to cut funding to a number of universities; several have struck deals that preserved that money. After the White House proposed slashing the National Institutes of Health's $48 billion budget, Congress pledged to maintain it. And although some researchers have left the country, far more have remained. Despite these disruptions, many researchers will also remember 2025 as the year when personalized gene therapy helped treat a six-month-old baby, or when the Vera C. Rubin Observatory released its first glimpse of the star-studded night sky.



Science did lose out this year, though, in ways that researchers are still struggling to tabulate. Some of those losses are straightforward: Since the beginning of 2025, "all, or nearly all, federal agencies that supported research in some way have decreased the size of their research footprint," Scott Delaney, an epidemiologist who has been tracking the federal funding cuts to science, told me. Less funding means less science can be done and fewer discoveries will be made. The deeper cut may be to the trust researchers had in the federal government as a stable partner in the pursuit of knowledge. This means the country's appetite for bold exploration, which the compact between science and government supported for decades, may be gone, too--leaving in its place more timid, short-term thinking.



In an email, Andrew Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees the NIH, disputed that assertion, writing, "The Biden administration politicized NIH funding through DEI-driven agendas; this administration is restoring rigor, merit, and public trust by prioritizing evidence-based research with real health impact while continuing to support early-career scientists."



Science has always required creativity--people asking and pursuing questions in ways that have never been attempted before, in the hope that some of that work might produce something new. At its most dramatic, the results can be transformative: In the early 1900s, the Wright brothers drew inspiration from birds' flight mechanics to launch their first airplanes; more recently, scientists have found ways to genetically engineer a person's own immune cells to kill off cancer. Even in more routine discoveries, nothing quite matches the excitement of being the first to capture a piece of reality. I remember, as a graduate student, cloning my first bacterial mutant while trying to understand a gene important for growth. I knew that the microscopic creature I had built would never yield a drug or save a life. But in the brief moment in which I plucked a colony from an agar plate and swirled it into a warm, sugar-rich broth, I held a form of life that had never existed before--and that I had made in pursuit of a question that, as far as I knew, no one else had asked.



Pursuing scientific creativity can be resource intensive, requiring large teams of researchers to spend millions of dollars across decades to investigate complex questions. Up until very recently, the federal government was eager to underwrite that process. Since the end of the Second World War, it has poured money into basic research, establishing a kind of social contract with scientists, of funds in exchange for innovation. Support from the government "allowed the free play of scientific genius," Nancy Tomes, a historian of medicine at Stony Brook University, told me.



The investment has paid dividends. One oft-cited statistic puts the success of scientific funding in economic terms: Every dollar invested in research and development in the United States is estimated to return at least $5. Another points to the fact that more than 99 percent of the drugs approved by the FDA from 2010 to 2019 were at least partly supported by NIH funds. These things are true--but they also obscure the years or even decades of meandering and experimentation that scientists must take to reach those results. CRISPR gene-editing technology began as basic research into the structure of bacterial genomes; the discovery of GLP-1 weight-loss drugs depended on scientists in the late '70s and '80s tinkering with fish cells. The Trump administration has defunded research with more obvious near-term goals--work on mRNA vaccines to combat the next flu pandemic, for instance--but also science that expands knowledge that we don't yet have an application for (if one even exists). It has also proposed major cuts to NASA that could doom an already troubled mission to return brand-new mineral samples from the surface of Mars, which might have told us more about life in this universe, or nothing much at all.



Outside of the most obvious effects of grant terminations--salary cuts, forced layoffs, halted studies--the Trump administration's attacks on science have limited the horizons that scientists in the U.S. are looking toward. The administration has made clear that it no longer intends to sponsor research into certain subjects, including transgender health and HIV. Even researchers who haven't had grants terminated this year or who work on less politically volatile subjects are struggling to conceptualize their scientific futures, as canceled grant-review meetings and lists of banned words hamper the normal review process. The NIH is also switching up its funding model to one that will decrease the number of scientific projects and people it will bankroll. Many scientists are hesitant to hire more staff or start new projects that rely on expensive materials. Some have started to seek funds from pharmaceutical companies or foundations, which tend to offer smaller and shorter-term agreements, trained more closely on projects with potential profit.



All of this nudges scientists into a defensive posture. They're compressing the size of their studies or dropping the most ambitious aspects of their projects. Collaborations between research groups have broken down too, as some scientists who have been relatively insulated from the administration's cuts have terminated their partnerships with defunded scientists--including at Harvard, where Delaney worked as a research scientist until September--to protect their own interests. "The human thing to do is to look inward and to kind of take care of yourself first," Delaney told me. Instability and fear have made the research system, already sometimes prone to siloing, even more fragmented. The administration "took two of the best assets that the U.S. scientific enterprise has--the capacity to think long, and the capacity to collaborate--and we screwed them up at the same time," Delaney said. Several scientists told me that the current funding environment has prompted them to consider early retirement--in many cases, shutting down the labs they have run for decades.


 Some of the experiments that scientists shelved this year could still be done at later dates. But the new instability of American science may also be driving away the people necessary to power that future work. Several universities have been forced to downsize Ph.D. programs; the Trump administration's anti-immigration policies have made many international researchers fearful of their status at universities. And as the administration continues to dismiss the importance of DEI programs, many young scientists from diverse backgrounds have told me they're questioning whether they will be welcomed into academia. Under the Trump administration, the scope of American science is simply smaller: "When you shrink funding, you're going to increase conservatism," C. Brandon Ogbunu, a computational biologist at Yale University, told me. Competition and scarcity can breed innovation in science. But often, Ogbunu said, people forget that "comfort and security are key parts of innovation, too."
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55 Facts That Blew Our Minds in 2025

We'll never look at potatoes the same way again.

by The Atlantic Science Desk

Sat, 27 Dec 2025




The Atlantic's Science, Technology, and Health desk has had a busy 2025: Our writers have spent the year probing the limits of human consciousness and gene-editing technology, studying the ubiquity of microplastics, investigating the origins of a mysterious ALS outbreak, and even chasing down rubble from the White House's demolished East Wing. Our reporting has led us to a number of strange and delightful facts. In a year defined by slop, we hope these nuggets of reality inspire some genuine awe:

	On average, women's hands are more sensitive to warmth than men's, some research suggests.
 	The U.S. releases 100 million sterile flies in Mexico every week.
 	A sea-slug species called Elysia chlorotica appears to perform photosynthesis. The slug eats algae, turns bright green, and spends the rest of its life converting light, water, and air into sugar, like a leaf.
 	The jingle for Pepsi-Cola was the most recognized tune in America in 1942, according to one survey.
 	Satellites can spot the hot breath geysering out of a single whale's blowhole.
 	Some AI doomers aren't saving money for retirement. If by then the world is fully automated (or we're all dead), why bother with an IRA? 
 	Scientists discovered--or created, depending on your perspective--a new color named "olo" this year. (Those who have seen it describe it as a sort of teal or a mix of blue and green.)
 	Modern potatoes likely descended from an ancient tomato plant. [image: tomato potato]
 
 
 	By one calculation, spending on AI accounted for 92 percent of America's GDP growth in the first half of 2025.
 	This year, a baby with a rare genetic condition became the first child to receive a customized CRISPR gene-editing treatment to fix his specific DNA mutation.
 	During the late 1800s, baseball players experimented with four-sided bats.
 	And in the early 1970s, Little League tried to prevent girls from playing baseball by saying that being hit with a ball could cause breast cancer.
 	On a single day in 1900, a former schoolteacher destroyed three saloons using bricks, rocks, and a billiard ball--all to advance the cause of temperance.
 	When the New Jersey Meadowlands was a dump site, it accepted rubble from the London Blitz and the Doric columns of New York's old Penn Station (along with toxic manufacturing sludge and standard garbage).
 	Amtrak trains couldn't run between Albany and the Berkshires for several months this year because of a six-foot-deep sinkhole.
 	Insects likely make up more than half of all animal species, but roughly 80 percent have never been documented by researchers.
 	Malibu has a flock of wild parrots that may descend from pets that escaped homes during a fire in 1961.
 	A hawk learned how to use crosswalk signals as a cue to ambush its prey [image: hawk on traffic light]
 
 
 	A Danish study from 2018 found that tennis players lived longer than swimmers, cyclists, and joggers.
 	The winners of the Academy Award for Best Cinematography from 2011 to 2013 were all 3-D movies.
 	Some veterinarians recommend sunscreening pets--especially light-colored dogs.
 	An army of robot dogs inspects cars in a Georgia Hyundai factory.
 	There might not be enough fruits and vegetables in the world to allow the American food industry to switch entirely to natural dyes.
 	The United States' first-ever racially integrated baseball league for women will begin playing in the spring of 2026.
 	There are an estimated 25,000 city-killer-size asteroids in near-Earth orbits and just under half have been found.
 	In 1972, about one in five people who died in the U.S. received an autopsy. That rate has since dropped below one in 10.
 	The word cooties initially referred to lice and other biting insects that American soldiers encountered during World War I.
 	An ALS outbreak in a tiny French town may have been caused by wild mushrooms.
 	Eggs are naturally seasonal.
 	Because oranges from different regions can taste so different, orange-juice manufacturers blend batches of juice to maintain a consistent flavor profile, much like wine and whiskey makers do.
 	In the 19th and early 20th centuries, so-called patent medicines sometimes contained explosives. [image: medicine bottle exploding]
 
 
 	The Baader 632 Thigh Filleting System can process 230 chicken thighs a minute.
 	Fertility problems in men can often be overcome by treating a female partner, even if she doesn't have any fertility problems of her own.
 	The Animal Welfare Act's definition of animal excludes fish, insects, cephalopods, and most mice and rats.
 	A single weed vape can hold a whopping 5,000 milligrams of THC.
 	In Japan, you can buy soy sauce laced with ostrich antibodies.
 	When lettuce is contaminated with E. coli, washing it doesn't do much good.
 	Any inanimate object is fundamentally just a collection of atoms; a living organism might be better understood as a dynamic pattern playing out over time.
 	A prescription-only system on an AppleWatch can detect if the wearer is having a nightmare. It vibrates enough to stop the bad dream but not enough to wake them.
 	In 1999, a vegetative patient suddenly started talking after being put on Ambien.
 	Saturn's official moon count nearly doubled this year after scientists confirmed the discovery of 128 new satellites. [image: two moons]
 
 
 	Olive Garden's signature "Tour of Italy" dish has 3,200 milligrams of sodium--more than double what the American Heart Association considers an optimal daily amount for adults.
 	Ounce for ounce, turkey contains less tryptophan--an amino acid popularly blamed for post-Thanksgiving sleepiness--than cheddar cheese or an octopus does.
 	One AI start-up spent $1.8 million to purchase the URL friend.com.
 	Calling a loved one by their name makes some people feel anxious or nauseated.
 	Body builders have long consumed an enormous excess of food to help build muscles, but they are learning that bulking often takes just 10 percent more calories than the body needs to maintain itself.
 	Because of a global cocoa shortage, confectioners are tweaking recipes so that their candies don't contain much chocolate--or any at all.
 	LinkedIn has a "Videos for You" tab that essentially turns the app into corporate TikTok.
 	Soap's most important disinfectant quality may be that it makes your hands slippery, to loosen debris.
 	A plastic-bristled toothbrush may add approximately 30 to 120 microparticles of plastic to your diet with each cleaning.
 	Sorry: Plastic is also the source of basically everything that's good about chewing gum--its durability, its stretch, its ability to form bubbles. [image: bubblegum bubble]
 
 
 	According to cybersecurity experts, those sketchy texts offering a tax rebate or warning of an unpaid toll are likely orchestrated by a highly organized criminal syndicate based mainly in China and known as the smishing triad.
 	Bronze-cut pasta is especially delicious, but making it creates enormous amounts of "pasta dust," which must be cleaned up with extra labor and machinery.
 	Tanning beds emit UVA rays that bronze (and damage) the skin, but little of the UVB rays that boost vitamin D production.
 	Some researchers want to turn a crater on the far side of the moon into a natural radio dish.
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A 2025 Ranking You Won't Read Anywhere Else

Salmon with Abraham Lincoln and Jesus, plus other hypothetical dinner parties from <em>The Katie Miller Podcast</em>

by Alexandra Petri

Fri, 26 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.


How to describe this year ... Slop? Rage-baiting? Pantone white? Yes, and: The Katie Miller Podcast.

If you're wondering who Katie Miller is and why high-level officials keep going on her podcast: She made a name for herself during the first Trump administration by denying that the Department of Homeland Security was separating families. This year, she was an adviser to the Department of Government Efficiency, a brilliant effort that did not in fact save money but certainly did destroy a lot of goods and services! She is also Stephen Miller's wife. Yes, that Stephen Miller--the architect of the administration's immigration policy, an exercise in wanton cruelty that has demanded 3,000 arrests of undocumented immigrants daily and has taken a wrecking ball to thousands of lives.

Since August, Katie has hosted a soft-focus podcast in which she interviews administration-adjacent figures and people who I guess must be, by some definition, celebrities? (A large potted plant is there also.) At the end of almost every episode, she poses the question: "If you could host a dinner party with three people, dead or alive, who's at the table, and what are you eating?" So far, the guests, and their varied answers, have offered what I think is the perfect encapsulation of this very strange year. Forget your top 10 movies and top 11 news stories--"The Top 10 Dream Dinners Hosted by Guests on The Katie Miller Podcast" is the year-end ranking that 2025 deserves.

I have taken the liberty of organizing these dinners into a list, from most to least likely to go well. Let's begin.



10. Kellyanne Conway, media commentator and President Donald Trump's former adviser

Guests: Jesus, her grandmother

This is Jesus's first cameo at one of these dinners! It will not be his last. Kellyanne Conway has a lot to ask him, and she anticipates that he would also have a lot to ask her. (Speaking of people trying to go directly to the Roman-Catholic source, we got a new Chicago-style pope this year! Note that he is not invited to this dinner.) This is the first episode to introduce what will become a persistent problem: the debate over whether Jesus counts as a dinner guest who's dead or alive. Theologically this is a rich question, I feel! I am Episcopalian, though.

9. Kash Patel, FBI director/influencer

Guests: the entire Miracle on Ice men's hockey team from 1980

"Who are you?" I picture the men's hockey team asking. "I'm Kash Patel, children's-book author and director of the FBI," Kash Patel responds, through a mouthful of chicken-parm hero sandwich (his meal of choice). "Recently I've been in the news because the FBI keeps detaining the wrong people of interest in high-profile cases, and I keep making agents provide security to my country-singer girlfriend." I feel that the conversation would trail off quickly after this point.

8. Cheryl Hines, actor and wife of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.  

Guests: Her grandmother Ruth, Carol Burnett, and Maya Angelou

I am arriving at the theory that if your grandma is going to your imaginary dinner, it should just be all family. I'd love to have my grandma at such an event, but I think if Carol Burnett were also at the dinner, she might clam up.

In case you're wondering why Cheryl Hines is getting interviewed--her husband is the current health secretary, who is diligently working to reintroduce the measles virus to its original habitat (inside of people's respiratory systems), where it had been hunted almost to extinction. It is rare to have a measles conservationist in this sort of position, but that's the Trump administration for you: trying things that have never been tried before. What if the conspiracy theorists were inside the FBI instead of outside it? What if we didn't have an East Wing?

7. Adena Friedman, Nasdaq president and CEO

Guests: Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and the astronaut Sally Ride

I'm getting worried about the stock market! It kept going up this year, largely because we keep spending more on AI in hopes that this certainly-not-bubble will lift all boats and eventually result in profits. The architects of AI even got to be Time magazine's Person(s) of the Year. STOP PUTTING AI INTO ALL OF MY THINGS! I don't want it there. It's like the letter u that British people are always dropping into words: It adds nothing and leaves me unsettled.

Friedman's dinner features three "trailblazers" who would be eating a Thanksgiving dinner. She said these might be very different conversations, but I can actually see this meal going well! As long as they don't discuss the stock market--having led the country through the Great Depression, FDR might bring up some questions that could kill the mood.

6. J. D. Vance, vice president

Guests: Isaac Newton, Donald Trump, and Abraham Lincoln (a popular pick)

Given that Trump described Abraham Lincoln as someone who "did something that was a very important thing to do, and especially at that time," I think it is likely that Trump does not know who Abraham Lincoln is or what he did, and the possibility of a dinner party where Trump is forced to reveal this in real time is intriguing to me. My sense is that he would try to bring up that his uncle was a professor at MIT and then compliment Lincoln on his height. He might be disappointed to hear that Lincoln spent so much time fighting against the Confederacy. I don't know what Isaac Newton would do; maybe drop an apple.

Including Trump in this dinner when that seat could go to literally any human being living or dead is the kind of pandering we have come to expect from the vice president, whose other 2025 highlights include complaining to Europe about the "enemy within," being one of the last to see Pope Francis alive, and suggesting that he hopes his Hindu wife will awaken to Jesus one day.

5. Jillian Michaels, fitness influencer 

Guests: Maya Angelou (again!), Albert Einstein, and Ozzy Osbourne

This one gets points subtracted for the menu, which is: French fries, red wine, peanut butter, hot sauce, and ice cream--I have to assume not together, but Michaels did say that this was all that they would need, so, who knows! "What is The Biggest Loser's trainer doing on this podcast?" you ask. This year, she came out swinging in defense of Trump's directive to the Smithsonian to say nicer things about America and stop harping on about slavery. "  Do you realize that only less than 2 percent of white Americans owned slaves? You realize that slavery is thousands of years old?" she said on a CNN panel. "I'm surprised that you're trying to litigate who was the beneficiary of slavery," the CNN host Abby Phillip responded. Have fun at your dinner with Maya Angelou, Jillian.

4. Mike Johnson, speaker of the House

Guests: Jesus, Abraham Lincoln, and George Washington

Mike Johnson calls this dinner "very American-centric," which raises some questions for me. Did I miss important information in the Bible about Jesus's nationality, or, conversely, important information about the establishment of religion in the Constitution? Will Jesus bring a translator with him? In Johnson's episode, he sounds stressed, as he should be--he's had a busy year: passing the One Big Beautiful Bill Act and as few other bills as possible, shutting the government down, and blocking and then reluctantly allowing the release of the Epstein files. An ambitious brief for anyone! And that's not all that he has to worry about: In the course of this interview, he agreed that his brain (and, perhaps, the brains of all men?) was like a waffle.

3. Pete Hegseth, defense secretary 

Guests: Donald Trump, Volodymyr Zelensky, and Vladimir Putin

When he hasn't been ordering the extrajudicial killings of people in boats or kicking the press out of the Pentagon, Pete Hegseth has spent most of 2025 lecturing people who have better things to do about how much he hates beards. I wonder if he will be able to restrain himself from doing so at this dinner. (Then again, the Ukrainian president is used to being lectured on his appearance in lieu of any progress on the war engulfing his country.) Knowing Vladimir Putin, he may skip the dinner entirely, forcing Trump and Hegseth to pursue him down the tarmac to his plane, with their steak (well-done) and Thousand Island dressing in hand. (That's the menu Hegseth picked. "The unspeakable in pursuit of the uneatable," as Oscar Wilde put it.)

2. Elon Musk, CEO of too many companies to name, former DOGE honcho

Guests: William Shakespeare, Nikola Tesla, and Benjamin Franklin

Elon Musk imagines that his guests would enjoy an epic 12-course meal of probably not cheeseburgers, but maybe little, tiny cheeseburgers, which never taste as good as the big ones, but if someone really tried, they could be made to. (He riffed, if that is the word I want, on this cheeseburger question for what felt like ages.) Having to hear from Musk and be subject to his whims has been, unfortunately, a feature of 2025. His DOGE efforts are why we don't have USAID any more--resulting in an estimated hundreds of thousands of preventable deaths, providing him with a new first line in his obituary, and forcing Tesla owners to buy a little disclaimer bumper sticker for their car.

I have put this dinner pretty high on the list because I think that if Nikola Tesla had the whole Musk situation properly explained to him, fisticuffs would almost certainly ensue. The idea of Tesla and Musk fighting each other over tiny cheeseburgers while William Shakespeare and Ben Franklin look on ... to me, this is an ideal party.

1. Katie Miller, podcast host extraordinaire

Guests: Queen Victoria and ???

As far as I can tell, we never hear who is joining beyond the "Grandmother of Europe." Katie Miller starts to tell Senator Katie Britt about her own dinner picks and never finishes! Tantalizingly incomplete. Who would the other guests be? Perhaps Stephen Miller, who, allegedly, "only eats mayonnaise." ("With french fries, or, like, period?" J. D. Vance asked during his episode. "Period," Miller said, later elaborating: "It's whatever.") The only dinner worse than one where Elon Musk fights Nikola Tesla while William Shakespeare and Ben Franklin look on is one where Katie Miller and Queen Victoria try to carry on a conversation while Stephen Miller sits silently next to them, eating mayonnaise.

Related:

	The Trump administration's guide to Christmas giving
 	So, DOGE, what would you say you did here?
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The New Family Vacation

By Michael Waters

The next time you're at the airport or checking into a hotel, you might notice a traveling group that looks, at least at first glance, a little unwieldy: young kids, their parents, and their grandparents, all vacationing together regardless of age or mobility limits.
 A scene like this would have been rare a few decades ago, according to Susan Rugh, a history professor at Brigham Young University who wrote about the history of family travel in her book Are We There Yet?: The Golden Age of American Family Vacations. The classic 20th-century family vacation was typically a nuclear one, comprising a mom, a dad, and their young kids. Grandparents and other relatives seldom came along. But more and more, research shows, families tend to bring multiple generations with them. This, in turn, has changed people's preferred travel destinations, and even the very purpose of travel: Multigenerational groups are much more likely to take simple, relaxed beach vacations than to embark on logistics-heavy city visits or road trips.


Read the full article.



Culture Break
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Read. In 2023, Ilana Masad recommended six books to read during a stressful family holiday.

Explore. Many grocery-store self-checkout lines are now longer than the staffed ones. Valerie Trapp explores the one line that Americans (weirdly) choose to wait in.

Play our daily crossword.
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The Podcast 'Productivity' Trap

Maybe don't fill every available silence with the sound of people talking.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




Podcasts have devastated my relationship to music. Confirmation of that sad fact came earlier this month in the form of my Spotify "Wrapped," the streaming service's personalized report of what I listened to this year, including a playlist of my top songs. In the past, this annual playlist supplied a loop of sonic pleasure, propelling me through workouts, dinner preps, and hours-long commutes. This year, I haven't even opened it.

That is not to say I've embraced silence: According to Spotify, I spent 71,661 minutes on the app over the past 12 months. That's 49 days. But 55,088 of those minutes were spent streaming podcasts instead of songs. Whereas I used to listen to music all the time, now I fill every available moment with the sound of people talking.

I suspect I'm not the only one. My change in listening habits comes from a compulsion that many people in my life share: to make every minute of the day as "productive" as possible. By that blinkered calculus, an informative podcast will always trump music. But listening incessantly to podcasts has actually narrowed my interests and shown me just how limiting too much information can be.

Read: Companies' 'wrapped' features keep getting weirder

Before I finish brewing my first cup of coffee, a BBC report is already streaming from my speaker. "Not another podcast, Papa," my son complains, wiping his sleepy eyes as I butter his toast. "I need to know what's going on in the world," I tell him, even though I can see how much he and his sister would rather listen to something with a beat.

After dropping him off at school, I cycle through long-form podcasts on my walk home, during my own breakfast, and as I get ready for the day. Many of these are political, and they run the ideological spectrum. I reserve The New York Times' podcast The Daily for a short lunchtime treat. Then at the gym in the late afternoon, I'm back to eavesdropping on other people's verbal marathons, many of them about exercise and nutrition. I used to turn on house music or jazz automatically when I started cooking in the evenings. Now I have to force myself to play anything other than chatter.

The pandemic was the turning point for me. I scarcely listened to podcasts before those days of tedium and seclusion, when overhearing a conversation almost felt like having company. The number of podcasts has exploded since then, and algorithms have deftly toured me around the new offerings. I've found some excellent ones; their charming and informed hosts now serve as unlikely rivals of my favorite musical artists.

The podcast boom is not the only reason I'm listening to so few songs these days. Hip-hop, the genre I grew up on, has entered a period of sustained decline. Everyone thinks the songs of their youth represent a golden era. But the rappers I listened to when I was younger really were better than today's artists, or at least more innovative--maybe because the genre was younger, too. Dr. Dre concocted a sound that changed how the West Coast made music. Nas and Jay-Z could not only rap circles around the best of their successors; they could also smuggle some serious ideas into their hits. Consider this Socratic inquiry from Jay-Z: "Is Pius pious 'cause God loves pious?" That type of lyric rarely comes around anymore.

In the late 2010s, so-called mumble rap took off. Critics lamented that the genre--and the styles it continues to spawn--ignores lyricism and craft, a complaint that gives short shrift to the infectious exuberance these modes can produce. Still, even some of the most prominent contemporary artists worry that something has gone awry.

This fall, Billboard reported that, for the first time since 1990, its Top 40 chart didn't contain a single rap song. Observers have proposed plenty of explanations. I favor one offered (perhaps apocryphally) by the mumble-rap pioneer Young Thug: that the enervating, yearlong feud between Drake and Kendrick Lamar degraded the genre. "Since then," a viral quote attributed to Young Thug contends, "everyone in the world is leveling up, except hip-hop."

In this dispiriting context, podcasts have grown all the more appealing. (Some of the best rap artists from my youth now host their own.) When I do return to hip-hop, it's mostly to indulge my nostalgia.

Listen: How YouTube ate podcasts and TV

Choosing between podcasts and music reminds me of something the critic Dwight Garner observed about the value of reading a book on olive oil. "Extra Virginity is another reminder of why subpar nonfiction is so much better than subpar fiction," Garner wrote. "With nonfiction at least you can learn something." That's how I used to feel about podcasts. At least they help me improve my grasp of international affairs and prepare for the AI apocalypse. BigXthaPlug and NBA YoungBoy don't teach me anything.

But more recently, I've found that trying to make every listening minute count inevitably becomes counterproductive. The internal pressure to optimize free time and always multitask is ultimately exhausting, not enlightening.

The world never ceases to produce grist for discussion. That doesn't mean we need to fill our ears with all of it. In the new year, I think I'll try a little more silence.
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Why the Supreme Court Is Giving ICE So Much Power

The Constitution inarguably applies to federal immigration agents--but the Supreme Court has taken away the hope of ever holding them to that standard.

by Nancy Gertner

Mon, 29 Dec 2025




Untold numbers of ICE agents have appeared on America's streets in recent months, and many of them have committed acts of aggression with seeming impunity. ICE agents have detained suspected illegal immigrants without cause--including U.S. citizens and lawful residents. They have, in effect, kidnapped people, breaking into cars to make arrests. They have used tear gas and pepper spray on nonviolent protesters. They have refused to identify themselves, wearing masks, using unmarked cars, and switching license plates, presumably to avoid detection. They have kept people in detention without access to lawyers. They have questioned people simply for appearing Latino, speaking Spanish, and being in areas believed to be frequented by illegal immigrants.

Many of these tactics are plainly illegal. The Constitution incontestably applies to federal immigration officers: The Fourth Amendment protects against unreasonable searches and seizures and excessive force and requires a warrant to search a private home. The Fifth Amendment guarantees due process and bans self-incrimination. The Sixth Amendment establishes a person's right to counsel. Why, then, are they getting away with not following the Constitution?

Their impunity traces back to two Supreme Court decisions that put far too much faith in ICE's commitment to respecting people's constitutional rights. As a result of these cases, people whose rights are violated by ICE agents have little to no recourse. Contrast that with the rules for police officers. If a police officer kicks down your door and searches your home without a warrant, questions you without a Miranda warning, or illegally arrests you, a provision known as the exclusionary rule may prevent the evidence gathered through those tactics from being admitted in your prosecution. And if you happen to be acquitted, you can sue for damages. None of that is true when it comes to ICE.

Read: Why they mask

The first of these two cases is a 1984 decision, INS v. Lopez-Mendoza, that untethered ICE from the exclusionary rule. In a 5-4 opinion, Justice Sandra Day O'Connor rejected the exclusionary rule for immigration courts, favoring, instead, "a deliberately simple deportation hearing system." In a typical criminal case, the exclusionary rule is designed to deter police misconduct--the idea being that the police will avoid such conduct if it risks undermining a conviction. But for ICE, the Court decided, such deterrence is not necessary. Unless ICE conduct amounts to an "egregious" violation of the Fourth Amendment, the evidence that agents gather even through illegal means can be used in immigration courts. Key to the Court's decision was a presumption that Fourth Amendment violations by ICE officers were not "widespread" and that the Immigration and Naturalization Service "has already taken sensible and reasonable steps to deter Fourth Amendment violations by its officers." Such assumptions may not have been reasonable then; they are certainly not reasonable now.

A second Court decision appears to have eliminated, or at least seriously limited, the possibility of lawsuits for damages after individuals are unlawfully detained, searched, or experience excessive force at the hands of ICE. When the police engage in misconduct, the victim can sue the responsible officers for damages. Again, not so for ICE. In the 2022 decision Egbert v. Boule, Justice Clarence Thomas, writing for the majority, denied the rights of plaintiffs to sue Border Patrol agents for excessive use of force in the name of "national security." There is every reason to believe that the Supreme Court would extend the rationale in Boule to shield ICE from liability as well. The Court would effectively be greenlighting ICE's abusive tactics and insulating agents from damages when they are, in fact, no different from any state or city police officer who violates a person's constitutional rights. As in INS v. Lopez-Mendoza, the rationale in Boule relies on the agency's purported ability to self-regulate; after all, Thomas suggested, Border Patrol "must investigate 'alleged violations' and accept grievances." Can anyone count on such care to come from Border Patrol under this administration? Again, the faith in these institutions to self-regulate seems tragically misplaced.

The remaining options for someone mistreated by ICE are inadequate, to say the least. An individual could file a lawsuit under the Federal Torts Claims Act against federal officers, but that law has its shortcomings: A person must submit a detailed claim to the government and wait for a response before they can go to court. That process can take years and years. An individual could also file a complaint with the DHS Office of Inspector General or the Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties, which would theoretically launch an investigation, but in this administration, the chances of redress for misconduct are slim to none. Nothing drives the point home more than the case of a CBP commander, Gregory Bovino. U.S. District Judge Sara Ellis found that he had lied to the court about whether he had used excessive force against protesters in Chicago. Was he dismissed or disciplined? Neither; he went on to lead another immigration sweep, this time in New Orleans.

Read: Every state is a border patrol state

Then there are the practical problems with contesting ICE misconduct. Where in the United States is the immigrant? In which detention facility? Do they have a lawyer? Worse, what if they have already been deported through a process known as expedited removal? Expedited removal generally involves a determination by a low-level immigration officer who, in many cases during a single interview, determines that the noncitizen arrived in the U.S. without proper documents and therefore cannot prove that he or she has been physically present in the U.S. for two years. (Exceptions are made only for people who have a credible fear of persecution or torture, or who intend to apply for asylum--exceptions that have been severely limited under this administration.) Although expedited removal used to apply only to noncitizens within 100 miles of the border, Trump's Department of Homeland Security has expanded the policy to apply to any unlawful noncitizen anywhere in the country who cannot prove two years of residency, giving them no time to secure counsel or gather evidence, no right to appeal, and surely no meaningful due process.

Even for those who manage to get before an immigration judge, the process is formidable. ICE attorneys have been systematically asking immigration judges to dismiss proceedings in order to strip individuals of even the limited protections those hearings afford. Judge Jia Cobb, a federal judge in Washington, D.C., noted in a recent decision that people have been arrested immediately following dismissals, subjected to expedited removal, and shortly removed. These tactics, combined with the administration's expanded policy of mandatory detention--meaning the immigrant is not entitled to bail--have turned immigration courts into what the former chief counsel for Joe Biden's Citizenship and Immigration Services characterized as a "deportation pipeline."

Much of what ICE is doing is not remotely constitutional. The Court decisions that laid the groundwork for the agency's lawlessness no longer stand up to basic scrutiny. As Justice O'Connor said in INS v. Lopez-Mendoza, "our conclusions concerning the exclusionary rule's value might change, if there developed good reason to believe that Fourth Amendment violations by INS officers were widespread." There's more than good reason; there's every reason.
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Six Months Off the Street

<span>An update on Evan from our three-part series </span><em>No Easy Fix</em>

by Ethan Brooks

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




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

In July, we published a series of stories about San Francisco's attempt to address the growing number of homeless and addicted people living on the streets. We followed Evan, who had been homeless for years, as he sought to escape the addiction that was threatening his life. Four months later, we check in on how he's doing.

No Easy Fix is a three-part series from Radio Atlantic about homelessness and addiction in San Francisco.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Last year, we published a series called No Easy Fix. If you haven't heard it, you should go back and listen. It's about San Francisco's attempts to address pockets of homelessness and addiction. It's also a close and unusually humane portrait of one man--his name is Evan--living on the streets and barely managing his fentanyl addiction.

Today, we have an update on that series.

[Music]

Rosin: When reporter Ethan Brooks met Evan, he was in bad shape.

Evan: It's raining, and I'm cold, and I'm hungry. (Laughs.) I'm over it. I'm so over it.


Rosin: Years of addiction had left him with a leg that was so swollen and infected that he was at risk of losing it. On top of that, he couldn't keep food down. And he didn't know why. His best friend, Joe, was worried.

Joe Wynne: I mean, I expect Evan to die out there. I have seen no pieces of evidence that persisted beyond 72 hours of him heading in any other direction, and I've seen 10,000 pieces of evidence of him headed towards death.


Rosin: Evan ended up in the hospital. And he agreed to enter an addiction treatment program in San Francisco--one that looked a lot like the rehabs where he had tried and failed to get clean before.

Evan: I could feel, like--in my head, I'm like, I'm gonna be successful this time. But like, I'm still a little worried about having doubt--like, What if I don't, though?


Rosin: Ethan Brooks is going to take it from here.

______

Ethan Brooks: The last time I saw Evan, he was in a room in San Francisco General Hospital.

Brooks: Want to rest for a little bit?
 Evan: Yeah, maybe a little bit.


Brooks: We spoke for a few hours, and this is how our conversation ended.

Brooks: I mean, I'll be able to call you on the phone and stuff, but I just won't be able to get you in person for a while.
 Evan: Yeah, I'll definitely put you on the list of people I can talk to in treatment.


Brooks: Evan had been accepted to long-term residential rehab in San Francisco. He wanted to finally get clean, and give space and time for his leg to heal. And he wanted to reconnect with his son, who he hadn't seen in years.

Joe--that's Evan's friend--bought him a cellphone, started a group chat, plugged in the phone next to Evan's bed, and flew home, back to his family in Washington State. So Evan was once again on his own.

[Music]

A month passed, and I didn't hear from him. And then, he texted: He had 30 days clean.

To celebrate, Joe sent videos from Cameo; that's the app where minor celebrities send personalized messages. In one, a group of burly dancers delivers Joe's message:

Dancers: Evan is good. Fentanyl is bad.


Brooks: Evan is good. Fentanyl is bad.

Dancers: 30 days sober.


Brooks: 30 days sober.

Dancers: Congrats, bro!


Brooks: Congrats, bro.

Island Boy: Yo, Evan, I heard you're 30 days sober off fentanyl.


Brooks: Another was from one of the twin TikTok stars in the Island Boys. I can't tell which one.

Island Boy: So keep on going. It goes day by day, my boy. Keep doing your thing because that fetty ain't no joke, my boy.


Brooks: About two months later, there was a notification in the group chat, just under the videos. It said, "Evan has left the conversation."

(Phone rings.)

Brooks: When I called his cell, there was nothing.

(Voicemail greeting plays: "I'm sorry, the person you are trying to reach has a voicemail box that has not been set up yet. Please try your call again later. Goodbye.")

Brooks: It was the same at the rehab facility.

Operator: So I don't know--I can't confirm or deny that the person is here. But I could take a message if you'd like to leave one.


Brooks: Okay. Okay, gotcha.

Brooks: And then, on November 17, seven months since I had last spoken to him, I got an email.

The account photo was of a man in a pressed lavender button-down shirt tucked into jeans, with one hand on his hip, posing in front of a field. It was Evan. We set up a video call.

Evan: I haven't had an Apple product in a long time, and this MacBook is pretty frustrating.


Brooks: To figure out how to use?


Evan: Yeah, just all I wanted to do is scroll down, and I haven't quite figured that out yet. So I click on something, and then use the arrow keys 'cause I can't find the fucking scroll in the corner.


Brooks: Turns out this isn't easy if you've missed the last five years of technological advance.

Brooks: Two fingers is a scroll.
 Evan: Oh, I can't wait to try that.


Brooks: Just getting Evan on a call didn't guarantee much.

Rehab is definitely better than living on the street, but it's not necessarily a place where you get clean. In 2023 and 2024, San Francisco's largest publicly funded rehab provider saw a string of overdose deaths inside their facilities. Evan says he's been in others, where patients and staff were still using.

I had known where Evan was, but until this conversation, I didn't know how he was, or what had happened in the seven months since we last spoke--if he had changed.

[Music]

Back in April, when Evan was talking about getting clean, this was not the first time the scene had played out--not Joe's first time flying down to find him, not the first time he was hospitalized. There was a sort of script for what would happen next.

Evan: I would make this whole plan about going to treatment, and as soon as I would be alone and be out outside of the hospital, I would just get out.


Brooks: Evan would get his few days living inside; Joe would go home to his family. Then the hospital would arrange for Evan to travel to rehab via a taxi or a bus--

Evan:  And then as soon as I hit the Tenderloin, I would just be gone instantly.


Brooks: In those 10 unsupervised minutes, Evan would disappear. He would get out of the taxi, go back to shoplifting, back to selling what he stole, back to fentanyl.

That was Evan's choice. It's true that Evan is responsible for his own actions in those 10 minutes. It's also true that almost no one beats a fentanyl addiction like his through willpower alone.

This time around, Evan's first cue, the part in the script where he would normally just disappear, came when the hospital wanted to discharge him. Hospital stays are expensive; they wanted to send him to a shelter for the weekend before rehab admission opened up on Monday.

But the hospital's addiction team knew if he went to a shelter, he would relapse. They convinced the doctors to keep him for the weekend, despite the expense.

The first opportunity to disappear came and went.

Then it was time to take a taxi from the hospital to rehab, which is called Harbor Light.

Evan: One of the addiction-team nurses after his shift stayed in the cab with me and then rode there to Harbor Light and then stayed there with me for an hour to make sure that I was, like, cool and didn't have any second thoughts and then left.


Brooks: So another opportunity to exit had come and gone because someone took the time to stay with him.

Brooks: Do you remember your first day, or first days, at Harbor Light?
 Evan: Yeah, I remember. I was just sleeping so much. I would get up and just eat and pee. They would just bring me my meals. So it was kinda like I was in the hospital again.


The task of showering again, I was like, Ugh. And just the task of having to unwrap my leg, get in the shower, do the whole--I was just like, I don't even care. I'll just be smelly. And it was just my brain deciding what was important and what wasn't. For so long, that wasn't important.


Brooks: Before Evan arrived at Harbor Light, there were two things, after five years living on the street, that had pushed him toward recovery.

The first was his leg, which had this huge open wound.

The other thing that brought him here was that he couldn't keep food down. At first, the doctor thought he might have celiac disease--gluten intolerance. And then they found out that his iron was dangerously low; he was anemic.

Evan: At first, they thought me being anemic was a diet thing 'cause of just eating nothing but candy and ice cream on the street for so long. Even at the time, if somebody were to tell me, Oh, if you keep doing fetty like that, you're gonna end up becoming anemic, I would've been like, So? Obviously, my leg was falling off, so it wasn't--


Brooks: Yeah, it's like, Who cares about being anemic when your leg is falling off?
 Evan: Right, right.


Brooks: When I first met Evan, he was living a life that, on the good days, felt like a type of freedom: He could fend for himself. He wasn't responsible to anyone.

But even just a few days into treatment, he could already see it more clearly: It wasn't freedom; it was dependence, in just about every sense of the word.

Evan was living like a child, literally eating nothing but candy and ice cream.

Evan: I remember being nervous because I was glad to kind of get my life going again, but at the same time, I had been enjoying not being a responsible adult for such a long time.
 I was kind of nervous to be like, Great, now not only do I gotta learn how to be an adult again. I gotta figure out how I'm gonna deal with all the shame and guilt of not being one for so long.


Brooks: Harbor Light, Evan's rehab, is run by the Salvation Army. Apart from being known as a strict, and rather intensive, treatment program, the basics will be familiar: meetings, meditation, acknowledging a higher power, celebrating milestones.

Evan: I feel like everybody's congratulating me for learning how to, like, pee standing. Like, Pee-pee standing up. Like, Good job, Evan. Like, You use the bathroom on your own. No more diapers.


That's how I would always be, like, Congratulations for catching up with the rest of us, like, for the last 15--you know? And so I would feel kind of dumb about it. Even two months in, talking about it with some of the counselors there, they were like, How much time do you have? And I was like, Oh, I have two months, and people were clapping or whatever. And I'm just like, Yeah, it's whatever. It's two months.


[Music]

Brooks: In real terms, two months was definitely not "whatever" for Evan. It's the longest he had been clean in a very long time. But the old temptations were still there.

To start, Evan was still in San Francisco. Just about every day, he saw people he knew from his life before. And beyond that, even after two months clean, his leg just wasn't healing the way he hoped it would.

Evan: My leg improved, and then it just stopped, and it was a really slow progression. I didn't know if I was doing something wrong or if it was going to get worse again.


Brooks: It started to feel like, If his leg wasn't going to get better, if he stood a chance of losing it, what was the point?

Evan: I was like, All right, just--we'll do the six months, show everybody that I can, I've tried, and then I'll go back out.


Brooks: After the break, six months.

[Break]

Brooks: In his years living on the street, Evan managed to look after himself. But there were other people, important people, who he overlooked.

Evan has a son. They talked on the phone sometimes, through Evan's mom or sister. But as his kid got older, he didn't want to talk to Evan, and Evan didn't want to talk to anyone.

That changed at Harbor Light.  If Evan wanted any shot at reconnecting, he'd not only have to learn to be an adult in just a few months, but also learn how to be a father.

Evan: I had this in my head, like, a game plan for how I was gonna tackle talking to my family again. But my counselor there was like, Nope, that's not how we're gonna do it, not definitely gonna do it like that.


Brooks: What was the game plan, and why was it rejected?
 Evan: Like calling them, like, once a week and then calling my son and then talking to him. But my counselor decided that You can't use your phone at all for the first 30 days; it's a complete blackout. And then, after that, you only get two 10-minute phone calls a day.
 Literally, when I would call my mom, one, by the time she answered, it would probably kill a whole minute, two. She would spend, like, five minutes crying. So now I'm left to have, like, four more minutes. I'm like, Mom, you just--what am I supposed to do? I--and then there's my whole phone call for the day, and then, if I call somebody else, and they don't answer, and that's it.
 So he was like, You're going to write letters, and that way you can speak more, get it down, and honestly, it'll feel more heartfelt that you'd spent the time to write it all, your feelings and everything, out on paper and mail it.


Brooks: So that's what Evan did. This was the beginning of what would become a relentless mailing campaign aimed at his son.

It hasn't been easy to get much out of him. Evan hadn't seen his son in eight years. No one would blame him for not wanting to talk.

But over the months, Evan began to learn what he had missed. Everyone thinks his kid looks like him. He's an adventurous eater like Evan, has a sweet tooth too, also like Evan. There was a picture of him trying a chocolate-covered cricket on a field trip to D.C. And he was a bit of a performer.

Evan: For example, for his fifth-grade graduation, he surprised everybody and dressed up as a banana--
 Brooks: Awesome.
 Evan: --and walked across the stage in a giant banana suit. He really likes the clarinet. Actually, he's, like, first chair in his class and then third chair all-county or something. He is really into it.


Brooks: In October, six months into treatment, Evan's family flew out to visit him: his mom, his sister, and his son. Evan's friend Joe and Joe's son, Barrett, came down too.

The last time Evan saw his son, he was 5 years old. Now he was 13, and was growing a mustache.

They went to the arcade, did an escape room. Evan said they'll still be in there if it wasn't for the kids. Barrett and Evan's son were fast friends.

Evan: The first night we went out somewhere, they were throwing something--it was like candy or something--and something bounced off and then hit me. And then they, like, giggled and ran away. And my son was like, Where'd it go? And then Barrett was like, "It hit your dad." And it just--I have never--I hadn't been a dad for such a long time, so it was just a kind of surreal moment. He didn't even call me Dad; it was somebody else calling me Dad. But it was more of just a reminder of like, "Oh, yeah, I am."


[Music]
 Salvation Army officer: Do you have any guests that you wanna welcome?
 Evan: I do have a few.
 Brooks: The same weekend his family visited, after six months of treatment, Evan graduated from Harbor Light. In the video, he's standing at a lectern, wearing a yellow plaid shirt. He says he's trying not to cry.
 Evan: A wise woman once told me, "The only thing that you have to change is everything." I look forward to being the best son, brother, and father and friend I can be. Thank you.


Brooks: After graduation, Joe and Barrett and Evan's mom and sister and son flew home.

Brooks: You guys are still writing letters here and there, or no?
 Evan: Yeah, yeah, definitely. I just sent one. I'll take the--I sent him letters. He doesn't really send me anything back. I don't know if the option was given to him, kind of, like, Your dad wants your cellphone number. Do you want to give it to him, or do you want to just keep writing letters, or what do you wanna do? And I could just see him being on his phone, like, Yeah, whatever, letters.
 And so I was like, Oh, well, if that's what he wants to do, then I'm just going to bombard him with letters, to where he's like, "Damn it, I should have did phone call." So he hasn't caved yet, but I definitely send him two or three a month.


Brooks: Evan is now in a sober-living house. He works in a kitchen a few days a week, and on the other days, he takes classes to become an addiction-treatment peer counselor.

That question of if it was possible for Evan to stay clean this long, so far, has been answered. His leg isn't fully healed; even after eight months, the wound is still there. But he can walk around fine and will have a surgery soon to help with his circulation.

So now the question for Evan isn't so much if he'll live, but how.

A few weeks ago, Evan was riding the bus home from a meeting when he ran into an old friend from when he was living on the street.

Evan: And I talked to him the whole bus ride and when I got off I helped him carry his stuff off and hung out with him for a little bit, but when I had went to talk and hang out with him and invited him to sit next to me, it was just kind of like, Here's this really dirty, gross-looking homeless dude, and I'm cleaned up enough to where people wouldn't suspect that of me at all. And then I'm inviting him over next to me. When he came up to talk to me, before I had noticed him. They were thinking, I'm probably gonna get pissed-off; this homeless guy's coming to ask me for money or something. And it totally wasn't what they expected.
 Brooks: They see like a homeless guy approaching somebody who's just, like, a normal guy working a job in San Francisco or something--
 Evan: Exactly, coming home from work late at night and--
 Brooks: --and you kind of see an old friend.


Evan: Right. Or me. When I see somebody in that same position, it's kind of hard for me to--like, someone with a fucked-up leg, or just can't get up from somewhere 'cause they're so sick. It's like, Fuck.


Brooks: This isn't the only time this has happened recently. Evan sees himself all over the city. When cops and EMTs are trying to move someone along passed out outside of a coffee shop, there he is. When his co-workers at the kitchen complain about homeless and addicted people, he fantasizes about telling them about his past.

He lives just two blocks away from where he spent the last five years, but he might as well live in another world. Still, the boundaries between old and new can be porous.

Evan: This last couple nights, I've had to go to meetings because I've been bored, and I really kind of miss that hustle of--kind of the excitement of, I gotta go boost from here and dodge the security guard and then get on the BART and then dodge the BART police and then steal from this store and then come back out, and then just all that excitement bullshit. I kind of miss the chaos.


Brooks: He tries not to think too much about the future. A lot of treatment, at this point, is still focused on the present. But he does have one idea for what he might do.

Evan: My background permitting, I would like to be an armed security guard. I think that would be cool.
 Brooks: Whoa, why?
 Evan: Because that's the kind of craziness that I think I need. Not, like, with-a-gun armed, but like with a baton or pepper spray. I'm not saying that every day I'm gonna go to work that I'm gonna be like this, this douche security guard that, like, pepper-sprays you.
 Brooks: It's so funny. It's like you're just becoming your like worst enemy from not long ago.
 Evan: In a way, yeah. But I would also think I'd have--I think I could give back to Target for all the shit I stole by being a good security guard.
 Brooks: Just going back to that same Target and going to work that. Where was that?
 Evan: Emeryville.


Brooks: There was a story Evan told me back before he started treatment. To support his habit, he was going to the same Target in Emeryville, outside of Oakland, day after day after day, stealing stuff and selling it in the Mission District.

He went to that same Target in Emeryville so many times in a row, it had begun to feel absurd that he hadn't been caught yet.

Brooks: You were like, I can't believe this hasn't happened. It feels like Groundhog's Day.
 Evan: Oh, that's right. Yeah.


Brooks: He told himself that when they did catch him, that's when he'd get clean. But it never happened.

Brooks: Does that at all feel like an attempt to go back and stop your past self? Fulfilling that wish you had for someone to catch you at that point.
 Evan: Right, and just give them that, like, Oh, it's over finally.
 [Music]


Evan: It rains here on Christmas for a week every year, and I always know it's coming, and I know it's gonna come this year, and it'll be the first time where I will be inside, and I'm so grateful for that.


Brooks: Evan will stay in San Francisco for the time being. In the spring, he'll fly out to Washington to visit Joe.

This episode was produced by me, Ethan Brooks and Natalie Brennan. Edited by Jocelyn Frank and Hanna Rosin. Engineering by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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.

Thanks for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/01/six-months-off-the-street/685422/?utm_source=feed
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On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the upcoming 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. He examines the many actions President Donald Trump has taken that run counter to the ideals articulated in 1776, and considers how the Founders' constitutional genius may ultimately be what frustrates Trump's attempt to consolidate power.

David is then joined by his Atlantic colleague Charlie Warzel, a staff writer and the host of the Galaxy Brain podcast, to discuss the temptations that come with launching a new podcast and the challenge of serving an audience that often rewards extreme content. Together, they talk about the responsibility that comes with hosting a podcast in a media environment that prizes clicks over truth. They also explore how conspiracy theorists have come to function as an alternate reality of "mainstream media," and why the fight for truth may not yet be lost.

Finally, David closes with a discussion of Edward Berenson's The Trial of Madame Caillaux and what it reveals about how future generations may come to view our own beliefs.

The following is a transcript of the episode: 

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be my Atlantic colleague, Charlie Warzel, the host of the Galaxy Brain podcast, and we'll be talking about our experiences as new podcast hosts. We both launched podcasts this year. Some of the temptations, some of the dangers, and some of the lessons that we have learned from this year in podcasting. My book this week will be a 1992 history book, The Trial of Madame Caillaux, a study of a sensational sex and murder trial in pre-World War I France. But before getting to either of those things, I want to open with some end-of-year thoughts as we conclude 2025 and move into 2026. 2026, of course, is the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, in 1776, and is a powerful anniversary symbol in the American mind. As we move into this year, there are so many things that are going to be memorable and important and wonderful to celebrate. There are also some things happening that are really weird. One of the weirdest of them is a press release by the U.S. Mint just a few weeks ago. They are considering honoring the 250th anniversary of American independence with a set of commemorative, or dollar coins, featuring the image of President Donald Trump.

Now, it''s not literally unprecedented for the United States to put living people on the coinage. It's not even totally unprecedented for them to put living politicians on the coinage. The first dollar bill had the face of Salman Chase, Secretary of the Treasury in Lincoln''s Cabinet, on the dollar bill. Salman Chase was a famous egomaniac. One of his contemporary colleagues in the Republican Party said, He's an excellent man. I think that's the quote. He's an excellent man, but he's got the delusion that the Christian Trinity has four persons in it instead of three, the fourth being Salman Chase himself. So it''s not unprecedented. There may be other examples as well, but it is strange and shocking at any time for a living person, and especially a living president, to propose to put himself on the coinage of the money of the United States. And if a Founding Father saw that, I think they would be kind of startled. They would be more startled, however, at some more serious things that are happening.

Some things that actually, unlike the dollar coin, which is just a project, have already happened in the year 2025. We have seen the president of the United States impose taxes at his sole volition. The Trump Treasury Department issued a release a few days ago that boasted that they had collected $200 billion in tariffs over the year 2025. That's $200 billion of taxes not authorized by Congress and a flagrant violation of the ideas and literal language of Article 1 of the Constitution, which puts both taxes and tariffs in the hands of Congress. The president and his team are proposing to spend that $200 billion. They've had many ideas about how to spend it. Maybe they should give the money to the farmers. Maybe there should be a tax rebate. Maybe they should do something else. But all of those ideas for spending or tax rebates, again, all of those are congressional authority that the president is arrogating to himself--something else that would have startled the founders of the country all those 250 years ago.

We've seen the growth of an enormous federal police force, ICE, which has recruited and seems to take orders not from any kind of institution of law but from, again, a small team around the president, an almost personal police force of a kind that the United States has not seen before, certainly not on such a scale. And carrying out actions that, again, would have seemed unimaginable only a little while ago. Mass roundups without any kind of due process; mass deportations. Deportation, of course, is a total presidential authority, but usually there's some kind of hearing. And, of course, until now, you almost always--the deported person is sent back to the place the deported person came from, not to a third country to which they had no contact, and not under conditions that are tantamount to torture or at least serious human-rights abuse. You would send them home. It's not a crime to be illegally present in the United States. It's a violation of the law, but it's not something that you should be tortured for. You should be put on a plane, given a hot meal, and warned, Don't come back, you're breaking the rules. We've seen the rise of presidential retaliation against media institutions using the regulatory apparatus of the state, regulatory apparatus that belongs to everybody, not just to him. And then using those same grants of threats, grants of regulatory favors or threats of the withholding of regulatory favors, to rearrange or redirect existing media companies to be more favorable to him, sometimes successfully, sometimes less so, but always with a kind of intent that would have seemed very sinister from the point of view of the founders of the American Republic. And we have seen, maybe most disturbing of all, the use of presidential war powers without any involvement of any kind of legal authority, any kind of congressional authority. We're on the cusp, apparently, of some kind of military action against Venezuela--maybe airstrikes, maybe clandestine strikes of commandos, maybe something more. There's no pretense that there's any congressional authorization of that. And over the Christmas holiday, the president fired missiles into Nigeria, intervening in Nigerian civil strife, again, with no pretense of any kind of authorization by anyone other than the president at his own whim. So the big question for the year 2026 is: How far has the country drifted from those ideals of 1776 as formalized in the Constitution of 1787 and all the amendments afterwards? And how does the United States move back to the country it intended to be at the beginning, that Americans believed it to be until very recently, and that I think most Americans still want it to be.

Now, here's some good news. It does seem like over the course of 2025, that these lawless actions have lost some of their impact and power. The bad guys seem to be losing a little political altitude as we move into 2026. I don't want to be overconfident about that. I don't want to issue false promises. But it does seem like the ebb and flow of political power is not favoring those who want to use arbitrary power in the way they've used it. Some examples: There does seem to be, in this second Trump term, a real loss of focus, an inability to keep the main thing the main thing. The battle over renaming the Kennedy Center the Trump Kennedy Center: That seems like a perfect example of something that any serious authoritarian president would not waste energy over. What does he care? He's staffed it with his cronies. They're going to do the shows that he likes; he's gonna be able to blackball the people he doesn't like. Does he really need to put his name on it? Does he need to host the Kennedy Honors on prime-time television? Is that really something that he needs to invest energy in? And even the dollar coins, that just makes enemies. Why are you doing that? What is the petty, pathetic need that makes you trade the substance of political power for these childish shows? But that need is there and it's a political fact, and it's an expensive political fact--and therefore for those who oppose the authoritarian project, a hopeful political fact.

But more substantially, two other things are happening that are really changing the political calculus as we move into the year 2026. One is the weakening of the American economy. One of the things that any successful authoritarian knows is you have to get the economy right. People will put up with a lot if they're feeling prosperous. As they enter 2026, fewer and fewer Americans are feeling prosperous. Prices are rising; job creation is stalling. The center of energy in the American economy is the artificial-intelligence-investment boom. That may continue, it may not, but through the rest of the economy, it's trouble. Everywhere there's signs of trouble: rising corporate bankruptcies, defaults on automobile loans. Americans are not feeling like Trump is thinking of them as he thinks of himself. Trump 1, the theory seemed to be that the public would forgive Trump's actions if he provided economic prosperity. Trump 2, the president is actually actively attacking prosperity through his taxes and tariffs, through his immigration policy, shrinking the American population, shrinking the American workforce. And it seems like that's his agenda. So what do you get for putting up with it? Nothing, just a kick in the head.

But the last thing, and Michael Waldman and I discussed this earlier this year in an important podcast discussion: Trump has lost much of his bet to centralize the management of elections in his own hands. Not all of the bet. He's still got tricks up his sleeve. There are many things he's trying to do. But through the genius of American federalism, which is part of the genius of 1776 and 1787, election management is left in the hands of the state, of the several states.

And while it's not impossible for a president to squeeze and coax and coerce and rig those elections, there are limits to his ability to do it. In the end, it is a state power governed by the actions of the states and administered by officials of the states. And there is a limit to how much the president can successfully intervene to corrupt or distort that process. Now, if the election is close, those interventions and distortions may be enough.

But when you have, through bad economic policy, you've stoked so much discontent as this administration has, you may have moved the whole political temperature--the whole political balance of political forces--beyond the margin of successful manipulation. And that means that the corrective response, that the genius of the system always anticipated as the ultimate answer to abuses, that corrective response may be coming, and 2026 may be the year that we feel it.

And now, my dialogue with Charlie Warzel.

[Music]

Frum: So The Atlantic is, today, presenting something a little different. I will interview today my colleague Charlie Warzel, who has launched his own new podcast on the Atlantic channel, Galaxy Brain. We'll be talking back and forth. Since the Galaxy Brain podcast is quite new, I'm going to read a little introduction for those of you who don't know Charlie.

He joined The Atlantic in 2021 and became a staff writer in 2022. This year, he launched his new podcast, Galaxy Brain. Charlie is a graduate of Hamilton College and he's the author of the 2021 book Out of Office: Unlocking the Power and Potential of Hybrid Work. And we're gonna talk about some of the experiences, challenges, temptations of doing a podcast in this day and age, especially for The Atlantic.

And I'm happy to welcome Charlie. Charlie, congratulations on the new podcast.

Charlie Warzel: Thank you. Thank you for having me. This is great.

Frum: All right, so we're both kind of newbies. I'm like a grizzled veteran with like a three or four month head start ahead of you, so that makes me a frontline soldier.

But we're both familiar with being guests on podcasts, but new to hosting.

Warzel: Yes. And it's very different. Right? It is a whole different, at least I've found, it's a completely different animal being on the other side.

Frum: If I'd known how hard it was, I would've been nicer to my hosts.

Warzel: Exactly. Exactly. Yes. It's very difficult to construct a conversation and have a flow and end up in the right place and follow the tributaries of a guest's meandering mind. It's--definitely, it's fascinating.

Frum: Well, so here's this thing. In order to avoid meandering, here's how I propose to channel the conversation so that we achieve something that's I hope useful and interesting for our listeners and viewers, and maybe something we both ourselves will learn from. Because one of the things we've had to confront as we enter this is: Unlike old-fashioned book writing, or text based or even print journalism, where you don't know exactly what your readers want and what they read, you know a lot about the podcast audience, both video and audio.

And we also have the contrasting examples of other people in the space who demonstrate what viewers and listeners want and don't want. And one of the things we've had to confront is the tremendous appetite, or apparent appetite, for extreme content, which flies in the face of what The Atlantic is always trying to provide, which is balanced content.

How do we make sense of that? How do we respond to that? I mean, I think you get a lot of response to if you do a show on Was Hitler good? Yes. But we're not going to do the Was Hitler good? Yes show. But how do you cope with the massive incentives to do a show on Was Hitler good? Yes.

Warzel: I see this as part of a bigger struggle, right? I write a lot about technology, about media, media ecology, the ways that social media has warped or changed or transformed society. It's a lot of what the podcast is about. And so there's always like a meta element to everything that I am both doing in my actual work and what I am reporting on.

And, they tend to feed each other, right? So I look at this as. I look at podcasting, especially video podcasting and the regular, traditional podcasting as, in many ways, almost the traditional problems with internet based or digital media on steroids, right? We are now, because of the issues of discovery, because of, you know, the advent of everything from generative AI to social networks, to declining readership because a lot of the social platforms have given up on news to some degree. We don't get that same bump from Google. We don't get that same bump from Facebook, et cetera. It has pushed everything to be so much more algorithmically driven. Right. We try to make the best journalistic products that we can, the most responsible ones, but at the end of the day, we are also people who are interested in having that have an impact in the world, to reach as many people as possible, and these algorithms are tailored more and more and more to be, to promote, the most sensational thing. The thing that outrages, the thing that shocks, the thing that elicits the greatest response, and the greatest response of all of those emotional reactions is outrage, is fear, is shock, is anger. Right? And so I look at what we're doing right now as having to chase this type of viewership.

We are in this attention economy. We are basically forced to, if we want people to interact with the thing that we have spent all this time laboring over. We have to find a way to frame it, right? I think a lot of this is like a marketplace. And every vendor is out there needing to, you know, get people and attract people.

And so you're constantly reaching there. And it's difficult, because it pushes people to be the worst versions of themselves. And we have to guard against that. We can't, you know, succumb to that, like, say, a random person on Twitter or X might.

Frum: Yeah. Now you're blaming the algorithm a lot here, which is a non-sentient collection of digits. And that's convenient because it has no feelings. Maybe the user, the listener, the reader is a little bit to blame?

Warzel: Well, so there's a very interesting issue that I have always seen, right? I hate to blame the reader, because the reader is also in some sense--

Frum: the customer, and no one ever got anywhere by disrespecting the customer, at least not in public. But let's pretend we're in private for a minute.

Warzel: Absolutely. I think that this is a problem. People's actual preference and their stated preference is always very different, in all consumerism but especially with the news. You see a lot of people both online and in reader surveys of all kinds of different places where I've worked, and they say that they want to read more about the vegetables, right, like eat-your-vegetables-type stuff. They want to read about climate change more. Anyone who has worked in digital media, in any case, and has access to the metrics, can see that stories about climate change, very broadly speaking, do not perform as well as stories about, say, Donald Trump or somebody who is constantly stoking outrage.

So there is this real reader preference: stated versus actual, right. People are clicking on the outrageous things, the thumbnails with people's eyes that are, you know, bulging out and stuff like that, and not spending time with that really nuanced headline that is actually, quote unquote, you know, boring, butinside is a very nutritional and dense and smart story.

Frum: Well, this is not a new thing. This has been true as long as there is media. I mean, I remember a passage in Proust's great novel Remembrance of Things Past where a character says, who has a beautiful library full of hand-tooled volumes, which he never opens, and he thinks, What if every morning they were delivered to my front door in sheet paper, a copy of Pascal's Pensees. And in that leather-bound edition up there, which I open once every 10 years, there was a description of the dress worn by the duchess of so-and-so at the party last night. So media is always sensational, but here's to my mind, the difference. In1975, there probably were as many people in the United States who wanted to read, or proportionally as many people, who wanted to read or consume Nazi-based content as there were today, or anti-Semitic content as there are today.

But either silently or even explicitly, the heads of CBS, ABC, NBC, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, Time, Newsweek, that was the media, said, You know what? They want Nazi content; they want anti-Semitic content. They're not going to get it. We're not going to give it to them.

And if we 10 people agree we're not going to give them Nazi content, then they have to get it from pretty obscure places. But there was always that market. There was money waiting. There was a hundred-dollar bill lying on the sidewalk and no one picked it up. And we have a more competitive marketplace, and somebody picks it up.

Warzel: This is a little bit, though, why I blame the algorithms so fully, right? Because the algorithms are also very powerful in terms of broadcasting and boosting the people who are willing to do that thing, right? These people don't just come out of nowhere. You know, I think very broadly of the ecosystem that you and I are now a part of, which is YouTube. YouTube's great innovation, greatest success, the thing that has driven it to be a place where people are ingesting hundreds of millions of hours daily of video content, is the recommendation algorithm--the "up next" part of YouTube, where, on the right side of your page, it feeds you another video after.

That recommendation algorithm, as my reporting and other people's reporting has shown over the years, brings people into--people call it the rabbit hole, right? Where you watch something, let's say it's just a World War II explanation video, right? A history podcast of World War II that's not racist or anti-Semitic at all, but they're talking about Hitler a lot. They're talking about difficult subjects, maybe the Holocaust, something like that. And then you get another video, and that video is maybe just one-tenth of 1 percent, a little more extreme right? Or someone who's coming from a little bit more of a far-right perspective.

Fast forward, you can get people down into this funnel, and that is an algorithmic boost, and that's why I think this is important.

Frum: Okay, I sometimes do go down World War II rabbit holes. I'm interested in the subject like every Baby Boomer. And I find that as I keep going, what the algorithm serves me is increasingly technical content. Well, what was the difference between a 16-inch and a 14-inch naval gun in World War II? Was the 16-inch gun, in fact, better? It gets more technical, more specific, more wonky. And I think I'm telling the algorithm, you know, that's what I want.

So there is the kind of thing where we say, Ah, we're making it a little more Hitlery. Yes, that's the algorithm, but that's the algorithm knowing you, your real self. And it used to be that in, like in 1975, CBS would say, You know what? You want stuff that's a little more Hitlery than we're serving, but you're not going to get it.

And now the consumer is driving things. Isn't he or she? He. I think in World War II, Hitler--

Warzel: I think we're safe to say he--watching the World War II videos. I agree with that, in part. But I think that there are other elements here. I was looking a little bit into--and we talked a bit about discussing--this new media ecosystem and the extremism that it can go towards.

And I've been following her career somewhat closely, but looking a little bit more into Candace Owens and listening to a couple of popular things that she has put out. She's obviously a very extreme voice on the right, very conspiratorial. And there's a great column, a week ago in The New York Times by Michelle Goldberg about Candace Owens and how she has played into the conspiracy theory that Charlie Kirk was not killed by the man who was arrested. And actually had a media summit with Charlie Kirk's widow, Erica Kirk.

But something that Michelle notices in that piece, and I think is very apt, is that she, Candace Owens, draws a lot from the true-crime genre, which is an extremely popular genre of podcast and media now, and plays a little bit towards the digital sleuths on the internet.

So these are people who are, you know, vigilante investigators, right? They're taking all the information available on the internet, trying to follow the lead like they're a detective pursuing a cold case. And she does a very good job at that, at bringing people along for the hunt of information and giving them these breadcrumbs and telling them, you know, This story's not right. And I think that that is a part of why people who are looking for that, who are looking to play this role of detective, or who feel that we don't have the full story. there's information out there; I can piece it together because I have the ability. That is where I think the algorithm can intersect with a creator who is trying to manipulate. And then it can lead you into a path that gets you into a place that's a little more, as you put it, Hitlery, because I don't think people are necessarily, broadly speaking, just saying, Yeah, that was good about World War II. I want some Hitler now. Right? I think what it is, is they believe there's a conspiracy.

Frum: Explain something that baffles me. So if I go on the internet, if I'm having trouble getting the little disc battery into my key fob, my car-key fob, and I'm flummoxed and the written instructions aren't helpful, and I go online to find a YouTube video--say, how do I get the disc battery into the key fob?

If there's someone there saying, Leave it on the doorstep and the leprechaun overnight with a little bit of milk, and the leprechauns will come and fix the key fob for you--you know what? I'm skipping that one. That doesn't sound like it's gonna work.

Warzel: Right.

Frum: So why don't people have that response?

Like, there's a killing. The police have arrested somebody. There is a suspect. It may not be that person, but the idea that there's some global conspiracy of leprechauns who did it instead, that's pretty unlikely. As it is, they will save my key fob for me. Yes, I take the point about the digital-sleuth thing, but at some level, people have to have, like, a common-sense meter, don't they?

Warzel: But what if, instead, right, it was someone who is making a video who was saying, You're getting screwed by your car company. Your car company nickels-and-dimes you on all of the things when you take it in for service. They overcharge you. They're this big corporation, you know. They're owned by whatever shadowy people, right, who have their own agendas in whatever, who are using your money. And, you know, they're funding their indulgent lifestyles, and who knows what they're doing, right,when they take their private planes, X, Y, and Z? A

And this battery thing, right, is actually a manifestation of this broader thing. There's something bigger about the fact that your battery dies too early, right, on your key fob. And that's the thing. Because it opens up this world to people where they say, Okay, now, now I understand.

The unlock in my brain for why conspiracy theories are so popular now in, in culture--they've always been popular; obviously the paranoid mind is a fixture in all of history, but especially American history. These theories, however strange or stupid or completely implausible they might be on a given subject: They give people an understanding of why the world feels unfair or wrong or bad, right?

And in a moment where there are a lot of people who are struggling, who are very disenchanted, who feel that there is no predictable pathway to success or that the American dream is out of reach for them--even something as small as the key-fob conspiracy explains one small bit of why they feel like crap all the time.

Frum: One of the things I have taken from the past, from this Trump era, the past decade of discussion, is--it's a trope. It's something we are supposed to say, that things are increasingly difficult for people. It's understandable that there's a lot of resentment and anger.

I find myself, maybe I'm just becoming crankier, less and less patient with that. I mean, we live, if you're an American in the year 2026, you live at the apex, the summit of civilization. Never so much material prosperity, never so much medical prosperity. And in particular the science of preserving life and health has never been better, never approached what you have today.

So when you see people saying, My conspiracy theory is to reject the gifts of modern medical science and to subject my child to measles. So you know what? I don't believe it, that you're having such a tough time. All right? Anyway, if you are having such a tough time, I think that doesn't excuse you.

And if your response to having a tough time is to deny your child the measles vaccine, then your tough time may be a result of your own deficiencies, not something that society is doing. If you're gonna do something that callous, negligent, potentially homicidal to your child--you're to blame. You are the problem.

It's not the bankers; it's not deindustrialization; it's not the crisis of modernity. It's you, dumb head. It's you. Vaccinate your child.

Warzel: Well, first off, I fully agree that if you are denying your child vaccines or things like that, that is on you. I understand that there is this fatigue, right, with trying to rationalize the reasons why people are falling down these rabbit holes or doing ridiculous things. I kind of hold it in my mind slightly differently, which is that I'm not seeing everyone as just these absolutely passive observers, but I do see people as being relatively easily manipulated.

When you combine this idea of I am frustrated; I feel bad; I can't see the progress of modernity in this way--when you combine that with really savvy manipulators and then a culture that forms around all of that, a tribalism that forms around this, that, okay, it's not only that I'm denying, I don't believe in vaccines, I'm denying this; it becomes a group, a team, a thing, a cohort, a sense of belonging.

And that is a very strong psychological bond. And so it's not necessarily that I'm saying these people don't have any agency, or that they can't be blamed for, you know, essentially endangering the lives of their children or doing whatever awful thing. But I see this as like all of these systems making it very hard for people to break out of that mold, to do the right thing, to go against the grain of those people.

Frum: So while we're talking about agency, what are we going to do? So here we are, we're now co-manufacturers of this reality in a very modest way, but there we are. We're part of it. What do we do? How do we be forces for good and effective forces for good rather than forces for ill or ineffective forces for good?

Warzel: I think that's really difficult. Something that our boss, Adrienne LaFrance, who's the executive editor of The Atlantic, said on a podcast I did with her recently, which was about--we were covering the Epstein files, the first dump of all this.

And at the very end of the podcast, I asked, Well, what the heck did we learn here? There's all this information. And one thing that she said about this, the durability of the Epstein conspiracy theory is that people still want the truth, right? That is also at the heart of all of this conspiratorial crap that we are dealing with.

There are a lot of people who have this impulse, who want the truth, who believe they're not getting the truth, and that leads them down these difficult paths. But that is actually our job, right? We are purveyors of, in an ideal world, of that. We are trying to harness this; we are trying to do that.

So, you know, I almost think in some ways that the, whatever you want to call it, the mainstream media, you and me, whatever it is--we need to take that back, I think, more strongly than we do. We can be a little milquetoast about this. I think we need to say that if you're on the hunt, if you're trying to be a digital vigilante investigator, then you need to be looking here for the truth, which is here, and we are the people who are going to, you know, do that job.

Frum: One of my New Year's resolutions is I'm going to not only refrain from using, but actually actively object, to the phrase mainstream media. Because if many times more people watched Candace Owens or Joe Rogan than CNN or the PBS NewsHour. If conspiracy media get much bigger views than The Atlantic or even The New York Times, they're the mainstream.

The crackpots are the mainstream. And so one of the great unlearnings we have--there is a kind of tepidity, lukewarmness, that pervades what I would call the people who are trying to be honest, and a great passion that animates those who are, either consciously or unwittingly or gullibly, dishonest.

So one of the things I think we need to embrace, and this is what I'm trying to do, is an idea--you know, there's something a little countercultural about what we're doing. We're doing what in 1975 would've been considered mainstream. We're fact-checking. We're running things past lawyers.

If we make a mistake, we correct them. Two weeks ago, I made a mistake on air. I said something based on the information we had available at the time about the Bondi Beach killing, that there were eyewitness reports that the police had been slow. And I quoted those, or referenced those.

And a week later, when that turned out not to have been correct, I corrected myself. But those habits--we need to understand that those are not the mainstream. The mainstream is paranoia, conspiracy, deception, and it is a countercultural act to stand up for integrity and truth and self-correction.

Warzel: I love this because I fully do agree, and I think that this posture of having to apologize because you're a part of an institution or something like that--I like the idea of reversing that, quite a bit. I think it's very strong. I think, too--something that I have noticed that has been very, very frustrating to me, and I've talked about this on a past episode a little bit, is this idea that so many of the things inside, let's just call them media institutions or professionalized media, right, that are there in order to build trust among readers and viewers or credibility, right?The idea of fact-checking. The ideas of editing. Those things have been truly weaponized against--something I've also found about the right-wing media as it's built up in the Trump era that's fascinating, is the absolute lack of editing. You know, they will do livestreams that are, you know, three, four hours long.

There's Joe Rogan's, not explicitly the right-wing media, but, like, his podcast as a template. You know, those episodes are often three hours-plus long. There's this idea of no editing, of no fact-checking, of no polish in any sense. And the idea that behind it from them is we're giving you everything unvarnished.

Look at all these other people who are editing things. What are they hiding? Where actually that's, you know, that's BS. That's just quality control.

Frum: Not to be pedantic, but this is not a problem just for right-wing media. There are left-wing versions of this.

And there will be more. The extreme right got a certain head start. And I think that will not endure if this is the future. You know, one of the things, but you may raise this point, and it makes me think--and this is something that again, that The Atlantic can really contribute.

So when modern buildings begin to be constructed in the late 19th century, you start with a steel frame and then you put on around it all this limestone and woodwork, to conceal the steel frame. And the modernist architecture--you know, let's take all that limestone off and show people the steel frame.

We'll have the steel frame with the glass and they can see the integrity and honesty of the building and realize why the building stands up to all these many stories. I think that's a little bit the way professionalized media, that's a good term, responded. The steel frame was the structure of reporting and research and editing and fact-checking and legal checking.

And then it was hidden behind the writing. That was the limestone. And maybe we need to take the limestone off and show people a little bit more how the building works and bring people into the process and how we think, why we choose stories the way we do, why we choose not to do certain stories, and how we do our method.

Maybe that's one of the things that we're doing this very day, to talk a little bit about--you know, every time we invite somebody, we're making a selection. Who do we choose? Who do we not choose? And in the podcast world, there are people who are, you know, that, well, such and such a person when he or she appeared on such and such a show got so many hits. And this other person who I'm thinking of inviting has never been on a show, or when they were on a show, they got many fewer hits. Nonetheless, I'm going with person No. 2, and maybe I need to talk more with my audience about why I've chosen this person who is credible and knowledgeable, and whom I believe has something worth saying and not the other.

Warzel: Yeah. This is always the tension here, right? And this is a little bit, too, where I bring the algorithms into play here. I think that the algorithms are optimized for this, like, illiberalism, this sensationalism. And I think right now that is something that is far more prevalent on the right.

These algorithms are helping them in an outsized way. So that's why I don't always know, when you say we're gonna be seeing a lot more of this type of content from, you know, from the left. I think that that's true, that, that the left is going to try to build out an ecosystem like this.

But it feels far less like it has a very specific political valence and much more of a valence of a kind of nihilism. And I, and that's obviously, it can be, you know, just as dangerous as anything.

Frum: Well, it's not nihilism. It's anti-institutional of a different kind. And one of the things that--when you and I talked in advance about what we were going to do, and I'm showing the cladding, we did talk in advance about what the show would be--some of the lessons we've learned from doing this.

I've tried some things that haven't worked, and one of the things I've learned about this medium is it's not television. It looks like television, but it's not. So the way television interviews went or go, to the extent there is still television, is there would be somebody who is important, who had something they didn't want to say on television, and there would be a professional questioner whose job was to get the person who didn't want to say the thing to say that thing.

And if you watch, like, the Sunday-morning shows, this is the game in its most classic form.

And afterwards, the politician can congratulate himself because he went on TV, took 11 minutes of everybody's time, and said nothing of interest, and that's a win for him. And I thought, You know what? That doesn't work anymore. If you don't want to say something interesting, I don't know why I'm asking people to spend 11 minutes, or in my case, 40 minutes with you.

I'm only going to ask you if you are going to play the game, if you say, You know what? I'm here to communicate. So I've learned, invite fewer politicians because they're still in that mode of the value to them is what they don't say. And I've also sort of stumbled along, and I didn't intend this, but I don't know that--there's a lot of video that is about producing the 92nd clip where the people explode and yell at each other. And if you watch the whole thing, it's all like a ritualized performance of building up to the moment of confrontation, and the confrontation produces the viral video.

And I realized, You know what? I don't find that tremendously useful either. What I'm increasingly looking for is: People have something they want to say; they agree with me that it should be said. We're not fighting each other about whether to say it. And we're also not looking to have a confrontation.

We're looking at this as a kind of cumulative, iterative building process that leaves the user, maybe not shocked at the end, but knowing something more than the user did when the user started.

Warzel: This is why I've always, in my career, I, rarely--my version of this is rarely wanting to interview CEOs.

You have them on the thing. They have everything to lose in this situation. As you said, they're playing a prevent, defense, they're running out the clock, whatever you wanna call it, right? Yeah. On the whole interview. I agree with that. One thing I'm curious about, since you have more experience in this realm.

Frum: Weeks and weeks of it!

Warzel: Weeks, yeah. I know. Hey, on the internet, though, we're talking dog years here, right? Do you think about the parasocial relationship? Like, are you thinking about building a relationship with audience members, people who are interested in coming for your thoughts, but also just, like, investing in that relationship with them and bringing them into your world, into your mind, into how you think? Do you look at it that way or do you say, Nope, today, like, this is the subject I want people to learn about--and I just think about it on that, on that very granular, episodic basis?

Frum: Very much the former, very much the former. Because when I think of this as being countercultural, I'm saying, This is a person you probably have never heard of I'm going to talk to today. But I think they're important; I think more important, they're a good-faith actor.

So even if we end up having some disagreements, I don't think they're going to lie to you. If I did, they wouldn't be here, and I'm not here to fight with them. People I fight with, I don't want. This is my actual office. This is where I write. These are my actual books. These are my actual personal souvenirs.

If I weren't doing a show, the souvenirs would be arranged a little differently in the office than they are now. I wouldn't have them all behind my head where I can't look at them. I would have them in front of me where I can look at them. Yeah. But they'd still, they'd be in a different location in this actual room.

These are my actual paintings on the walls, and the books behind me are not chosen because I'm trying to--they're not my books or something I'm trying to endorse. My books are arranged by alphabetical order and you're getting, you know, the ms 'cause we're in the middle of this.

So, and I do try to be quite expressive. I talk about what I think; I talk about the books I'm reading. Because what I have to accept is that the days of Walter Cronkite are gone. The people who are imitating Walter Cronkite don't have his ethic. The people who are being watched are people who are building relationships.

And I think some of these relationships may leap the bound. I mean, I have many relationships that are not--that began as parasocial that are now real. People I may not see very often, but whom I correspond with in a candid way. And I just think that's the way it's going to have to be, because we can't leave the most powerful tools in modern media only in the hands of the devil's servants.

Warzel: I fully agree. I mean, those are my friends there. I mean, it's a window. It's a window into this. What I have found as a challenge, though, is trying to play the game a little bit with the platforms while also trying to do what you are talking about, right?

Because the game--not only does it reward the sensationalism, all this different stuff; it rewards having people on who have good YouTube channels already. Right? I mean, if you bring on--I brought on my first episode this YouTuber Hank Green, right? And now YouTube allows you to have a little collaboration thing so you guys can share your audiences with each other.

And it incentivizes that game of--instead of bringing on the person who no one's ever heard of, who's actually way smarter than everyone else here and can give you the conversation that is much more enriching, you have to sort of try to play this game. And similarly, trying to have a conversation about something that people might not think is that interesting--it's not necessarily going to do as well as, Hold on, let us jump on the Epstein news right after. That is, you know, my most successful episode is chasing the news, is chasing the thing that YouTube's algorithm already knows is sticky. And I've watched--I would love to know if you've seen this, because I cover this stuff. I'm really interested in the dynamic, what I call platform dynamics, how the different content spreads around.

And I have watched us upload some of these videos to YouTube, and I've watched them start to move in a really interesting, like, up into the right direction on the graph and then stall immediately. And it's, you're watching an algorithmic--not suppression, because that's kind of ridiculous to say, but you're watching something happen, right?

It is moving and then it kind of stops. Either it's reached the audience of people that care in that sense, or--I find that really hard because when we're talking about trying to do the work that we want to do in this good-faith way, in a way that is hopefully giving people some responsible tools to actually learn about the world in a way that we feel is credible and true, I think it makes me very frustrated to have to work against these powerful other forces that are goading you into being the worst version of yourself.

Frum: Well, I share that feeling. It's true, of course, but you still have to lean against the wind. And one of the things I think a lot about, I don't want to make this a too-partisan political point, but I'm sorry, I'm going to invoke Trump not to make a point specifically here about him--but I think a lot of people look at the politics of the past decade and say, you know, Above all, it was a giant waste of time. So in 2015, the United States had a series of very serious enduring problems: climate change, we mentioned; public debt; the educational performance of children from the least advantaged backgrounds; the problem of bringing China peacefully into the world of commerce and applauding that they're raising so many people out of poverty, not letting them push the rest of the world around, but also trying to stay out of a war with them, too; many, many more.

And 10 years later, we've made zero progress on any of them. It's just been a giant waste of time. We're fighting about whether or not one egomaniac actually put his name on the front of the nation's leading concert hall. What a stupid way for the world's greatest power to spend a decade.

So I think that. But what I also think is this: For those of us who have been through this experience, we've made no progress over the past 10 years on these important, enduring chance questions. But we've also learned something about defending things that are important. And it's made many people better people.

Many people become better versions of themselves. Many people have discovered things that were important that they didn't know. And a lot of us have had the experience of saying, you know--I know for myself, I'll speak very personally. I was on my way out. Out of politics. I had reached a certain age; I'd had certain personal reverses.

I wanted out, and it pulled me back. And I'm not entirely happy to be back in that world. But I do have this feeling of, to some, and without being a megalomaniac with this, because it's very small, but it's true. If everybody in each of our small degree--we're needed; we're doing something that's needed.

And in pushing back against the algorithmic machine on this platform, we're also doing something that's needed. And that's a very valuable human experience. And even if it fails, it's still valuable.

Warzel: I'm just, I'm stuck on the idea of the non-apologetic, countercultural, we-are-the-underdog, in some sense, mentality that you've noted here.

And just very candidly, it's very empowering. Because I think that there has been so much apologizing or trying to remain overly deferential to people who are trying to tear the world down because it's our job to be the rational, cool heads in the room.

And I think that coming from the perspective of--these other places are outperforming. They have the bigger audiences--and not trying to take the worst from them, but trying to take that kind of scrappiness, that mantle of being an insurgent, trying to be an insurgent force.

And I think that's really powerful. I would love for more stewards of, let's call it, again, professional or institutional media to look at it that way, because I think it's much more hardheaded. It's much more combative, it's much more--it feels like it gives a purpose, right?

I feel like in the second Trump administration--in the first Trump administration, the media seemed to have a pretty explicit purpose. Let's shine a light on this thing. Hopefully it will restore the pillars of democracy, or gird everyone, in that way.

And I think that there's been for the most part, broadly, a kind of lost-at-sea nature. Okay, this guy won a second time. What is our function? What do we do? Does what we do have any effect? And I think there's been this grasping, trying to find the purpose. And I think that that is something of a purpose that people can use, right?

Frum: There have been so many human beings in so many historical situations, some of them so much more terrible and dangerous than anything we face--soldiers and seemingly lost causes and metaphorical soldiers and metaphorically seemingly lost causes--who just kept going with one thought: I'm not gonna let the bastards win. And sometimes that's all you need.

Warzel: I think that should be, that should be the new motto, right? Get rid of "Democracy dies in darkness." "I'm not gonna let the bastards win."

Frum: I. I. Emphasize on the I. And anyone who's watching, you're the I.

Yeah. One of the things I often point out, if you have one of these [David holds up his smartphone], and we all do, you have more communication power in your hand than Walter Cronkite ever commanded. So we all have to use it wisely. Think about what you share, think about what you trust, think about whom you believe, and encourage others to do the same.

And that's why we're also gonna encourage you to share what you do believe, which is this program, and Charlie's, and to join us in being co-publisher because that's what we all are. We're all co-publishers.

Warzel: And I think, one, I have to say, when this is invoked--you have all that communication power, and one of the best things you can do both for yourself but also for others is to know when not to use it. Yes. To know when to step away from it, you know?

Frum: Yes, very true.

Warzel: 'Cause that is a huge problem.

Frum: Charlie, thanks so much for making the time for me today and congratulations on the new show.

We're co-publishing this. This is an interesting experiment, and may it flourish. Thank you.

Warzel: Absolutely. Thank you.

[Music]

Frum:

Thanks so much to my Atlantic colleague Charlie Warzel for joining me this week. As I mentioned at the beginning of the show, my book of this week is a history: The Trial of Madame Caillaux. Caillaux, by the way, is spelled C-A-I-L-L-A-U-X for those unfamiliar with the peculiarities of French pronunciation. The Trial of Madame Caillaux was published in 1992. It's written by the historian Edward Berenson. And it is the story of the most sensational sex and murder trial in pre-World War I France. So I'm going to just take you through the basics of the facts before getting on to why I thought this book was interesting and relevant now. Joseph Caillaux, the husband of Madame Caillaux, was an important politician in pre-World War I France. He was associated with the secular left in the highly complex politics of the Third Republic. At that time, the most important newspaper of the right was a paper called Figaro.

Right, in France, means pro-Catholic, pro-militarist. Left means more skeptical of militarism, more secular. Joseph Caillaux, Madame Caillaux's husband, had led a very checkered life, many affairs with many different women. Although financially, he was quite above board, sexually, he was very public in his flamboyant personal life. Madame Caillaux was his second wife. Both the women he married were divorced women.

Figaro went on a campaign against him because of his political views, but they used his personal life. And they got hold of a cache, a group of personal letters that made it clear that Joseph Caillaux and his second wife, Henrietta Caillaux, had started their relationship while Joseph Caillaux was still married to his previous wife and while Henrietta Caillaux was still married to her previous husband. In other words, they hadn't divorced people and then married. They had started an extramarital affair, then divorced, then remarried.

Now, this kind of thing did happen, but it was never to be spoken of, and if it were brought into the light of day, it would be a tremendously shameful thing. And Henrietta Caillaux was indeed shamed. And so one day in March of 1914, she goes to a gun shop, buys a gun, tucks it into her muff, gets in her chauffeur-driven car, goes to the offices of the editor of Le Figaro, waits for him to emerge from his appointment, meets with him, shoots him dead, gets back into a chauffeur-driven car, and drives to the police station. That's March of 1914. In July, all of this goes on trial in a sensational, sensational case.

Now, it's a case that involves many complex and mysterious attitudes of the time. And this is why I thought it would be interesting to talk about today. Madame Caillaux argues that what happened to her was that she, a mere woman, unable to control her emotions, was so overcome by shame and rage over the exposure of her personal life in the pages of Le Figaro, that as in a kind of mental out-of-control state, a state of total uncontrollable passion, she went to a gun store, bought a gun, drove to the office of Le Figaro, waited for an hour, and shot the editor dead and then drove in the same car to the police station. She just couldn't control herself. And the jury bought it. The all-male jury bought it.

An all-male trial--there was almost no woman present in the courtroom. They bought it, that she was so overcome by her emotions. And so the reason this book is interesting is because, the reason that this trial was worth resurfacing in 1992 was because of what it showed about this very different mentality of a very different time. The prosecution didn't fight the idea that if a woman were so overcome by emotion, she would be justified in shooting a man dead.

Instead, they tried to argue that she had acted in cold blood. In order to make the point that the Caillauxs were not behaving in a proper gendered male-female relationship, one of the things they pointed out was what really should have happened here, what really should have happened was Mr. Caillaux should have challenged the editor of Le Figaro to a duel and fought him instead of letting his wife do his dirty work for him. Somebody should have--no problem with killing somebody or at least attempting to kill them, but it should have been the man, not the woman, who did it.

But the woman, because she did it, she was able to fall back on this excuse that she was overcome by passion. Now, as you read this book from this distance in time--and of course, 1992 is now some distance in time as 1992 was from 1914 when all of these events happened--you're struck by the strangeness and alienness of the mental atmosphere that is described in this trial of a world in which women were regarded as totally the playthings of their emotions, in which male honor required that this kind of private vengeance and that the sin here was not that there was private vengeance, but that the wife did it instead of the husband. And one way you can react to that is by reading the history of this bygone time and saying, Weren't they foolish? Aren't we wiser?

But another thing that might happen, and this is why I found the book so interesting to read at the turn of the year 2025, is that also looking back at a time where people believed things that we would regard as pretty crazy, pretty irresponsible, pretty wicked, actually--it makes you a little humble and think, What do we believe that is going to look as crazy 100 years from now? Maybe it's not that they were dumb and we're smarter. Oh, that's not impossible; maybe that's true. But maybe it's also true: They had a set of delusions that we can see through, and we hold a set of delusions that future generations will see through. Maybe we should have more awareness of the ways in which we might be wrong and understand that it's precisely those views of which we are most certain--because one thing that everybody in the trial agreed upon was that if you were gripped by overwhelming passion then you were entitled to kill somebody who had insulted you. They all agreed on that. They just disagreed about who should have done it, the husband or the wife.

Maybe the things we are most certain about are exactly the things where we are most likely to be led astray. We talked a little bit in our conversation today about the rabbit holes of World War II history. One of the reasons to study history is to study things other than World War II. It's not just D-Day and Midway all the time. It's entering into the mentalities of a time that looked pretty close to our own. Pre-1914 France, they had the telephone, they had the motor car--kind of clumsy versions of both, but they had them. They had revolvers, they had the mass press, but they also had ways of thinking that to us seemed completely strange. And how will we look to our grandchildren, and our great-grandchildren?

That's it for this week's and this year's edition of The David Frum Show. Happy New Year to all who are observing the passage of time from 2025 to 2026. The show will post on December 31st, but some of you may be watching it in the 250th anniversary year of American independence. So as we discussed at the opening of the show, whatever qualms and doubts and anxieties I expressed then, I hope this is a deeply meaningful quarter-millennium event for all Americans.

Thanks so much for watching. Remember, the best way to support the work of this podcast is to subscribe to The Atlantic. That way, you support all of my colleagues, including Charlie as well. Follow us on social-media platforms: X, @DavidFrum; Instagram, @DavidFrum. And please, if you can, share and subscribe to this content. It does do the work that we talked about today of bringing something that's more honest to the attention of more people.

That's it for this week. That's it for this year. See you in 2026 on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Five Books About Going Out That Are Worth Staying In For

If you don't have the energy for New Year carousing, pick up these books instead.

by Andrew Holter

Wed, 31 Dec 2025




There are nights when the dance floor beckons but the bones refuse. When the urge to party arrives, it may be too late to book a babysitter. Perhaps you're already in sweatpants, or closing time is before midnight where you live. Possibly, the prospect of going out has been raised but vetoed by a cohabitant, and you don't want to tango alone. You could also be the kind of person who is more interested in the idea than the reality of loud, sweaty, euphoric congresses found in clubs and music venues.

Fortunately, mood-altering substances are available at home--by which, of course, I mean books. A rich literature on pleasure-oriented nightlife is available for consultation or consolation on your evening in. These five books offer a bit of vicarious sweat and thrill to get you as close to the experience as possible without demanding that you leave your couch. They also invite readers to think more expansively about what exactly draws so many people to mingle in the dark--the club's human stakes, its sensory pleasures, and its illuminating social history. Reading a good book is not the same as riding a social high into the wee hours, but it may equip you with a sense of possibility that you can apply far beyond the coatroom. On the right night, wise women attest, a DJ can save your life.



The Hacienda: How Not to Run a Club, by Peter Hook

The Hacienda in Manchester was a catalyst of the U.K. acid house scene in the late '80s, and a prophecy foretold: "The hacienda must be built," the Situationist poet Ivan Chtcheglov wrote in 1953. Heeding these cryptic words some three decades later, the audacious (and well-read) impresario Tony Wilson opened the Hacienda together with the circle of post-punk musicians and designers involved with his label, Factory Records. Their attempt to decipher Chtcheglov's mystical phrase lasted 15 years. Hook, the bassist for New Order, served as a kind of player-coach at the Hacienda, helping manage its madcap affairs while his band became the club's cash cow. In this memoir of misbegotten business administration, Hook returns to the storied nights out that changed British culture even as they threatened to bankrupt him--and worse. Beset by gangs and guns, the Hacienda faltered in the '90s despite clever-sounding schemes such as replacing the club's security with the gangsters themselves. This is a scrapbook of utopian folly, yes, but also an insider's look at what was, for a time, the wildest workplace on Earth.

Love Saves the Day: A History of American Dance Music Culture, 1970-1979, by Tim Lawrence

"Disco sucks" was the cry of philistines, if not bigots, Lawrence argues. In this meticulous but inviting cultural history of New York nightlife in the 1970s, he follows disco's rise from underground clubs such as the Loft to the vaunted lights of Studio 54 and the FM airwaves of American suburbs. Versions of this story have been told before, but what distinguishes Love Saves the Day are the more than 300 interviews Lawrence conducted with promoters, partiers, and legendary DJs such as Frankie Knuckles. It's full of wisdom from the elders of American club culture: how to stagger straight and gay crowds on a Friday night, how to find the next great floor-filling single, how to build a DJ set like a furnace that can burn all night. Lawrence also folds in a number of select club "discographies" so you can reproduce Jimmy Stuard's set from 12 West, circa 1976, at home (on nice speakers, perhaps, or an iPhone placed in a cereal bowl).

Read: Partying feels different now



Bright Lights, Big City, by Jay McInerney

Some might say McInerney's debut novel reads a bit long in the tooth four decades after it first offered the curious public a glimpse of Manhattan-yuppie hedonism. Still, no syllabus on clubbing could be complete without the opening chapter's rendering of the dislocation and dread that may await the partygoer "on that imperceptible pivot where two A.M. changes to six A.M." For the nameless protagonist--a young fact-checker recently separated from his wife--a punishing club itinerary provides the opposite of community and connection. Something important is being avoided, in fact, on the dance floor and in the many crowded bathroom stalls where lines of "Bolivian Marching Powder" are hungrily apportioned. Beyond its glitz and sleaze, Bright Lights is a sobering lesson on why partying does not always soothe a troubled soul.

Legendary: Inside the House Ballroom Scene, by Gerard H. Gaskin

One of the older photographs in Gaskin's book, from 1998, finds an impeccably suited ballroom performer strutting the boards of what appears to be a community-center gymnasium. Scanning from head to toe, the viewer sees a banded fedora, cigar, jacket and trousers, and, finally, holding it all up (easily missed at first glance): vertiginously high stilettos. It's an image of heroic poise, accentuated by the look of enchantment on the faces of a trio of young men watching from folding chairs. Gaskin has long enjoyed a reputation as the "Trinidadian Andy Warhol" of the ballroom scene in New York City, writes the scholar Frank Roberts, a subject of Gaskin's; for those who performed in that world between the mid-1990s and the early 2010s, when these photos were taken, appearing in a Gaskin portrait was a "rite of passage." His pictures illustrate the drama and grandeur of these events, but they also convey the importance of the club as a place where dignity--elsewhere denied--may be claimed without apology, and freedom can be realized for the length of the catwalk.

Read: The coronavirus is testing queer culture



Raving, by McKenzie Wark

Wark's sprawling intelligence is a pleasure to access on any subject. In Raving, Wark blends autofiction and theory to chaperone the reader through the trans rave scene in New York City--or at least the scene as she found it in the years before and after 2020. "First thing I look for at raves: who needs it," she writes of these parties, "and among those who need it, who can handle their habit?" Vividly told, Raving is no gawking ethnography; it's a sticky and tender little book with serious ethical contemplation at its center. Wark is attentive to the essence of raving as a Black art form and its special significance for queer people, but she approaches it as an activity open to anyone who can handle it--not a way of life so much as a way of creating new lives together.
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Photos: The Year in Volcanic Activity

Scenes from the wide variety of volcanic activity on Earth over the past year<em><small>Updated at 3:09 p.m. ET on December 29, 2025</small></em>

by Alan Taylor

Mon, 29 Dec 2025


People watch as Hawaii's Kilauea volcano erupts on May 11, 2025. (Gary Miller / Getty)




A closer view of Kilauea volcano erupting in Hawaii on May 11, 2025 (Gary Miller / Getty)




Mount Lewotobi Laki-Laki erupts, pictured from Pululera village, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on August 18, 2025. (Arnold Welianto / AFP / Getty)




A villager watches the eruption of Mount Lewotobi Laki-Laki from Talibura village in Sikka, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on June 17, 2025. (AFP / Getty)




Lava flows across a snow-covered slope on Mount Etna on February 14, 2025. (Etna Walk / AFP / Getty)




Lava flows down a slope on Mount Etna on February 14, 2025, tumbling onto snow-covered ground. (Etna Walk / AFP / Getty)




A satellite image shows ash rising from the eruption of the Hayli Gubbi volcano in Ethiopia as it drifts over the Red Sea, pictured on November 23, 2025. (NASA / Reuters)




A man looks at a pyroclastic flow during the eruption of Mount Semeru in Lumajang, East Java, on November 19, 2025. (Agu.S. Harianto / AFP / Getty)




Hawaiian Volcano Observatory geologists approach the south rim of Halema'uma'u crater to make observations at the summit of Kilauea on November 9, 2025. This section of Crater Rim Drive within Hawaii Volcanoes National Park was damaged in the 2018 summit collapse and remains closed to the public. (M. Patrick / USGS)




A researcher samples lava flowing from Kilauea on April 22, 2025. (USGS / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




In this photo released by the Geological Agency (Badan Geologi) of Indonesia's Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources, lightning strikes as Mount Lewotobi Laki-Laki spews volcanic material in East Flores, Indonesia, on August 1, 2025. (Badan Geologi / AP)




A woman and child look on at volcanic ash rising into the air during an eruption of Mount Ibu, near Duono Village in West Halmahera, North Maluku province, Indonesia, on January 15, 2025. (AZZAM / AFP / Getty)




Volcanic ash and steam rise from Mount Etna, near Milo, Italy, on June 2, 2025. (Marco Restivo / Reuters)




This aerial view shows people standing near a flow of lava from Mount Etna on August 28, 2025. (Giuseppe Distefano / AFP / Getty)




Klyuchevskoy volcano erupts on Russia's Kamchatka Peninsula, on August 4, 2025, sending ash six kilometers into the sky. (Yury Demyanchuk / Russian Academy of Sciences' Vulcanology Institute / AP)




Hawaii's Kilauea volcano erupts on May 11, 2025. (Gary Miller / Getty)




On December 6, Hawaiian Volcano Observatory geologists monitored and measured the Kilauea summit eruption episode 38 from multiple vantage points. This photo was captured around 10 a.m. from the northwest rim of the crater, near the a livestreaming webcam, with a vigorous lava fountains under way at both the north and south vents. (M. Zoeller / USGS)




Fuego volcano erupts, pictured from Alotenango, southwest of Guatemala City, on March 10, 2025. (Johan Ordonez / AFP / Getty)




Mount Etna exhibits a strombolian eruption, with a volcanic plume rising from the southeast crater, on June 2, 2025, in Catania, Italy. (Fabrizio Villa / Getty)



       This photo essay originally misidentified the location of Kilauea volcano.
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The Question-Mark Mayoralty

Zohran Mamdani ran an unabashedly progressive campaign. But how he will govern New York remains something of a mystery.

by Michael Powell

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




In the months before the election of the young democratic socialist Zohran Mamdani as mayor, panic seized members of New York's elite business community. Real-estate moguls, hedge-fund princes, and a well-known supermarket-chain magnate forecast disaster. Several of them vowed to move to Texas or Florida, or at least Hoboken, if Mamdani was elected. So far, however, the city hasn't seen an exodus of its richest residents, and their alarm has lapsed into glum acceptance.

I recently asked Kathryn Wylde, the soon-to-be-retired president of the Partnership for New York City--a sort of chamber of commerce for finance, real-estate, and tech barons--how her members now view Mamdani. Has anything changed? Wylde, who voted for the new mayor, paused. "I would not say it's positive," she said. "But those who are at all open to him recognize that he's smart, and they know that their kids voted for him. Now they are waiting to find out who he is."

Mamdani, who took office shortly after midnight, remains the question-mark mayor. He ran an unabashedly progressive campaign. But he has made a point of talking with potential adversaries; some Partnership for New York City members have met with Mamdani, for example, and he had a surprisingly warm audience with President Donald Trump in the Oval Office in November. How this charismatic 34-year-old will govern the largest city in America is something of a mystery, with three great uncertainties: How will Mamdani manage his relationship with the rich? How will he approach the Israel-Palestine issue? And how will he respond to the influence of his old friends, the Democratic Socialists of America?

Mamdani called his election a "mandate for change," a claim somewhat belied by the fact that he won with a narrow 50.8 percent of the vote. And he has not backed away from an ambitious and costly economic agenda: He wants to make day care universal and buses free. He also campaigned on shifting the property-tax burden from working-class, outer-borough homeowners to "richer and whiter" neighborhoods. He has promised to accomplish this agenda by taxing the rich and their corporations and townhouses.

Joseph Heath: The populist revolt against cognitive elites

But Mamdani can't afford to alienate the wealthy. Millionaires accounted for $34 billion worth of city and state personal-income-tax revenue as of 2022, according to the Citizens Budget Commission, an influential business-backed nonprofit. The commission found that New York's share of the nation's millionaires shrank from 12.7 percent in 2010 to 8.7 percent in 2022. Had that share stayed steady, the city and state would have collected an additional $13 billion in income taxes.

Mitchell Moss, an urban-planning professor at NYU, told me that moves against the business community could also turn off people who were drawn to New York by the lure of economic opportunity. "Capitalism is built into the fabric of this city," Moss said. "Why do you think all the immigrants come here?"

But New York's business community might not turn out to be quite as oppositional as some expect. Its members are reasonably civic-minded. Wylde said her flock of CEOs are aware that their companies will suffer if talented people cannot afford to live in the city. And some of them don't take a dire view of all high taxes. Almost two decades ago, the Partnership for New York City endorsed a payroll-tax increase to support mass transit; more recently, it supported a congestion-pricing fee for cars entering New York's central business district.

Mamdani has left the door ajar to negotiation--and compromise--with business leaders and with Governor Kathy Hochul, a centrist Democrat. Of late, he has talked of balancing a rent freeze for tenants with insurance and tax cuts for landlords in working-class neighborhoods. In such moments, he sounds less like Rosa Luxemburg than a more familiar New York type, the liberal social Democrat--not far off from former Mayor David Dinkins or even Michael Bloomberg.

A more fraught question for Mamdani is how he will handle Palestine and Israel. Mamdani has declared that Palestinian liberation is "at the core" of his politics. He founded his college's chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, and has said he opposes Israel's identity as a Jewish state. To have a mayor who speaks with antipathy toward Israel and some Jewish Zionist organizations is an unprecedented turn in a city with an estimated 960,000 Jewish residents and three Jewish former mayors.

Mamdani has pledged to order the police to arrest Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu if he sets foot in New York. He recently criticized a prominent synagogue for hosting an event for a nonprofit that encourages immigration to Israel, including to settlements in the West Bank. Under pressure from Jewish leaders, this summer he said he would "discourage" use of the phrase globalize the intifada, though he has said that many people use the phrase simply to show support for Palestinians. Talk of a global intifada took on a chilling resonance this month after two gunmen opened fire on Jews celebrating Hanukkah on Australia's Bondi Beach, killing 15 people.

"Jews have been comfortable in New York City for a long time," Moss told me. "For the first time, they sense that they are not automatically safe here."

A liberal financier, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because he doesn't want to alienate the new mayor, told me that he attended a Mamdani event recently and appreciated that Mamdani listened carefully and took notes. The financier supports Mamdani's commitment to addressing the city's gross inequities. "Personally, I find it difficult to believe that an ambitious man like him is going to die on the hill of the Palestinian struggle," this person said. "But I have lots and lots of Jewish friends who are freaked out."

Mamdani's relationship with the Democratic Socialists of America presents the third big question mark. A movement brimming with activist energy and ideological certitude, DSA gave birth to Mamdani's political career, providing the vigor and street organizing that made him such a formidable candidate. He has promised to remain a loyal DSA cadre. Yet that loyalty will be tested when he departs his rent-stabilized apartment in Queens for the two-century-old mayoral mansion on Manhattan's Upper East Side. Already, Mamdani has angered influential DSA members with some of his early decisions.

Derek Thompson: The affordability curse

Five years ago, Mamdani wrote that the city's police department was "wicked" and should be dismantled; this past June, he told Meet the Press that billionaires should not exist. But in November, Mamdani reappointed Police Commissioner Jessica Tisch, a centrist technocrat who hails from a family with a fortune valued at $10 billion. Then he pressured DSA not to put up a candidate to challenge House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries, whom leftists view as guilty of the sin of moderation.

DSA comrades were not amused. In December, the two national co-chairs of the organization, Ashik Siddique and Megan Romer, appeared on the Dispatches podcast; the episode was titled "Can DSA Hold Mamdani Accountable?" Rania Khalek, the host, asked Siddique's and Romer's view of Tisch, whom Khalek described as coming from "this very billionaire Zionist family." (Tisch is Jewish.) Neither co-chair challenged Khalek's description of Tisch. "I don't think either of us are happy about keeping somebody like that on," Siddique said. Romer, a member of a Marxist-Leninst faction within DSA, described Mamdani's decision as "really disappointing."

In the lead-up to Mamdani's inauguration, some wealthy New Yorkers sounded, if not accommodating, at least resigned to their fate. This past summer, Ricky Sandler, the CEO of a global equity firm, wrote to his fellow oligarchs warning of the "dire consequences" of a Mamdani victory. But the day after Mamdani's election, Sandler proclaimed himself ready to tough out the new socialist administration. "NYC will be worse for yesterday's outcome. Potentially a lot worse," he wrote. But "I am not planning to move Eminence Capital to another city or state."

One imagines that such moments of ruling-class resignation could be a minor relief for Mamdani. As for DSA, it has not hesitated to break with prominent progressive politicians, including its most famous member, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez; the national DSA withdrew its endorsement of her, at least in part because she took the heretical step of signing a press release supporting a missile-defense system to protect Israeli civilians. Which leaves the strange possibility that New York's first socialist mayor might find himself more threatened by his left flank than by the occasional alienated hedge funder.
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Six Months Off the Street

<span>An update on Evan from our three-part series </span><em>No Easy Fix</em>

by Ethan Brooks

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




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

In July, we published a series of stories about San Francisco's attempt to address the growing number of homeless and addicted people living on the streets. We followed Evan, who had been homeless for years, as he sought to escape the addiction that was threatening his life. Four months later, we check in on how he's doing.

No Easy Fix is a three-part series from Radio Atlantic about homelessness and addiction in San Francisco.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Last year, we published a series called No Easy Fix. If you haven't heard it, you should go back and listen. It's about San Francisco's attempts to address pockets of homelessness and addiction. It's also a close and unusually humane portrait of one man--his name is Evan--living on the streets and barely managing his fentanyl addiction.

Today, we have an update on that series.

[Music]

Rosin: When reporter Ethan Brooks met Evan, he was in bad shape.

Evan: It's raining, and I'm cold, and I'm hungry. (Laughs.) I'm over it. I'm so over it.


Rosin: Years of addiction had left him with a leg that was so swollen and infected that he was at risk of losing it. On top of that, he couldn't keep food down. And he didn't know why. His best friend, Joe, was worried.

Joe Wynne: I mean, I expect Evan to die out there. I have seen no pieces of evidence that persisted beyond 72 hours of him heading in any other direction, and I've seen 10,000 pieces of evidence of him headed towards death.


Rosin: Evan ended up in the hospital. And he agreed to enter an addiction treatment program in San Francisco--one that looked a lot like the rehabs where he had tried and failed to get clean before.

Evan: I could feel, like--in my head, I'm like, I'm gonna be successful this time. But like, I'm still a little worried about having doubt--like, What if I don't, though?


Rosin: Ethan Brooks is going to take it from here.

______

Ethan Brooks: The last time I saw Evan, he was in a room in San Francisco General Hospital.

Brooks: Want to rest for a little bit?
 Evan: Yeah, maybe a little bit.


Brooks: We spoke for a few hours, and this is how our conversation ended.

Brooks: I mean, I'll be able to call you on the phone and stuff, but I just won't be able to get you in person for a while.
 Evan: Yeah, I'll definitely put you on the list of people I can talk to in treatment.


Brooks: Evan had been accepted to long-term residential rehab in San Francisco. He wanted to finally get clean, and give space and time for his leg to heal. And he wanted to reconnect with his son, who he hadn't seen in years.

Joe--that's Evan's friend--bought him a cellphone, started a group chat, plugged in the phone next to Evan's bed, and flew home, back to his family in Washington State. So Evan was once again on his own.

[Music]

A month passed, and I didn't hear from him. And then, he texted: He had 30 days clean.

To celebrate, Joe sent videos from Cameo; that's the app where minor celebrities send personalized messages. In one, a group of burly dancers delivers Joe's message:

Dancers: Evan is good. Fentanyl is bad.


Brooks: Evan is good. Fentanyl is bad.

Dancers: 30 days sober.


Brooks: 30 days sober.

Dancers: Congrats, bro!


Brooks: Congrats, bro.

Island Boy: Yo, Evan, I heard you're 30 days sober off fentanyl.


Brooks: Another was from one of the twin TikTok stars in the Island Boys. I can't tell which one.

Island Boy: So keep on going. It goes day by day, my boy. Keep doing your thing because that fetty ain't no joke, my boy.


Brooks: About two months later, there was a notification in the group chat, just under the videos. It said, "Evan has left the conversation."

(Phone rings.)

Brooks: When I called his cell, there was nothing.

(Voicemail greeting plays: "I'm sorry, the person you are trying to reach has a voicemail box that has not been set up yet. Please try your call again later. Goodbye.")

Brooks: It was the same at the rehab facility.

Operator: So I don't know--I can't confirm or deny that the person is here. But I could take a message if you'd like to leave one.


Brooks: Okay. Okay, gotcha.

Brooks: And then, on November 17, seven months since I had last spoken to him, I got an email.

The account photo was of a man in a pressed lavender button-down shirt tucked into jeans, with one hand on his hip, posing in front of a field. It was Evan. We set up a video call.

Evan: I haven't had an Apple product in a long time, and this MacBook is pretty frustrating.


Brooks: To figure out how to use?


Evan: Yeah, just all I wanted to do is scroll down, and I haven't quite figured that out yet. So I click on something, and then use the arrow keys 'cause I can't find the fucking scroll in the corner.


Brooks: Turns out this isn't easy if you've missed the last five years of technological advance.

Brooks: Two fingers is a scroll.
 Evan: Oh, I can't wait to try that.


Brooks: Just getting Evan on a call didn't guarantee much.

Rehab is definitely better than living on the street, but it's not necessarily a place where you get clean. In 2023 and 2024, San Francisco's largest publicly funded rehab provider saw a string of overdose deaths inside their facilities. Evan says he's been in others, where patients and staff were still using.

I had known where Evan was, but until this conversation, I didn't know how he was, or what had happened in the seven months since we last spoke--if he had changed.

[Music]

Back in April, when Evan was talking about getting clean, this was not the first time the scene had played out--not Joe's first time flying down to find him, not the first time he was hospitalized. There was a sort of script for what would happen next.

Evan: I would make this whole plan about going to treatment, and as soon as I would be alone and be out outside of the hospital, I would just get out.


Brooks: Evan would get his few days living inside; Joe would go home to his family. Then the hospital would arrange for Evan to travel to rehab via a taxi or a bus--

Evan:  And then as soon as I hit the Tenderloin, I would just be gone instantly.


Brooks: In those 10 unsupervised minutes, Evan would disappear. He would get out of the taxi, go back to shoplifting, back to selling what he stole, back to fentanyl.

That was Evan's choice. It's true that Evan is responsible for his own actions in those 10 minutes. It's also true that almost no one beats a fentanyl addiction like his through willpower alone.

This time around, Evan's first cue, the part in the script where he would normally just disappear, came when the hospital wanted to discharge him. Hospital stays are expensive; they wanted to send him to a shelter for the weekend before rehab admission opened up on Monday.

But the hospital's addiction team knew if he went to a shelter, he would relapse. They convinced the doctors to keep him for the weekend, despite the expense.

The first opportunity to disappear came and went.

Then it was time to take a taxi from the hospital to rehab, which is called Harbor Light.

Evan: One of the addiction-team nurses after his shift stayed in the cab with me and then rode there to Harbor Light and then stayed there with me for an hour to make sure that I was, like, cool and didn't have any second thoughts and then left.


Brooks: So another opportunity to exit had come and gone because someone took the time to stay with him.

Brooks: Do you remember your first day, or first days, at Harbor Light?
 Evan: Yeah, I remember. I was just sleeping so much. I would get up and just eat and pee. They would just bring me my meals. So it was kinda like I was in the hospital again.


The task of showering again, I was like, Ugh. And just the task of having to unwrap my leg, get in the shower, do the whole--I was just like, I don't even care. I'll just be smelly. And it was just my brain deciding what was important and what wasn't. For so long, that wasn't important.


Brooks: Before Evan arrived at Harbor Light, there were two things, after five years living on the street, that had pushed him toward recovery.

The first was his leg, which had this huge open wound.

The other thing that brought him here was that he couldn't keep food down. At first, the doctor thought he might have celiac disease--gluten intolerance. And then they found out that his iron was dangerously low; he was anemic.

Evan: At first, they thought me being anemic was a diet thing 'cause of just eating nothing but candy and ice cream on the street for so long. Even at the time, if somebody were to tell me, Oh, if you keep doing fetty like that, you're gonna end up becoming anemic, I would've been like, So? Obviously, my leg was falling off, so it wasn't--


Brooks: Yeah, it's like, Who cares about being anemic when your leg is falling off?
 Evan: Right, right.


Brooks: When I first met Evan, he was living a life that, on the good days, felt like a type of freedom: He could fend for himself. He wasn't responsible to anyone.

But even just a few days into treatment, he could already see it more clearly: It wasn't freedom; it was dependence, in just about every sense of the word.

Evan was living like a child, literally eating nothing but candy and ice cream.

Evan: I remember being nervous because I was glad to kind of get my life going again, but at the same time, I had been enjoying not being a responsible adult for such a long time.
 I was kind of nervous to be like, Great, now not only do I gotta learn how to be an adult again. I gotta figure out how I'm gonna deal with all the shame and guilt of not being one for so long.


Brooks: Harbor Light, Evan's rehab, is run by the Salvation Army. Apart from being known as a strict, and rather intensive, treatment program, the basics will be familiar: meetings, meditation, acknowledging a higher power, celebrating milestones.

Evan: I feel like everybody's congratulating me for learning how to, like, pee standing. Like, Pee-pee standing up. Like, Good job, Evan. Like, You use the bathroom on your own. No more diapers.


That's how I would always be, like, Congratulations for catching up with the rest of us, like, for the last 15--you know? And so I would feel kind of dumb about it. Even two months in, talking about it with some of the counselors there, they were like, How much time do you have? And I was like, Oh, I have two months, and people were clapping or whatever. And I'm just like, Yeah, it's whatever. It's two months.


[Music]

Brooks: In real terms, two months was definitely not "whatever" for Evan. It's the longest he had been clean in a very long time. But the old temptations were still there.

To start, Evan was still in San Francisco. Just about every day, he saw people he knew from his life before. And beyond that, even after two months clean, his leg just wasn't healing the way he hoped it would.

Evan: My leg improved, and then it just stopped, and it was a really slow progression. I didn't know if I was doing something wrong or if it was going to get worse again.


Brooks: It started to feel like, If his leg wasn't going to get better, if he stood a chance of losing it, what was the point?

Evan: I was like, All right, just--we'll do the six months, show everybody that I can, I've tried, and then I'll go back out.


Brooks: After the break, six months.

[Break]

Brooks: In his years living on the street, Evan managed to look after himself. But there were other people, important people, who he overlooked.

Evan has a son. They talked on the phone sometimes, through Evan's mom or sister. But as his kid got older, he didn't want to talk to Evan, and Evan didn't want to talk to anyone.

That changed at Harbor Light.  If Evan wanted any shot at reconnecting, he'd not only have to learn to be an adult in just a few months, but also learn how to be a father.

Evan: I had this in my head, like, a game plan for how I was gonna tackle talking to my family again. But my counselor there was like, Nope, that's not how we're gonna do it, not definitely gonna do it like that.


Brooks: What was the game plan, and why was it rejected?
 Evan: Like calling them, like, once a week and then calling my son and then talking to him. But my counselor decided that You can't use your phone at all for the first 30 days; it's a complete blackout. And then, after that, you only get two 10-minute phone calls a day.
 Literally, when I would call my mom, one, by the time she answered, it would probably kill a whole minute, two. She would spend, like, five minutes crying. So now I'm left to have, like, four more minutes. I'm like, Mom, you just--what am I supposed to do? I--and then there's my whole phone call for the day, and then, if I call somebody else, and they don't answer, and that's it.
 So he was like, You're going to write letters, and that way you can speak more, get it down, and honestly, it'll feel more heartfelt that you'd spent the time to write it all, your feelings and everything, out on paper and mail it.


Brooks: So that's what Evan did. This was the beginning of what would become a relentless mailing campaign aimed at his son.

It hasn't been easy to get much out of him. Evan hadn't seen his son in eight years. No one would blame him for not wanting to talk.

But over the months, Evan began to learn what he had missed. Everyone thinks his kid looks like him. He's an adventurous eater like Evan, has a sweet tooth too, also like Evan. There was a picture of him trying a chocolate-covered cricket on a field trip to D.C. And he was a bit of a performer.

Evan: For example, for his fifth-grade graduation, he surprised everybody and dressed up as a banana--
 Brooks: Awesome.
 Evan: --and walked across the stage in a giant banana suit. He really likes the clarinet. Actually, he's, like, first chair in his class and then third chair all-county or something. He is really into it.


Brooks: In October, six months into treatment, Evan's family flew out to visit him: his mom, his sister, and his son. Evan's friend Joe and Joe's son, Barrett, came down too.

The last time Evan saw his son, he was 5 years old. Now he was 13, and was growing a mustache.

They went to the arcade, did an escape room. Evan said they'll still be in there if it wasn't for the kids. Barrett and Evan's son were fast friends.

Evan: The first night we went out somewhere, they were throwing something--it was like candy or something--and something bounced off and then hit me. And then they, like, giggled and ran away. And my son was like, Where'd it go? And then Barrett was like, "It hit your dad." And it just--I have never--I hadn't been a dad for such a long time, so it was just a kind of surreal moment. He didn't even call me Dad; it was somebody else calling me Dad. But it was more of just a reminder of like, "Oh, yeah, I am."


[Music]
 Salvation Army officer: Do you have any guests that you wanna welcome?
 Evan: I do have a few.
 Brooks: The same weekend his family visited, after six months of treatment, Evan graduated from Harbor Light. In the video, he's standing at a lectern, wearing a yellow plaid shirt. He says he's trying not to cry.
 Evan: A wise woman once told me, "The only thing that you have to change is everything." I look forward to being the best son, brother, and father and friend I can be. Thank you.


Brooks: After graduation, Joe and Barrett and Evan's mom and sister and son flew home.

Brooks: You guys are still writing letters here and there, or no?
 Evan: Yeah, yeah, definitely. I just sent one. I'll take the--I sent him letters. He doesn't really send me anything back. I don't know if the option was given to him, kind of, like, Your dad wants your cellphone number. Do you want to give it to him, or do you want to just keep writing letters, or what do you wanna do? And I could just see him being on his phone, like, Yeah, whatever, letters.
 And so I was like, Oh, well, if that's what he wants to do, then I'm just going to bombard him with letters, to where he's like, "Damn it, I should have did phone call." So he hasn't caved yet, but I definitely send him two or three a month.


Brooks: Evan is now in a sober-living house. He works in a kitchen a few days a week, and on the other days, he takes classes to become an addiction-treatment peer counselor.

That question of if it was possible for Evan to stay clean this long, so far, has been answered. His leg isn't fully healed; even after eight months, the wound is still there. But he can walk around fine and will have a surgery soon to help with his circulation.

So now the question for Evan isn't so much if he'll live, but how.

A few weeks ago, Evan was riding the bus home from a meeting when he ran into an old friend from when he was living on the street.

Evan: And I talked to him the whole bus ride and when I got off I helped him carry his stuff off and hung out with him for a little bit, but when I had went to talk and hang out with him and invited him to sit next to me, it was just kind of like, Here's this really dirty, gross-looking homeless dude, and I'm cleaned up enough to where people wouldn't suspect that of me at all. And then I'm inviting him over next to me. When he came up to talk to me, before I had noticed him. They were thinking, I'm probably gonna get pissed-off; this homeless guy's coming to ask me for money or something. And it totally wasn't what they expected.
 Brooks: They see like a homeless guy approaching somebody who's just, like, a normal guy working a job in San Francisco or something--
 Evan: Exactly, coming home from work late at night and--
 Brooks: --and you kind of see an old friend.


Evan: Right. Or me. When I see somebody in that same position, it's kind of hard for me to--like, someone with a fucked-up leg, or just can't get up from somewhere 'cause they're so sick. It's like, Fuck.


Brooks: This isn't the only time this has happened recently. Evan sees himself all over the city. When cops and EMTs are trying to move someone along passed out outside of a coffee shop, there he is. When his co-workers at the kitchen complain about homeless and addicted people, he fantasizes about telling them about his past.

He lives just two blocks away from where he spent the last five years, but he might as well live in another world. Still, the boundaries between old and new can be porous.

Evan: This last couple nights, I've had to go to meetings because I've been bored, and I really kind of miss that hustle of--kind of the excitement of, I gotta go boost from here and dodge the security guard and then get on the BART and then dodge the BART police and then steal from this store and then come back out, and then just all that excitement bullshit. I kind of miss the chaos.


Brooks: He tries not to think too much about the future. A lot of treatment, at this point, is still focused on the present. But he does have one idea for what he might do.

Evan: My background permitting, I would like to be an armed security guard. I think that would be cool.
 Brooks: Whoa, why?
 Evan: Because that's the kind of craziness that I think I need. Not, like, with-a-gun armed, but like with a baton or pepper spray. I'm not saying that every day I'm gonna go to work that I'm gonna be like this, this douche security guard that, like, pepper-sprays you.
 Brooks: It's so funny. It's like you're just becoming your like worst enemy from not long ago.
 Evan: In a way, yeah. But I would also think I'd have--I think I could give back to Target for all the shit I stole by being a good security guard.
 Brooks: Just going back to that same Target and going to work that. Where was that?
 Evan: Emeryville.


Brooks: There was a story Evan told me back before he started treatment. To support his habit, he was going to the same Target in Emeryville, outside of Oakland, day after day after day, stealing stuff and selling it in the Mission District.

He went to that same Target in Emeryville so many times in a row, it had begun to feel absurd that he hadn't been caught yet.

Brooks: You were like, I can't believe this hasn't happened. It feels like Groundhog's Day.
 Evan: Oh, that's right. Yeah.


Brooks: He told himself that when they did catch him, that's when he'd get clean. But it never happened.

Brooks: Does that at all feel like an attempt to go back and stop your past self? Fulfilling that wish you had for someone to catch you at that point.
 Evan: Right, and just give them that, like, Oh, it's over finally.
 [Music]


Evan: It rains here on Christmas for a week every year, and I always know it's coming, and I know it's gonna come this year, and it'll be the first time where I will be inside, and I'm so grateful for that.


Brooks: Evan will stay in San Francisco for the time being. In the spring, he'll fly out to Washington to visit Joe.

This episode was produced by me, Ethan Brooks and Natalie Brennan. Edited by Jocelyn Frank and Hanna Rosin. Engineering by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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.

Thanks for listening.
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The Santa Presidency

Trump is trying to fix the economy--by handing out cash.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Sun, 28 Dec 2025




President Donald Trump can hardly conceal his disgust for the word affordability, referring to its ascendance in America's political lexicon as a "hoax," a "con job," and a "fake narrative" perpetuated by Democrats. But there's one sign that he's treating it like a very real political vulnerability: The former reality-television host is trying to give people cash.

In recent weeks, Trump has been pitching half a dozen schemes to, in the words of White House officials, put money "straight into the pockets of the American people." After a year in which Americans' pocketbooks have been walloped by Trump's tariffs, cuts to the social safety net, and apparent nonchalance in the face of spiking health-care costs, the president is turning to the allure of sweepstakes-style checks from the government to help coax voters out of their financial malaise ahead of next year's midterm elections. It likely won't work, economists from across the political spectrum told me; one likened the payments to a bandage over a bullet wound.

Trump has floated a payment of $2,000 to most Americans in the form of a so-called tariff dividend, to be paid out from fees levied on foreign goods. He has offered $12 billion in relief to farmers reeling from the trade war he started. He has suggested paying subsidies "directly to the people" to pay for health insurance. And as my colleagues Ashley Parker and Nancy Youssef reported, Trump used a prime-time national address on December 17 to announce onetime bonus checks for troops in the amount of $1,776. "The checks are already on the way," Trump said of the payments to 1.4 million service members. (The Pentagon says the money, which is being taken from a fund to improve housing for troops, landed in bank accounts before Christmas.)

Although the proposals each have different designs and purposes, taken together, they represent a concerted effort to neutralize the cost-of-living concerns dominating voters' minds. Those worries are likely to only increase as Americans contend with rising health-care costs and growing signs of unease in the labor market, Mark Zandi, the chief economist at Moody's Analytics, told me. Trump's proposed payments are ill-suited to deal with those macroeconomic trend lines, he said. "It's not a solution to anybody's problem," he said. "It doesn't address inflation; it doesn't address the weak labor market. It doesn't address the fact that many Americans don't have any assets and owe a lot on their credit cards."

As the president's first year in office comes to a close, the economy is showing signs of significant strain. A delayed jobs report earlier this month showed that the country's unemployment rate ticked up to 4.6 percent in November, the highest since 2021. Young people and Black Americans are facing especially high rates of unemployment, which some economists see as a warning sign for the broader economy. Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell warned recently of "a labor market that seems to have significant downside risks." Consumer sentiment has neared record lows in recent months, a somberness that Trump appeared determined to counteract during his rambling speech on December 17, in which he blamed high prices and low wages on former President Joe Biden and shouted a series of misleading statistics about how the economy is great.

Read: 'We are looking at a massive crisis'

Michael Strain, the director of economic-policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute, told me that the president's attempts to convince Americans that their financial circumstances are better than they think sound "eerily similar" to the strategy that Biden embraced amid widespread concerns over the cost of living. Trump's desire to entice voters with onetime payments is unlikely to improve his standing, Strain said. "People don't like higher prices, and they don't like higher prices even if their incomes are going up faster than prices," he said. "And my guess is that people's dislike of higher prices will not be mitigated by a onetime gift from Uncle Sam."

The White House did not respond to questions about the president's plans for any further cash handouts, but a spokesperson disputed the idea that the payouts Trump has proposed so far were part of a broader political strategy to address affordability.

Although Trump has repeatedly described America as "the hottest country anywhere in the world" and declared that a "golden era" of prosperity has dawned, his rosy view is not widely shared by the public. An NPR/PBS News/Marist poll released earlier this month found that only 36 percent of Americans approved of Trump's handling of the economy, the lowest number the president has received on that question during his two terms (57 percent of Americans disapprove). With the midterms less than a year away, voters appear to give Democrats a slight edge over Republicans on the question of whom they trust more to handle the economy. Seventy percent of respondents said the cost of living where they reside is not very affordable or not affordable at all.

It's little wonder, then, that Trump is repeatedly talking about brighter days ahead and promising Americans cash infusions that he says will allow them to benefit from what he has described as a deluge of dollars flowing into the country from abroad. "We've taken in hundreds of billions of dollars in tariff money," Trump told reporters last month, promising that the $2,000 in "dividends" would be delivered to voters in mid-2026. There are some potential issues. The proposal would probably cost more than the roughly $200 billion that America has collected in tariffs over the past year, and Trump would presumably need congressional approval for the preelection payouts. The president has already made a habit of using the tariff money--much of it paid by American companies and consumers--as a personal reserve fund he can direct as he sees fit. Trump has said the $12 billion his administration is offering to struggling farmers is being sourced from the tariff funds. During the government shutdown in October, the president covered a lapse in funding for a nutrition program supporting women and children by unilaterally tapping tariff revenue. In announcing the $1,776 payment to troops--which he referred to as "a warrior dividend"--Trump said twice that the $2.5 billion program was made possible, in part, "because of tariffs," though the Pentagon has clarified that the money actually comes from the military-housing stipend, which Congress has already approved.

Several Republicans oppose Trump's tariffs--and some are privately hoping the Supreme Court will rule them unconstitutional next year. Trump proposed the $2,000 payments shortly after Supreme Court justices expressed skepticism of his power to levy broad tariffs unilaterally.

The White House has not yet provided details on Trump's plan for the tariff dividend, though Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent previously said that such a plan would indeed require legislation from Congress. The proposal has faced a cool reception on Capitol Hill, where Republicans have said that any revenue from tariffs should go toward paying down the nation's $38 trillion in debt. Trump-administration officials have sought to draw more attention to the tax bill Congress passed over the summer, reminding voters that some of its financial benefits are expected to kick in next year. Speaking at the Treasury Department earlier this month, Bessent touted a program that will offer babies born from 2025 to 2028 an investment fund seeded with a $1,000 grant from the government. Although the money in the accounts cannot be withdrawn until the year a child turns 18, the president's allies have tried to brand the program as another instance of Trump putting money directly into Americans' pockets.

The IRS recently revealed the process for establishing the "Trump Accounts," launching a new website and tax form for parents to claim the money and contribute their own funds beginning in July. "Trump accounts are the president's gift to the American people," Bessent said at the Treasury, calling IRS Form 4547, which is named after Trump's two presidential terms, "the most aptly named tax document of all time." Administration officials are also trying to pitch the tax law as a more immediate boon to voters struggling with the rising price of groceries, housing, child care, and other expenses. "Next spring is projected to be the largest tax-refund season of all time," Trump said during his prime-time address.

Provisions of the tax law signed in July were made retroactive to 2025, meaning the sliver of Americans who will benefit from reduced taxes on tipped wages, overtime, and Social Security payments will likely see larger tax refunds when they file in the new year. White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told reporters on December 11 that Americans could expect an average of about $1,000 in additional tax refunds next year. But unlike Trump's 2017 tax cuts, which included a broad reduction of existing rates across income brackets, the 2025 bill was primarily designed to keep those tax cuts from expiring--meaning that many Americans will not notice as big of a difference in their take-home pay as they did eight years ago. And the wave of company-sponsored employee bonuses that Trump celebrated in 2017, after his original law significantly reduced the corporate tax rate, have not recurred.

Other provisions of the 2025 bill, including a larger deduction for state and local taxes and a new write-off for people who buy American-made vehicles, affect only a relatively small portion of the public, including wealthy people in high-tax states and those financially secure enough to purchase a brand-new car (at an average price now upwards of $50,000). The legislation's curbs on spending for social programs, by contrast, could be felt broadly among the poorest Americans. Medicaid recipients and food-stamp beneficiaries will face some of the steepest cuts. The bill also did not address the looming expiration of Affordable Care Act subsidies, which is set to increase premiums for some 22 million Americans next month.

Read: The Trump steamroller is broken 

Facing angst from voters and some members of Congress over the fact that the new year will cause health-care costs to double for millions of voters, Trump is again offering cash as a salve. "I want the money to go directly to the people so you can buy your own health care; you'll get much better health care at a much lower price," he said in his prime-time address, resurfacing a loose proposal to turn the expiring subsidies into new government-funded health-savings accounts. But the president has not provided much detail about how the proposal would work and has not done much to push Congress to pass a new law before premiums spike. Earlier this month, four moderate Republicans vented their frustration by joining Democrats to back a discharge petition extending the current subsidies for three years. The legislation has a strong chance of passing the House in January, but faces long odds in the Senate, where Republicans have already voted down a similar proposal.

The situation has frustrated voters like Stacy Rye, a 56-year-old real-estate agent in Missoula, Montana, who is staring at a massive increase in premiums next year. Rye told me that on top of the spiking costs for coffee, beef, and other groceries she already deals with, she will have to pay an extra $6,700 next year for health-care premiums. The plan by some Republican lawmakers to offer Americans up to $1,500 for health-savings accounts did not seem like it would help much, she said.

"What am I supposed to do with $1,500 when my premium is $1,300 a month?" she said, adding that Trump's plan to have consumers haggle with insurance companies and hospitals seemed unworkable. "These are unserious people. I can't negotiate against a giant company about what my health premiums are going to be."

The president's penchant for direct government payments goes back to 2020, when Congress responded to the coronavirus pandemic by passing several pieces of legislation that offered cash to struggling Americans. Trump put his name on the checks--the first of which offered $1,200 per adult--and sent letters to voters reminding them of his role in approving the "Economic Impact Payments."

But economists later concluded that the flood of money injected into the economy during the pandemic--an approach Biden continued after taking office in 2021--helped worsen the soaring inflation that ultimately eased Trump's return to the White House.

Now the president is facing the reality that many of his promises to quickly turn the economy around have fallen flat with a growing number of voters. And his well-worn tactic of pitching cash payments to voters at a time of deep uncertainty about the fundamentals of the economy may not be enough to reverse their disillusionment.
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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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Iranians Have Had Enough

The demonstrations erupting across the Islamic Republic reflect deep economic and political discontent.

by Arash Azizi

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




A wave of protests started by shopkeepers swept through Tehran in December. Iranians have had such a terrible year--facing such a decline in living standards and such a sense of political impasse--that no one was terribly surprised when demonstrations filled the streets.

I asked one Iranian student why she had taken part in the street protests. "Yeah, why should we protest?" she replied sarcastically. "After all, we have it so good!"

The immediate spark for the protests was a sharp decline in the value of the Iranian currency. At one point last week, a U.S. dollar traded for almost 1.5 million rials, having lost more than half its value in a year. As recently as 2021, a dollar cost around 250,000 rials and, only a decade ago, around 30,000. This continuous decline has slashed savings, destroyed the Iranian middle class, and inflicted real suffering on the working classes. The protests began on Sunday with merchants who rely on importing electrical goods and find that very few can now afford them. But they've quickly mushroomed--as did previous rounds did in 2017, 2019, and 2022--spreading to cities in provinces such as Hamedan, Isfahan, and Lorestan, and drawing in students, pensioners, and members of Gen Z.

Like previous waves of demonstrations, the protests have quickly acquired a political character. Protesters have chanted, "Death to the dictator," targeting the octogenarian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who has held the top post since 1989 with little accountability. As a statement read out by students at Tehran's Beheshti University put it: "This criminal system has taken our future hostage for 47 years. It won't be changed with reform or with false promises."

Iran's President Masoud Pezeshkian, elected with promises of good governance last year, has overseen electricity and water cuts while failing to realize signature promises such as lifting restrictions of the internet. Wanting to show he is cut from a different cloth than his hard-line predecessor, Pezeshkian quickly promised to meet with representatives of protesters. His spokesperson affirmed "the constitutional right of peaceful protest" for Iranians.

But Pezeshkian doesn't control the security forces, so these pronouncements ring hollow. Dozens of protesters have already been arrested, including Sarira Karimi, head of a student union chapter at the University of Tehran. (Karimi was released on Wednesday.) In the small cities of Kuhdasht and Fasa, security forces shot at protesters. According to local officials, a member of the security forces was killed in Kuhdasht. Protesters also clashed with police in Hamedan and Najafabad.

On Tuesday, Pezeshkian met with representatives of some guilds and merchant unions and promised to improve the economy. After almost 18 months in office, he finally dismissed Mohammadreza Farzin, the unpopular central-bank governor appointed by his hard-line predecessor. Farzin's successor, Abdolnasser Hemmati, a pro-reform economist and Pezeshkian's former finance minister, has promised economic stability.

But Hemmati faces a tall order. He is likely to slash interest rates (the official rate currently stands at 40 percent) and to pursue banking and currency-exchange reform. But these are hardly panaceas for Iran's deeply beleaguered economy, which suffers from international isolation, Western-imposed sanctions, and domestic mismanagement by a regime that has long failed to prioritize its people's welfare.

Iran's current monthly minimum wage, of around 104 million rials, barely buys a gram of 18-karat gold (often used as a measure of real value). Nurses and teachers earn around 150 to 250 million rials a month while a semi-decent apartment in Tehran rents for around 200 million. Many professionals supplement their income by moonlighting as ride-share drivers or taking other odd jobs. Thousands have emigrated to seek a better life elsewhere.

To make things worse, Iranians live in the fear of another round of military strikes by Israel or the United States. "You can't plan even for two weeks in this country," a young man who took part in the protests told me. "Without stability, there is no prospect for growth or welfare. We live day by day."

To change that, the regime would need to come to an agreement with the Trump administration that lifts the sanctions or at least keeps Iran safe from war. But Khamenei's harsh ideological stance against Israel and the U.S. makes that hard to achieve. On Tuesday, protesters in Tehran used a classic protest chant: "Neither Gaza, nor Lebanon, I give my life for Iran." The slogan, popular since 2009, reflects opposition to Iran's backing for militias such as Hamas and Hezbollah. The protesters believe that military adventurism has drained Iranian resources and helped put the country at odds with both the West and its Arab neighbors. In other words, Iranians link their economic malaise to their regime's foreign policy.

Can the protesters prevail against the Islamic Republic?

Every time Iranians come out to the streets, many around the world express this wish. Prominent American and Israeli politicians have already done so in the past few days. But rattled as the regime might be, it has seen mass protests off repeatedly in recent years.

Opponents of the Islamic Republic remain hopelessly disorganized and disunited. Some protesters have chanted slogans in favor of Reza Pahlavi, Iran's exiled crown prince. But Pahlavi remains a divisive figure among anti-regime Iranians. Many reject his claim to leadership. Pahlavi's supporters and top advisers routinely criticize popular domestic dissidents including the Nobel Peace laureate Narges Mohammadi, actress Taraneh Alidoosti, and rapper Toumaj Salehi. Earlier this month, Mohammadi was physically attacked by pro-Pahlavi protesters in the northeastern city of Mashhad.

Regardless of their politics, all opposition factions have failed to build powerful organizations or lasting networks that could direct the protests. Without such direction, the current protests are likely to lose momentum and fizzle out, just like previous rounds. Even if they were to last, it is far likelier that figures from inside the regime's ranks would take the initiative and wrest power from Khamenei, than that the protesters would succeed in bringing about a change to the regime's basic structures.

"I am happy from the bottom of my heart to see others in the streets," a young woman who took part in protests on Wednesday told me. "But I also know that we are economically fucked and things won't get better anytime soon. We also have no easy way of winning against these bastards. It is hard to be hopeful."

Even as Iranians show incredible bravery by coming out against their thuggish regime, a winning strategy continues to be elusive.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/01/iran-protests/685472/?utm_source=feed
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Britain Should Have Read the Tweets First

The case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah is a test of Britain's values.

by Helen Lewis

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




How much effort should a country expend to rescue someone who appears to hate its values? That is the question posed by the case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah.

Abd el-Fattah is an Egyptian pro-democracy campaigner who has been in and out of prison since 2006 for opposing the regimes of Hosni Mubarak and Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, and for drawing attention to torture and other abuses. In 2021, he was granted British citizenship through a somewhat tenuous connection--his mother, Laila, had been born in London while her mother was studying in the United Kingdom--which gave the British government greater standing to lobby Cairo on his behalf. It pressed his case under three Conservative prime ministers (Boris Johnson, Liz Truss and Rishi Sunak) and, since June 2024, under Labour's Keir Starmer. Six months ago, a government minister said that the case had been "a top priority every week that I have been in office."

Last week, those efforts finally paid off. Egypt lifted a travel ban on Abd el-Fattah, who had been released from jail in September, and Starmer declared that he was "delighted" that Abd el-Fattah was "back in the UK and has been reunited with his loved ones."

That delight was short-lived. Within hours, Abd el-Fattah's tweets from the time of the Arab Spring, when he was around 30, resurfaced on X. In these, he reportedly wished violence on "all Zionists, including civilians"--read: Jews. He also called for the murder of police officers, and sarcastically described his dislike of white people. In a 2010 discussion of the death of one of the terrorists who had tortured and killed Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics, he declared, "My heroes have always killed colonialists."

The populist insurgent Nigel Farage could not have scripted a better attack ad against Britain's two established parties. At best, both Labour and the Conservatives have spent political capital on an activist who has repeatedly expressed thoughtless and hateful views in public. At worst, the government has invited in a provocateur who will continue to spread poison and incite violence. "It is unclear to me why it has been a priority for successive governments to bring this guy over here," the rank-and-file Labour politician Tom Rutland wrote on X, adding, "His tweets are impressive in how they manage to be vile in such a variety of ways."

Read: How not to hand populists a weapon

In a statement of apology, Abd el-Fattah suggested that his statements were in keeping with the prevailing ethos of early-2010s Twitter--which was full of performative, deliberately offensive left-wing posturing. His posts, he said, were the "writings of a much younger person, deeply enmeshed in antagonistic online cultures, utilising flippant, shocking and sarcastic tones in the nascent, febrile world of social media." In his offline activism, Abd el-Fattah maintained, he was known for "publicly rejecting anti-Jewish speech in Egypt, often at risk to myself, defence of LGBTQ rights, defence of Egyptian Christians, and campaigning against police torture and brutality." However, Abd el-Fattah also questioned why the tweets had been "republished" now with their meanings "twisted." On Facebook, he appears to have liked a comment suggesting that it was--you guessed it--a "campaign launched by the Zionists."

The situation is deeply embarrassing for Starmer, who welcomed Abd el-Fattah's arrival in Britain so warmly. He now claims not to have known about the "absolutely abhorrent" tweets and is promising to "review the information failures in this case." Apparently, despite years of campaigning for this guy, the combined might of the British civil service never thought to search his Twitter handle. If the authorities had conducted even a cursory background check, they would have found opinions such as this (now-deleted) assertion from 2012: "I'm a racist, I don't like white people so piss off."

Nor did civil servants enter Abd el-Fattah's name into a search engine, which would have revealed the 2014 reports on his controversial nomination for a free-speech prize. One of these, headlined "A Dissident for Hate," observed that "Mr. Abdel Fattah may have been brave in confronting authoritarianism in his own country. But his rhetoric on Israel and moderate Arabs is another story."

The British right is now arguing that Abd el-Fattah and his celebrity supporters--including Naomi Klein, Olivia Colman, and Mark Ruffalo--have made the British government look foolish. Why is Starmer loudly welcoming "back" a man who has never before spent a significant amount of time in Britain, who abhors its geopolitical alliances, and who apparently dislikes the majority of its population? Farage, the leader of the right-wing Reform Party, has unsurprisingly called for Abd el-Fattah to be stripped of his British citizenship. So has Kemi Badenoch, the current leader of the Conservatives--the party in charge when Abd el-Fattah was awarded that citizenship in the first place.

Idrees Kahloon: Political parties have disconnected from the public

Former Conservative Prime Minister Liz Truss, who has lately joined the podcast circuit, wrote on X that Abd el-Fattah's case shows that "the human-rights/NGO industrial complex has completely captured the British state." This is the same Liz Truss who, as foreign secretary in 2022, assured Parliament that she was "working very hard to secure his release." Was she then unaware of his tweets? Or was she then posturing as a policy maker, whereas now she is trying to make a living as a YouTuber? (Yes, she is Dan Bongino in reverse.) The Conservatives' shadow justice secretary, Robert Jenrick, has also piled on Abd el-Fattah's story, condemning the celebrities who campaigned for his release as "useful idiots." Jenrick covets Badenoch's job--and his plan to win it relies on outflanking her on crime and immigration.

Liberals and conservatives have politicized this story. Starmer--and the previous incarnation of Truss--treated Abd el-Fattah as a kind of mascot, a living totem of Britain's enlightened attitudes toward political dissent in comparison with those of Middle Eastern dictatorships. Today's version of Truss, and the rest of the populist right, are now holding him up as Exhibit A in their argument that the West needs to be tougher on Muslim immigration to Europe.

As ever, the challenge is to look beyond this ideological point-scoring and consider the case on its own merits. I was deeply unimpressed that one of Abd el-Fattah's first public statements after his longed-for deliverance was to repost a complaint that Starmer had not publicly condemned Sisi's dictatorship while announcing his release. Welcome to the grubby reality of international diplomacy! But if I had missed many of my child's birthdays in detention, I might also find it hard to be gracious.

Still, British Jews have every right to question their state's extraordinary efforts to free someone who has called for violence against them and who has recanted only in the vaguest terms. The Jewish community is under threat here: The aftermath of October 7 and the war in Gaza have led to more visible anti-Semitism in Britain, in many cases from self-declared Islamists. On Yom Kippur, a militant Islamist called Jihad Al-Shamie (in retrospect, the first name was a clue) killed one person and injured others in a stabbing attack on a synagogue in Manchester. Earlier this month, two men were convicted of plotting what authorities described as an "ISIS-inspired" atrocity in the same city. "Here in Manchester, we have the biggest Jewish community," one of the plotters told an undercover police officer whom he believed to be a co-conspirator. "God willing we will degrade and humiliate them (in the worst way possible), and hit them where it hurts." Social media is one of the key drivers and reinforcers of anti-Semitic extremism; tweets like Abd el-Fattah's are not just harmless letting-off of steam.

Still, if he repeats such sentiments now that he lives in Britain, Abd el-Fattah could be subject to prosecution for incitement to violence, or hate speech. The British state has pursued people for less: See the recent prosecution against the gender-critical campaigner Graham Linehan--the case was eventually dropped--or the conviction of a woman named Lucy Connolly for posting that hotels housing asylum-seekers should be set on fire.

Taking away Abd el-Fattah's British passport is another matter. Once granted, citizenship is citizenship, no matter how stupid or evil or thoughtless its holder turns out to be. I don't want to live in a country where naturalized or joint citizens are treated as second-class Britons, forever on probation. Now that he has a UK passport, Alaa Abd el-Fattah is entitled to the protection of the British state, just like Liz Truss--or like Kemi Badenoch, for that matter, whose British citizenship rests on the coincidence of her Nigerian mother having given birth to her in London.

Yet you can take an inclusive view of British citizenship and still believe that people should be vetted before receiving it. Starmer's post gushing about Abd el-Fattah's arrival was catastrophically ill-judged, both in his assessment of this particular case and as a representation of his wider governing philosophy. Starmer, a former human-rights lawyer, approaches every problem with an arid obsession with process rather than outcome--as if, when people follow every dot and comma of the rules, nothing bad can happen and no one should complain.

The Abd el-Fattah decision follows this pattern. Starmer celebrated the bureaucratic machinations of this case--granting automatic citizenship by descent and then securing the end of Abd el-Fattah's travel ban--without enough attention to the politics. Yes, he was failed by his officials and their lack of briefing. But he also suffered a personal failure of imagination: Is it such a stretch to ask whether a Middle Eastern activist raised among members of the Egyptian communist intelligentsia has any worrisome opinions on Israel or Jews? Part of Starmer's pitch to succeed Jeremy Corbyn as leader of Labour was that his predecessor had turned a blind eye to anti-Semitism. (He eventually kicked Corbyn out of the party altogether for this offense.) But in the past two years, he has struggled to identify and police the line between legitimate criticism of the Israeli government and wider animus against Jews, often camouflaged as attacks on "Zionists."

At the same time, populists on the right have begun to insist, in more and more explicit terms, that Muslims cannot be integrated into Europe because their values are too different--the grooming-gangs scandal is offered as evidence here--and because they feel more loyalty to the ummah than to the countries to which they have immigrated. That view ignores the many followers of moderate Islam, such as London Mayor Sadiq Khan, who have found no contradiction between their faith and Western liberalism. But the views of Abd el-Fattah punch that bruise.

Another case like this may not arrive again--not least because Britain's current appetite for enforcing its values abroad is low. In June, Starmer cut the foreign-aid budget, and some of what remains is spent domestically anyway, on housing asylum seekers. Starmer's home secretary, Shabana Mahmood--herself a British Muslim--has announced a drastic tightening of eligibility requirements for citizenship.

Starmer--and his Conservative predecessors--were right to call for Abd el-Fattah's release. What was absurd, however, was to frame his arrival on British soil as an unalloyed blessing. Starmer was thinking like the procedure-obsessed human-rights lawyer he used to be, not the political and moral leader that Britain needs right now.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/12/starmer-abd-el-fattah/685469/?utm_source=feed
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Good Intentions Gone Bad

How Canada's "reconciliation" with its Indigenous people went wrong

by David Frum

Sat, 27 Dec 2025




Updated at 1:05 p.m. ET on December 28, 2025.

Attend a public event in Canada and you will likely hear it open with a land acknowledgment. In the city of Vancouver, for example, the script might read:

"This place is the unceded and ancestral territory of the h@nq@min@m and Skwxwu7mesh speaking peoples, the xwm@thkw@y@m (Musqueam), Skwxwu7mesh (Squamish), and s@lilw@tal (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations, and has been stewarded by them since time immemorial."

I've been present for many of these recitations, which are common in liberal areas of the United States too. They are usually received by their audiences as a Christian invocation might once have been: a socially required ritual in which only some believe, but at which it would be rude to scoff. After all, what harm does it do?

In the past few months, Canadians have learned that these well-meaning pronouncements are not, in fact, harmless. Far from it. Canadian courts are reinterpreting these rote confessions of historical guilt as legally enforceable admissions of wrongful possession.

In August, a British Columbia court ruled that the titles to public land across 800 acres south of downtown Vancouver must be subordinated to a new "Aboriginal title" belonging to a group of about 5,500 Indigenous Canadians.

Although the judge in question has claimed that this decision does not apply to private land, the logic of this ruling has proved so muddled that it has called into question not only the private titles of some 150 landowners in the region but also the ownership of almost every piece of private land in British Columbia--and possibly all of Canada. Some Americans may try to apply this precedent to the U.S. too.

The effects of the decision have been swift and harsh. Commercial-property values have collapsed in the city of Richmond because of uncertainty over titles. A hotel valued by its lenders at more than 110 million Canadian dollars in August traded hands for $51.5 million in October. I spoke this month with a landowner who had a major Canadian lender terminate discussions on a $35 million construction loan after the decision. At least one lease on an industrial building has been called into question because the tenant no longer knows whether the landlord still owns the premises.

To offset the damage, the government of British Columbia has offered $150 million in loan guarantees to local landowners, putting taxpayers on the hook.

David Frum: Against guilty history

The dollar amounts at stake are enormous. Before the ruling deflated values, the more than 100 homes, businesses, and commercial properties in the area were valued at $2 billion. Yet because this case ostensibly doesn't apply to private landowners--who are expected to litigate their own cases--they were denied any opportunity to defend their interests. At an earlier phase in the proceedings, advocates for the plaintiffs argued, "It foments adversity and unnecessary hostility to frame this as a claim against private property holders"--a clever move, which the British Columbia courts accepted in 2017.

Eight years later, the judge in the case continued to dismiss concerns about property rights and the integrity of titles. Such talk, Justice Barbara Young ruled in her decision over the summer, "inflames and incites rather than grapples with the evidence and scope of the claim in this case."

In the name of justice for historical misdeeds, the judge decided it was acceptable to deny Canadian landowners basic due process before depriving them of their rights.

The decision in Cowichan Tribes v. Canada "grapples with the evidence" in ways that may seem exotic, if not bizarre, to most legal scholars. Many claims for aboriginal title in Canada turn on "oral history"--stories and songs about the past preserved by the claimants. Such testimony would normally be prohibited by the rule against hearsay evidence, which exists to screen out unverifiable statements. The judge in this case acknowledged in her decision that "the 'truth' lying at the heart of oral history and tradition evidence can be elusive." Yet she allowed this "elusive" truth to become the basis of a claim for billions of dollars' worth of Canadian property. (Cowichan leaders did not respond to multiple requests for comment.)

If the logic of Cowichan is upheld, there is scarcely a landholding in British Columbia--or much of the rest of Canada--for which ownership is secure. My wife and I own 20 acres of rural property in Ontario. Our title, like that of most of my neighbors, traces back to Crown grants issued more than 200 years ago. All of those titles could be retroactively voided if the Cowichan precedent becomes Canadian law.

The lands at issue in Cowichan are situated in the delta of the Fraser River. About 35 kilometers upstream lies the city of Port Coquitlam, which marks the eastern verge of greater Vancouver. Much of Port Coquitlam is undeveloped. The terrain was once too boggy and hilly for construction projects and is now protected as parkland.

In 2016, an Indigenous group filed a still-pending land claim against the city of Port Coquitlam. The members want control of much of the city's open spaces, including the riverside parklands and the premier athletic facility, Gates Park. The Kwikwetlem First Nation is even smaller than the Cowichan; it has a registered population of 153. In an interview this month, the group's leadership disavowed interest in private lands, but the value of the public land sought is more than enough to make every member of the group a multimillionaire.

At the opposite end of Canada, the federal government agreed in February to pay $17.5 million to two Indigenous groups in tiny Prince Edward Island. Ontario is negotiating a claim for 36,000 square kilometers, including the land underneath Canada's Parliament buildings. In New Brunswick, the federal government paid $145 million in 2021--and now faces a demand for more than half of the province. An Indigenous group recently filed a Cowichan-like claim for much of the parkland on the Quebec side of the Ottawa River, opposite the Canadian capital of Ottawa--along with $5 billion in cash.

The Cowichan decision is an extreme but logical extension of an unresisted political revolution.

Among many Canadians in positions of influence, an idea has taken hold that Canada's founding was a great crime that must be atoned for. The term usually applied to this atonement is reconciliation. That term is misleading. Reconciliation implies some kind of mutuality, but the Canadian version is strictly one-way: Demands by Indigenous nations and affiliated nongovernmental groups produce concessions, which invite yet more demands, which beget yet more concessions.

The Canadian national conscience is rightly troubled by the serious social problems afflicting Indigenous Canada. Indigenous people have shorter lifespans than other Canadians. They are less likely to graduate from high school. Their communities have been devastated by substance abuse. Indigenous women are disproportionately likely to suffer violence from the men in their lives. Indigenous men are more likely than other Canadians to go to prison.

Canadian politicians have directed considerable resources to trying to improve these ghastly trends. The federal Indigenous budget nearly tripled over the 10 years of the Justin Trudeau government, exceeding $32 billion a year--almost what Canada spent on national defense in the past fiscal year.

Yet these funds are often spent without concern for how they are used or whether they help anyone. A September 2025 federal report, for example, found that from April 2020 to March 2023, an Indigenous federation in Saskatchewan received $30 million for COVID-related programs, of which nearly $23 million went to expenditures deemed "questionable."

Is this scale of suspicious spending typical? It's hard to say. The Conservative government of Stephen Harper proposed the First Nations Financial Transparency Act, passed in 2013, which called for Indigenous communities to publish their accounts and salary structures. The Trudeau government, elected in 2015, promptly announced that it would not enforce this law--and even reinstated funding for Indigenous groups whose funds had been suspended for past violations.

Despite this support, the past decade has been calamitous for Indigenous people. Life expectancy for First Nations people in British Columbia dropped 7.1 years from 2015 to 2021, according to the nonprofit Indigenous Watchdog. Life expectancy for First Nations people in Alberta fell seven years from 2019 to 2023 and is now nearly two decades shorter than that of other Albertans, according to the province's health statistics. Manitoba has seen similar trends.

The principal culprit has been a surge in deaths by drug overdose. In British Columbia, Indigenous people are six times more likely to die of a drug overdose than non-Indigenous residents. In Alberta, the disparity is eight times; in Ontario, nine.

As Indigenous people's conditions have worsened in Canada, Natives' advocates have become more radical in their critique of Canadian society.

In May 2021, a researcher announced a terrible discovery, which the CBC reported: "Remains of 215 children found buried at former B.C. residential school, First Nation says." Other reports swiftly amplified this story with new grim details, including claims of about 751 unmarked graves near a different school in Saskatchewan. These reports were accepted and repeated by Prime Minister Trudeau and his government, and they triggered a spasm of national remorse. Flags over federal buildings were lowered for more than five months, the longest formal mourning in Canadian history. Provinces, cities, universities, schools, and other institutions engaged in rituals of contrition.

In 2021, Canada made September 30 a national day for truth and reconciliation. In May 2022, Prince Charles--Canada's future head of state--visited the country to express contrition for the suffering of "survivors" of residential schools. Pope Francis visited that July to "beg forgiveness for the evil committed by so many Christians." By October 2022, a motion to condemn Canada's residential-school system as "genocide" passed the federal Parliament by unanimous consent.

Despite exhaustive investigations, however, no human remains were in fact found at the Kamloops, B.C., school or at any other alleged site of "mass graves." Numerous claims of unmarked graves at other locations turned out to be nothing more sinister than rural cemeteries that had fallen into neglect.

There is no denying that abuses occurred at these residential schools, which ran from the 19th century to the 1990s and separated more than 150,000 Indigenous children from their families and communities to assimilate them into the dominant culture. The Harper government formally apologized for these abuses in 2008 and paid nearly $2 billion in compensation. But the more dire accusations of children buried in secret graves ultimately unraveled. Many Canadians began to feel as if they had been hoaxed. Grave Error, a book debunking the charges of genocide at residential schools, became a national best-seller.

Radicalization on one side, and resentment on the other, have grown together.

Now, in a generous impulse to share Canada's wealth with First Nations, courts appear poised to destroy the systems that created the wealth in the first place.

The big cash transfers of the past decade proved only an opening bid for an even more audacious ambition: the redistribution of land rights from "settlers"--as non-Indigenous Canadians were invited to call themselves--to Indigenous groups. Unlike the ballooning federal Indigenous budgets of the past decade, which were approved by a majority in the Canadian Parliament, the matter of land redistribution has been left to the courts.

In the 20th century, aboriginal lawsuits typically turned on a breach of some treaty between the Crown and a Native population. In the 1984 case Guerin v. the Queen, for example, the aboriginal owners of treaty land in Vancouver sued the government over a deviously unfavorable lease and ultimately recovered $10 million in compensatory damages.

The problem raised by cases like Guerin, however, was how to win in the absence of a treaty violation. A solution was found in a magic word in the Canadian constitution: and.

The Canadian constitution assumed its modern form in 1982. Section 35 of the constitution affirms "the existing aboriginal and treaty rights" of Canada's aboriginal population. Aboriginal and treaty rights? That conjunction has opened the enticing possibility that there might exist constitutionally enforceable aboriginal rights not specified in any treaty.

In the 1997 case Delgamuukw v. British Columbia, the supreme court approved a claim to 58,000 square kilometers of Crown land. The Indigenous plaintiffs contended that even in the absence of a treaty, they held an "aboriginal title" to the land because of their continuing relationship to the area--a relationship proved by the plaintiff group's songs, legends, and oral traditions. Once a hazy concept, "aboriginal title" has expanded into a right with real bite. In 2004, the supreme court of Canada ruled that the government had a duty to consult and accommodate Indigenous people anywhere that aboriginal title existed, or might later be found to exist.

That is the meaning of the phrase unceded and ancestral territory in those seemingly benign land acknowledgements. The phrase is not just a well-meaning observation about history; it's an assertion of a continuing property right.

The traditional theory of Canadian land law is that private ownership traces back to a grant or sale by the Crown. But if large areas of Canada had remained aboriginal all along--if they never belonged to the Crown in the first place--how then could the Crown grant or sell them? The whole subsequent chain of transactions must be invalid.

The invalidation of Crown grants underlies the Cowichan outcome. It is also now prompting a powerful backlash.

On December 11, an appellate court in New Brunswick decisively rejected a Cowichan-like case for the redistribution of private land in that province: "A declaration of Aboriginal title over privately owned lands, which, by its very nature, gives the Aboriginal beneficiary exclusive possession, occupation, and use would sound the death knell of reconciliation with the interests of non-Aboriginal Canadians." The New Brunswick decision does not overturn the Cowichan case, because Canadian federalism does not work that way. It does, however, complicate the Cowichan precedent, creating a contradiction left to other courts to resolve.

Once an aboriginal title is recognized, its holders can collect formal and informal rents from those who seek to develop what is Indigenous land. Such rents are now an everyday feature of Canadian life.

British Columbia will host seven matches of the 2026 World Cup. News broke early this month that the B.C. government paid $18 million to Indigenous groups in an unexplained connection to the Cup. The government and the groups offered only hazy explanations of what the payment was for, but it looks a lot like a fee to not raise objections. Another Indigenous group was offered $10,000 per person, presumably so it would not object to the reopening of a major gold mine in northwestern British Columbia.

From the May 2021 issue: Return the national parks to the tribes

Canada faced serious economic troubles even before the reelection of President Donald Trump in 2024. Business investment per worker declined from 2015 to 2025, the term of Trudeau's prime ministership. Canada's labor-productivity growth effectively stalled after 2017. According to a 2024 report for the Business Council of Canada, "The number of energy and natural resource major projects completed in Canada dropped by 37 percent between 2015 (88 projects) and 2023 (56 projects)." Also, critical-minerals production is down, "in many commodities by double digits since 2018." Judicial decisions about the rights of these lands are not the only reason for Canada's big construction slowdown, but they don't help.

The uncertainty cast over private property by the Cowichan decision poses a particularly serious threat to Canadian investment and development. The judge in the Cowichan case offered little guidance to private landowners, and mostly recommended that the provincial government negotiate with the Cowichan on their behalf.

More than a few British Columbians doubt the commitment and effectiveness of their government's advocacy for landowners. The government of New Democratic Premier David Eby has gone beyond even Trudeau's federal government in its pursuit of a reconciliation agenda. In 2019, the province formally adopted the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples into its local law. This was justified at the time as another benign goodwill gesture. But this month, a B.C. court ruled that this law really is law. It held that the province must now consult with Indigenous groups before approving any new mining project--and potentially any new land development--anywhere in the province.

B.C.'s attorney general, Niki Sharma, insisted to me that her team would vigorously defend private-property rights in court. She vows to appeal the Cowichan decision to the highest courts in Canada. But local officials are skeptical of the province's pledges. Brad West, the mayor of Port Coquitlam, was dismissive of Sharma's assurances when I met him earlier this month: "Just about everything that they said wouldn't happen is now happening."

Canada has worked itself into a box. Prime Minister Mark Carney arrived in office this year with promises to accelerate the big national-development projects that stalled in the Trudeau years. But just when Canada most urgently needs to jump-start the country's economic growth, the country's courts are inventing new obstacles to development.

This bout of judicial activism justifies itself as reconciliation. In reality, it's a formula for division, resentment, and backlash. Canada is moving in a dangerous direction when it can least afford such misjudgments and mistakes.



This article originally referred to land claims in kilometers when they are in fact measured in square kilometers. This article also originally misstated that a former hospital was at the center of Port Coquitlam, when in fact it was in neighboring Coquitlam, and it misstated that the registered population of the Kwikwetlem First Nation was 560 when in fact it is 153.
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The MetroCard Never Got Its Due

A symbol of New York is gone.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 31 Dec 2025




On a chilly December morning, I descended a flight of stairs and entered the New York Transit Museum. Housed in a decommissioned subway station in downtown Brooklyn, the museum was packed with elementary-school children on a field trip. All around me, tour guides shepherded groups of them through the various exhibits. Later on, I heard one guide ask if any of the students knew how to pay for the subway. "You tap a phone," a child volunteered.



For decades, the default answer has been something else: You swipe a MetroCard. Something like a flimsy yellow credit card, the MetroCard has bound together nearly everyone in the city--real-estate moguls and tenants, Mets and Yankees fans, lifelong New Yorkers like myself and new arrivals from Ohio. Any tourist who visited New York inevitably got one. But now the MetroCard era is about to end. Today is the last day you can purchase a card.



The Metropolitan Transportation Authority, the organization that operates the city's public-transit system, has for years been phasing out the MetroCard in favor of contactless payment--tapping your phone or a credit card, much as you would at any store. The new system, known as OMNY ("One Metro New York"), will bring together the benefits of technological progress: tens of millions of dollars in savings for both riders and the MTA each year, shorter lines, less plastic waste. Many other large metro systems have already fully transitioned to tap-and-go; in this sense, New York is behind the times.



In 2025, swiping a plastic rectangle through a card reader feels like an anachronism, but the MetroCard shouldn't be taken for granted. Every little yellow plastic rectangle represents a genuine technological marvel.


In the MetroCard's heyday, the MTA was minting 180 million cards per year. (Victor Llorente for The Atlantic)



At first, the MetroCard was a flop. The system was designed to be a technological leap forward: No longer would New Yorkers have to lug around physical tokens to pay for subways and buses. MetroCards would not only be lighter, but allow users to transfer between trains and buses without having to pay a second time. Despite the obvious upside, convincing people to embrace the swipe was not easy. When the MetroCard debuted, in 1994, "everybody was like, 'I don't want to give up my tokens. You'll get my tokens out of my cold dead hands,'" Jodi Shapiro, the Transit Museum's curator, told me. People lined up to buy as many tokens as possible before sales ended so they could put off converting to the MetroCard for as long as possible. Television segments reassured New Yorkers that "they could get to work by using plastic." The MTA put out ads and flyers explaining how to use the card, and briefly considered having someone dressed as an aardvark (the "Cardvaark") go to Times Square and educate passersby about the MetroCard.

Despite a rough start, the MetroCard swipe eventually just became routine. Knowing how to swipe a MetroCard--the crook of your elbow, the gentle flick of your wrist as you glide the magnetic stripe through the card reader--is essential New York knowledge. To create the infrastructure for this system, "all of this technology had to be upgraded," Shapiro said. "And some of it had to be invented." The MTA needed not just physical cards, but also a way to read them, vending machines to sell them, and a central computer system to track each one and process every transaction. Even the "swipe" mechanism, faster and easier to maintain than fare cards in other American cities at the time, was bespoke--designed specifically for New York City public transit's sprawl and enormous ridership.

Read: The art of MetroCard art

Last month, I visited the facility in Queens that mints the city's MetroCards to see this logistical feat for myself. Known as the Fortress Revenue Collection Lab, the building does look startlingly like a fortress--with barbed wire, barred windows, brick walls, and a central tower. Before the trip, the MTA made me agree not to disclose the precise location, and when I arrived, Michael Ellinas, the MTA's senior vice president of revenue control, led me through an entrance monitored by security guards. All of these measures safeguard the millions of MetroCards processed and stored inside the facility, many of them already loaded with money--just 1,000 monthly passes would be worth $132,000.

The Revenue Fortress Collection Lab doesn't make MetroCards from scratch. The plastic yellow cards are first manufactured in North Carolina and the United Kingdom before they are shipped, some 10,000 per box, to Queens, where they are turned into usable MetroCards. Employees load decks of blank cards onto conveyor belts that assign each a serial number and encode its magnetic stripe with value: monthly passes, single-ride cards, and so on, or zero dollars if the MetroCard is intended for someone to purchase from one of the vending machines throughout the MTA system. There are roughly 100 types of MetroCards, and the encoding process is what "puts the secret sauce on the magnetic stripe," Ellinas told me. The room is kept between 35 and 55 percent humidity: Too muggy and the cards might stick together, too dry and they might develop static.



Read: A great idea for what to do with the pennies left on your MetroCard

Some of the MetroCards are then brought to another conveyor belt and wrapped in plastic for individual retail at pharmacies and gas stations. Modified from machines used by Planters factories to wrap peanuts, this contraption envelops 5,000 MetroCards every hour--or more than one every second. Sunillall Harbajan, an MTA employee overseeing the room's operations, told me he has a nickname for the machine: "The Beast."

At its peak, the fortress was pumping out 180 million MetroCards every year; some 3.2 billion have been prepared in total. By the time I visited the fortress, just about 10 percent of riders were still using MetroCards, and the facility was no longer making them every day. Ellinas had timed the run so that I could witness it. "All good things come to an end, but I'm happy to have been part of it," Karen Kunak, the MTA's chief officer of processing operations, told me from inside the fortress, surrounded by boxes of MetroCards. She started at the MTA as a college intern 36 years ago--before the MetroCard was even around: "We made it into a thing, its own living, breathing thing." Employees operating the MetroCard machines are being retrained to work elsewhere across the MTA.




Limited-edition MetroCards designed in collaboration with local legends and institutions--Biggie Smalls, David Bowie, the New York Public Library--are now collectors' items. (Victor Llorente for The Atlantic)



If the city had never adopted the MetroCard--had not installed electronic turnstiles systemwide, developed a complex computer system, gotten people used to paying with a card at all--OMNY would have been a far more gargantuan effort. The switch from paying with one sort of card to another is far less jarring than going from coins to a piece of plastic. "If all of the technological things had not been done to make MetroCard a viable fair-payment system," Shapiro said, "we wouldn't have OMNY now." Eventually, the fortress will be reconfigured into an OMNY facility, just as MetroCard vending machines in subway stations have been replaced by OMNY vending machines. (Those who don't want to use a phone or credit card or don't have one can instead purchase an OMNY card.)


In saying goodbye to the MetroCard, New York City is saving time, money, and waste. But the city is also losing a bit of friction, and a common denominator, that is central to its character. New Yorkers and tourists lined up to buy special MetroCards designed in collaboration with local legends and institutions--Biggie Smalls, David Bowie, the library--that are now collectors' items. Before long, even the basic MetroCards might be coveted as well. There will never be a card to celebrate a World Series victory for my beloved New York Mets. The leap into modernity can feel like sliding into a featureless void, in which every transaction of any sort becomes hard to distinguish. Paying to ride the subway is now like paying for a coffee at Starbucks.



Or perhaps it is just me; the MetroCard is all I've ever really known. My friends and I used to protect our student MetroCards, which allowed us to ride for free, like amulets, our keys to the city. As I walked through the Transit Museum with Shapiro, she and an MTA spokesperson accompanying us poked fun at visitors who didn't remember the subway token. I remained quiet, not wanting to out myself.
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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 Trump Administration's Most Paralyzing Blow to Science

Cuts to research may have spoiled the country's appetite for bold exploration.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




For all of the political chaos that American science endured in 2025, aspects of this country's research enterprise made it through somewhat ... okay. The Trump administration terminated billions of dollars in research grants; judges intervened to help reinstate thousands of those contracts. The administration threatened to cut funding to a number of universities; several have struck deals that preserved that money. After the White House proposed slashing the National Institutes of Health's $48 billion budget, Congress pledged to maintain it. And although some researchers have left the country, far more have remained. Despite these disruptions, many researchers will also remember 2025 as the year when personalized gene therapy helped treat a six-month-old baby, or when the Vera C. Rubin Observatory released its first glimpse of the star-studded night sky.



Science did lose out this year, though, in ways that researchers are still struggling to tabulate. Some of those losses are straightforward: Since the beginning of 2025, "all, or nearly all, federal agencies that supported research in some way have decreased the size of their research footprint," Scott Delaney, an epidemiologist who has been tracking the federal funding cuts to science, told me. Less funding means less science can be done and fewer discoveries will be made. The deeper cut may be to the trust researchers had in the federal government as a stable partner in the pursuit of knowledge. This means the country's appetite for bold exploration, which the compact between science and government supported for decades, may be gone, too--leaving in its place more timid, short-term thinking.



In an email, Andrew Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees the NIH, disputed that assertion, writing, "The Biden administration politicized NIH funding through DEI-driven agendas; this administration is restoring rigor, merit, and public trust by prioritizing evidence-based research with real health impact while continuing to support early-career scientists."



Science has always required creativity--people asking and pursuing questions in ways that have never been attempted before, in the hope that some of that work might produce something new. At its most dramatic, the results can be transformative: In the early 1900s, the Wright brothers drew inspiration from birds' flight mechanics to launch their first airplanes; more recently, scientists have found ways to genetically engineer a person's own immune cells to kill off cancer. Even in more routine discoveries, nothing quite matches the excitement of being the first to capture a piece of reality. I remember, as a graduate student, cloning my first bacterial mutant while trying to understand a gene important for growth. I knew that the microscopic creature I had built would never yield a drug or save a life. But in the brief moment in which I plucked a colony from an agar plate and swirled it into a warm, sugar-rich broth, I held a form of life that had never existed before--and that I had made in pursuit of a question that, as far as I knew, no one else had asked.



Pursuing scientific creativity can be resource intensive, requiring large teams of researchers to spend millions of dollars across decades to investigate complex questions. Up until very recently, the federal government was eager to underwrite that process. Since the end of the Second World War, it has poured money into basic research, establishing a kind of social contract with scientists, of funds in exchange for innovation. Support from the government "allowed the free play of scientific genius," Nancy Tomes, a historian of medicine at Stony Brook University, told me.



The investment has paid dividends. One oft-cited statistic puts the success of scientific funding in economic terms: Every dollar invested in research and development in the United States is estimated to return at least $5. Another points to the fact that more than 99 percent of the drugs approved by the FDA from 2010 to 2019 were at least partly supported by NIH funds. These things are true--but they also obscure the years or even decades of meandering and experimentation that scientists must take to reach those results. CRISPR gene-editing technology began as basic research into the structure of bacterial genomes; the discovery of GLP-1 weight-loss drugs depended on scientists in the late '70s and '80s tinkering with fish cells. The Trump administration has defunded research with more obvious near-term goals--work on mRNA vaccines to combat the next flu pandemic, for instance--but also science that expands knowledge that we don't yet have an application for (if one even exists). It has also proposed major cuts to NASA that could doom an already troubled mission to return brand-new mineral samples from the surface of Mars, which might have told us more about life in this universe, or nothing much at all.



Outside of the most obvious effects of grant terminations--salary cuts, forced layoffs, halted studies--the Trump administration's attacks on science have limited the horizons that scientists in the U.S. are looking toward. The administration has made clear that it no longer intends to sponsor research into certain subjects, including transgender health and HIV. Even researchers who haven't had grants terminated this year or who work on less politically volatile subjects are struggling to conceptualize their scientific futures, as canceled grant-review meetings and lists of banned words hamper the normal review process. The NIH is also switching up its funding model to one that will decrease the number of scientific projects and people it will bankroll. Many scientists are hesitant to hire more staff or start new projects that rely on expensive materials. Some have started to seek funds from pharmaceutical companies or foundations, which tend to offer smaller and shorter-term agreements, trained more closely on projects with potential profit.



All of this nudges scientists into a defensive posture. They're compressing the size of their studies or dropping the most ambitious aspects of their projects. Collaborations between research groups have broken down too, as some scientists who have been relatively insulated from the administration's cuts have terminated their partnerships with defunded scientists--including at Harvard, where Delaney worked as a research scientist until September--to protect their own interests. "The human thing to do is to look inward and to kind of take care of yourself first," Delaney told me. Instability and fear have made the research system, already sometimes prone to siloing, even more fragmented. The administration "took two of the best assets that the U.S. scientific enterprise has--the capacity to think long, and the capacity to collaborate--and we screwed them up at the same time," Delaney said. Several scientists told me that the current funding environment has prompted them to consider early retirement--in many cases, shutting down the labs they have run for decades.


 Some of the experiments that scientists shelved this year could still be done at later dates. But the new instability of American science may also be driving away the people necessary to power that future work. Several universities have been forced to downsize Ph.D. programs; the Trump administration's anti-immigration policies have made many international researchers fearful of their status at universities. And as the administration continues to dismiss the importance of DEI programs, many young scientists from diverse backgrounds have told me they're questioning whether they will be welcomed into academia. Under the Trump administration, the scope of American science is simply smaller: "When you shrink funding, you're going to increase conservatism," C. Brandon Ogbunu, a computational biologist at Yale University, told me. Competition and scarcity can breed innovation in science. But often, Ogbunu said, people forget that "comfort and security are key parts of innovation, too."
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The Trump Administration's Most Paralyzing Blow to Science

Cuts to research may have spoiled the country's appetite for bold exploration.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




For all of the political chaos that American science endured in 2025, aspects of this country's research enterprise made it through somewhat ... okay. The Trump administration terminated billions of dollars in research grants; judges intervened to help reinstate thousands of those contracts. The administration threatened to cut funding to a number of universities; several have struck deals that preserved that money. After the White House proposed slashing the National Institutes of Health's $48 billion budget, Congress pledged to maintain it. And although some researchers have left the country, far more have remained. Despite these disruptions, many researchers will also remember 2025 as the year when personalized gene therapy helped treat a six-month-old baby, or when the Vera C. Rubin Observatory released its first glimpse of the star-studded night sky.



Science did lose out this year, though, in ways that researchers are still struggling to tabulate. Some of those losses are straightforward: Since the beginning of 2025, "all, or nearly all, federal agencies that supported research in some way have decreased the size of their research footprint," Scott Delaney, an epidemiologist who has been tracking the federal funding cuts to science, told me. Less funding means less science can be done and fewer discoveries will be made. The deeper cut may be to the trust researchers had in the federal government as a stable partner in the pursuit of knowledge. This means the country's appetite for bold exploration, which the compact between science and government supported for decades, may be gone, too--leaving in its place more timid, short-term thinking.



In an email, Andrew Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees the NIH, disputed that assertion, writing, "The Biden administration politicized NIH funding through DEI-driven agendas; this administration is restoring rigor, merit, and public trust by prioritizing evidence-based research with real health impact while continuing to support early-career scientists."



Science has always required creativity--people asking and pursuing questions in ways that have never been attempted before, in the hope that some of that work might produce something new. At its most dramatic, the results can be transformative: In the early 1900s, the Wright brothers drew inspiration from birds' flight mechanics to launch their first airplanes; more recently, scientists have found ways to genetically engineer a person's own immune cells to kill off cancer. Even in more routine discoveries, nothing quite matches the excitement of being the first to capture a piece of reality. I remember, as a graduate student, cloning my first bacterial mutant while trying to understand a gene important for growth. I knew that the microscopic creature I had built would never yield a drug or save a life. But in the brief moment in which I plucked a colony from an agar plate and swirled it into a warm, sugar-rich broth, I held a form of life that had never existed before--and that I had made in pursuit of a question that, as far as I knew, no one else had asked.



Pursuing scientific creativity can be resource intensive, requiring large teams of researchers to spend millions of dollars across decades to investigate complex questions. Up until very recently, the federal government was eager to underwrite that process. Since the end of the Second World War, it has poured money into basic research, establishing a kind of social contract with scientists, of funds in exchange for innovation. Support from the government "allowed the free play of scientific genius," Nancy Tomes, a historian of medicine at Stony Brook University, told me.



The investment has paid dividends. One oft-cited statistic puts the success of scientific funding in economic terms: Every dollar invested in research and development in the United States is estimated to return at least $5. Another points to the fact that more than 99 percent of the drugs approved by the FDA from 2010 to 2019 were at least partly supported by NIH funds. These things are true--but they also obscure the years or even decades of meandering and experimentation that scientists must take to reach those results. CRISPR gene-editing technology began as basic research into the structure of bacterial genomes; the discovery of GLP-1 weight-loss drugs depended on scientists in the late '70s and '80s tinkering with fish cells. The Trump administration has defunded research with more obvious near-term goals--work on mRNA vaccines to combat the next flu pandemic, for instance--but also science that expands knowledge that we don't yet have an application for (if one even exists). It has also proposed major cuts to NASA that could doom an already troubled mission to return brand-new mineral samples from the surface of Mars, which might have told us more about life in this universe, or nothing much at all.



Outside of the most obvious effects of grant terminations--salary cuts, forced layoffs, halted studies--the Trump administration's attacks on science have limited the horizons that scientists in the U.S. are looking toward. The administration has made clear that it no longer intends to sponsor research into certain subjects, including transgender health and HIV. Even researchers who haven't had grants terminated this year or who work on less politically volatile subjects are struggling to conceptualize their scientific futures, as canceled grant-review meetings and lists of banned words hamper the normal review process. The NIH is also switching up its funding model to one that will decrease the number of scientific projects and people it will bankroll. Many scientists are hesitant to hire more staff or start new projects that rely on expensive materials. Some have started to seek funds from pharmaceutical companies or foundations, which tend to offer smaller and shorter-term agreements, trained more closely on projects with potential profit.



All of this nudges scientists into a defensive posture. They're compressing the size of their studies or dropping the most ambitious aspects of their projects. Collaborations between research groups have broken down too, as some scientists who have been relatively insulated from the administration's cuts have terminated their partnerships with defunded scientists--including at Harvard, where Delaney worked as a research scientist until September--to protect their own interests. "The human thing to do is to look inward and to kind of take care of yourself first," Delaney told me. Instability and fear have made the research system, already sometimes prone to siloing, even more fragmented. The administration "took two of the best assets that the U.S. scientific enterprise has--the capacity to think long, and the capacity to collaborate--and we screwed them up at the same time," Delaney said. Several scientists told me that the current funding environment has prompted them to consider early retirement--in many cases, shutting down the labs they have run for decades.


 Some of the experiments that scientists shelved this year could still be done at later dates. But the new instability of American science may also be driving away the people necessary to power that future work. Several universities have been forced to downsize Ph.D. programs; the Trump administration's anti-immigration policies have made many international researchers fearful of their status at universities. And as the administration continues to dismiss the importance of DEI programs, many young scientists from diverse backgrounds have told me they're questioning whether they will be welcomed into academia. Under the Trump administration, the scope of American science is simply smaller: "When you shrink funding, you're going to increase conservatism," C. Brandon Ogbunu, a computational biologist at Yale University, told me. Competition and scarcity can breed innovation in science. But often, Ogbunu said, people forget that "comfort and security are key parts of innovation, too."
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55 Facts That Blew Our Minds in 2025

We'll never look at potatoes the same way again.

by The Atlantic Science Desk

Sat, 27 Dec 2025




The Atlantic's Science, Technology, and Health desk has had a busy 2025: Our writers have spent the year probing the limits of human consciousness and gene-editing technology, studying the ubiquity of microplastics, investigating the origins of a mysterious ALS outbreak, and even chasing down rubble from the White House's demolished East Wing. Our reporting has led us to a number of strange and delightful facts. In a year defined by slop, we hope these nuggets of reality inspire some genuine awe:

	On average, women's hands are more sensitive to warmth than men's, some research suggests.
 	The U.S. releases 100 million sterile flies in Mexico every week.
 	A sea-slug species called Elysia chlorotica appears to perform photosynthesis. The slug eats algae, turns bright green, and spends the rest of its life converting light, water, and air into sugar, like a leaf.
 	The jingle for Pepsi-Cola was the most recognized tune in America in 1942, according to one survey.
 	Satellites can spot the hot breath geysering out of a single whale's blowhole.
 	Some AI doomers aren't saving money for retirement. If by then the world is fully automated (or we're all dead), why bother with an IRA? 
 	Scientists discovered--or created, depending on your perspective--a new color named "olo" this year. (Those who have seen it describe it as a sort of teal or a mix of blue and green.)
 	Modern potatoes likely descended from an ancient tomato plant. [image: tomato potato]
 
 
 	By one calculation, spending on AI accounted for 92 percent of America's GDP growth in the first half of 2025.
 	This year, a baby with a rare genetic condition became the first child to receive a customized CRISPR gene-editing treatment to fix his specific DNA mutation.
 	During the late 1800s, baseball players experimented with four-sided bats.
 	And in the early 1970s, Little League tried to prevent girls from playing baseball by saying that being hit with a ball could cause breast cancer.
 	On a single day in 1900, a former schoolteacher destroyed three saloons using bricks, rocks, and a billiard ball--all to advance the cause of temperance.
 	When the New Jersey Meadowlands was a dump site, it accepted rubble from the London Blitz and the Doric columns of New York's old Penn Station (along with toxic manufacturing sludge and standard garbage).
 	Amtrak trains couldn't run between Albany and the Berkshires for several months this year because of a six-foot-deep sinkhole.
 	Insects likely make up more than half of all animal species, but roughly 80 percent have never been documented by researchers.
 	Malibu has a flock of wild parrots that may descend from pets that escaped homes during a fire in 1961.
 	A hawk learned how to use crosswalk signals as a cue to ambush its prey [image: hawk on traffic light]
 
 
 	A Danish study from 2018 found that tennis players lived longer than swimmers, cyclists, and joggers.
 	The winners of the Academy Award for Best Cinematography from 2011 to 2013 were all 3-D movies.
 	Some veterinarians recommend sunscreening pets--especially light-colored dogs.
 	An army of robot dogs inspects cars in a Georgia Hyundai factory.
 	There might not be enough fruits and vegetables in the world to allow the American food industry to switch entirely to natural dyes.
 	The United States' first-ever racially integrated baseball league for women will begin playing in the spring of 2026.
 	There are an estimated 25,000 city-killer-size asteroids in near-Earth orbits and just under half have been found.
 	In 1972, about one in five people who died in the U.S. received an autopsy. That rate has since dropped below one in 10.
 	The word cooties initially referred to lice and other biting insects that American soldiers encountered during World War I.
 	An ALS outbreak in a tiny French town may have been caused by wild mushrooms.
 	Eggs are naturally seasonal.
 	Because oranges from different regions can taste so different, orange-juice manufacturers blend batches of juice to maintain a consistent flavor profile, much like wine and whiskey makers do.
 	In the 19th and early 20th centuries, so-called patent medicines sometimes contained explosives. [image: medicine bottle exploding]
 
 
 	The Baader 632 Thigh Filleting System can process 230 chicken thighs a minute.
 	Fertility problems in men can often be overcome by treating a female partner, even if she doesn't have any fertility problems of her own.
 	The Animal Welfare Act's definition of animal excludes fish, insects, cephalopods, and most mice and rats.
 	A single weed vape can hold a whopping 5,000 milligrams of THC.
 	In Japan, you can buy soy sauce laced with ostrich antibodies.
 	When lettuce is contaminated with E. coli, washing it doesn't do much good.
 	Any inanimate object is fundamentally just a collection of atoms; a living organism might be better understood as a dynamic pattern playing out over time.
 	A prescription-only system on an AppleWatch can detect if the wearer is having a nightmare. It vibrates enough to stop the bad dream but not enough to wake them.
 	In 1999, a vegetative patient suddenly started talking after being put on Ambien.
 	Saturn's official moon count nearly doubled this year after scientists confirmed the discovery of 128 new satellites. [image: two moons]
 
 
 	Olive Garden's signature "Tour of Italy" dish has 3,200 milligrams of sodium--more than double what the American Heart Association considers an optimal daily amount for adults.
 	Ounce for ounce, turkey contains less tryptophan--an amino acid popularly blamed for post-Thanksgiving sleepiness--than cheddar cheese or an octopus does.
 	One AI start-up spent $1.8 million to purchase the URL friend.com.
 	Calling a loved one by their name makes some people feel anxious or nauseated.
 	Body builders have long consumed an enormous excess of food to help build muscles, but they are learning that bulking often takes just 10 percent more calories than the body needs to maintain itself.
 	Because of a global cocoa shortage, confectioners are tweaking recipes so that their candies don't contain much chocolate--or any at all.
 	LinkedIn has a "Videos for You" tab that essentially turns the app into corporate TikTok.
 	Soap's most important disinfectant quality may be that it makes your hands slippery, to loosen debris.
 	A plastic-bristled toothbrush may add approximately 30 to 120 microparticles of plastic to your diet with each cleaning.
 	Sorry: Plastic is also the source of basically everything that's good about chewing gum--its durability, its stretch, its ability to form bubbles. [image: bubblegum bubble]
 
 
 	According to cybersecurity experts, those sketchy texts offering a tax rebate or warning of an unpaid toll are likely orchestrated by a highly organized criminal syndicate based mainly in China and known as the smishing triad.
 	Bronze-cut pasta is especially delicious, but making it creates enormous amounts of "pasta dust," which must be cleaned up with extra labor and machinery.
 	Tanning beds emit UVA rays that bronze (and damage) the skin, but little of the UVB rays that boost vitamin D production.
 	Some researchers want to turn a crater on the far side of the moon into a natural radio dish.
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The World Has Laws About Land and Sea, but Not About Ice

As the Arctic melts and people spend more time there, defining our relationship to sea ice becomes more necessary.

by Brett Simpson

Fri, 26 Dec 2025




When the Chinese cargo freighter Istanbul Bridge set sail for Europe in late September, it took an unusual route. Instead of heading south for the 40-day voyage through the Suez Canal, it tacked north. The freighter arrived in the United Kingdom at the port of Felixstowe just 20 days later--successfully launching the first-ever Arctic commercial-container route from Asia to Europe.



For most of human history, the surface of the world's northernmost ocean has been largely frozen. Now scientists predict that most of the Arctic Ocean's 6.1 million square miles may be seasonally ice-free as soon as 2050. Economically, a less icy Arctic spells opportunity--new shipping routes and untapped fossil-fuel reserves. Climatologically, it's a calamity. Legally, it's a problem that has to be solved.



Much of the ocean's center, the northernmost stretch surrounding the pole, will be subject to the lawlessness of the high seas--which will become a problem as more ships try to navigate a mushy mix of water and sea ice. And although the Arctic is the world's fastest-warming region, and contains its most rapidly acidifiying ocean, it has few environmental protections. Scientists don't have a clear idea of which species might need defending, or of the climate effects of unbridled shipping. (Ships puff black carbon, which reduces ice reflectivity and, in the short term, causes up to 1,500 times more warming than carbon dioxide.)



In October, the United Nation's special envoy for the ocean, Peter Thomson, called for countries to agree to a "precautionary pause on new economic activities in the Central Arctic Ocean" to buy time to study the climate and environmental risks of increased activity. Others are asking for an agreement akin to the 2020 Artemis Accords, which committed 59 nations to the "peaceful" and "sustainable" exploration of space. But some polar-law scholars argue that curbing climate catastrophe may require a more radical reimagining: to make sea ice a legal person.



For centuries of seafaring, ice was an obstacle blocking people out, not an environment anyone thought to protect. Even in the Arctic, "we have laws about the land, we have the Law of the Sea, but we don't have laws about ice," Apostolos Tsiouvalas, a postdoctoral researcher with the Arctic University of Norway, told me. Because dealing with ice hasn't been a major concern, even for the five nations that border the Arctic, and because ice is always transforming, its place in the law is confused at best.



In many cases, solid ice extending from a coastline has been treated as legal land, and ice carried by a current has been considered water. During the Cold War, both Russia and the United States maintained scientific "drift stations" on detached ice floes. In 1970, when a shooting occurred on one American station, several nations debated where, exactly, the crime took place. Was the ice Canadian, because it likely calved from a glacier on Canada's coast? Was it an American island? After some back-and-forth, the vessel-size chunk of ice legally transformed--by no small imaginative leap--into an American ship.



The so-called Arctic Exception of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea does extend states' rights to impose laws far from the coastline, in areas that are ice-covered for most of the year. The point was for Arctic states to help prevent accidents and pollution, but states have since used the exception to extend their geographical sovereignty. But the term ice-covered complicates these claims. How much ice means "covered"? Are we talking uncrossably frozen, or just a few drifting bits?



That's the problem with regulating icy regions: Even if these cryo-categories were more formalized, none would apply for very long. A large majority of Arctic ice is sea ice, which forms on ocean surfaces when salt water freezes. (It's distinct from icebergs, which calve from landbound glaciers.) Human activity may have accelerated its melt, but sea ice was already one of the planet's most dynamic systems, its surface area fluctuating by millions of miles season to season. It's always either melting or freezing, and as it melts, its fragments can travel hundreds of miles along waves and currents.







In an article published this month in the journal The Yearbook of Polar Law, Tsiouvalas and his co-authors, Mana Tugend and Romain Chuffart, argue that piecemeal updates to current laws simply will never keep up with this fast-changing and threatened environment. Future governance of sea ice will require a transformation of some sort, and they argue that the clearest path forward is to bring the rights-of-nature movement to the high north.



Since Ecuador's landmark 2008 constitutional protection of nature, Bolivia, India, New Zealand, and other countries across the world have made natural entities legal persons, or otherwise given them inviolable rights. The UCLA Law professor James Salzman, who has taught a class on nature's rights, told me that this idea does not represent a single legal framework but that it does answer what he calls the "Lorax problem" of environmental law, referring to the Dr. Seuss character who claims to "speak for the trees." Granting a voiceless entity legal personhood provides it with a representative to argue on its behalf.



With this designation, Tsiouvalas and his co-authors note, sea ice would get the highest legal status possible. In many cases, environmental protections can be bent to accommodate other, conflicting benefits to human society. But personhood grants an inherent right to exist that can't be superseded. The new paper is mostly an ethical exploration and, the authors acknowledge, still just a stepping stone to more concrete regulations, but granting ice rights would create firmer standing to, for example, keep ships out of areas that humanity might otherwise want to use. The authors also note that rethinking sea ice's status could include Indigenous people who have been routinely excluded from decisions around Arctic sovereignty and whose millennia of living on and with ice could guide its future governance.



But Sara Olsvig, the chair of the Inuit Circumpolar Council, told me recently that the legal interest in Arctic rights of nature is a "worrying development." To Olsvig, the phrase rights of nature itself implies some separate concept of nature that doesn't exist for the Inuit. And in the past, the environmentalist movement has elevated its idea of "nature" above the interests of Indigenous people. Decades-long bans against whale and seal hunting, for instance, devastated the cultural continuity and health of Inuit in the far north.



To answer such concerns, any legal right granted needs to be very clear about the duties that follow, Salzman said: If sea ice has a right to not be harmed, what constitutes "harm"? Would that mean blocking all human interference with the ice, or merely banning fuels that emit black carbon? After all, the major threat to sea ice--global emissions--"is not something that can be locally managed," Salzman pointed out, and so far, natural resources have obtained legal personhood only in a national context. Rights for sea ice would require international agreement, which could be not only harder to achieve but harder to enforce. Sara Ross, an associate law professor at Dalhousie University, in Canada, told me that, in her view, legal personhood granted via international treaty would be too dependent on goodwill agreements to be effective.



But in some ways, legal personhood for nonhumans is an old idea, Ross said. Most countries grant it to corporations, and in the United States and Commonwealth countries, it's typical for ships too. She especially likes the ship comparison, because--as maritime law has already discovered--floating pieces of ice aren't so dissimilar. She imagines a more circumscribed role for sea-ice personhood, connected to, say, setting standards that ban icebreaking or heavy fuel emissions in icy areas. If these mandates are violated, local Inuit communities would have the power to sue on behalf of the ice--whether or not they could prove how much one particular ship degraded one particular stretch of ice.


 Without some legal protections put in place, the sea ice will soon disappear that much faster. In October, the U.S. bought new icebreaking ships from Finland and undermined an International Maritime Organization agreement that would have had shipowners pay a fee for the greenhouse gases their vessels emit. The next week, just after the conclusion of the Istanbul Bridge's voyage, Russia and China made a formal agreement to co-develop the Northern Sea Route that the ship had followed. If summer sea ice disappears entirely, scientists predict accelerated catastrophe--leaps in temperature, more frequent and stronger storms, global sea-level rise--which will threaten the planet's general livability. "The fact that we need sea ice to survive is not a rights-of-nature argument," Salzman said. "But it's still a pretty good case to make."
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The Secret to Loving Winter

Early January can feel like the comedown after too much sparkle. But the calm that follows has its own promise.

by Rafaela Jinich

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




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


It's January 1, and the self-help corners of the internet tell me I'm supposed to wake up as a matcha-drinking, Pilates-doing goddess of discipline. Except I don't like matcha, my gym leggings are in hibernation, and my discipline is nowhere to be found. Outside, winter has the nerve to continue.

"As you stride into the first week of the year full of good intentions, you may notice a sinking sensation: The vibes are just ... off," Isle McElroy wrote in 2024. And for many of us, they are--every year. In late November, winter can feel charming: Thanksgiving offers coziness and pie and the suggestion that cold weather is just a backdrop to togetherness. December doubles down--lights, parties, rituals designed to make the early sunsets feel intentional. Then comes New Year's Eve, one last bit of glitter.

And then: January. A month so unadorned, it almost feels punitive. If December is champagne, January is the headache.

It's tempting to surrender to the slump--to assume that the dullness is inevitable. But some writers throughout history have treated this month not as dead air but as an invitation: a moment when the world gets quiet enough that you can hear your own thoughts again. Henry David Thoreau's New Year's Day journal entries, published in The Atlantic in 1885, articulate how winter can sharpen a person's senses. "The rude pioneer work of the world has been done by the most devoted worshipers of beauty," he wrote. "In winter is their campaign ... They are elastic under the heaviest burden, under the extremest physical suffering." Even the landscape rewarded anyone who bothered to notice: Frozen branches became "fat, icy herbage"; weeds turned into "jewels." "In this clear air and bright sunlight, the ice-covered trees have a new beauty," he journaled in 1853.

Other writers in the archive seemed to recognize that same hidden momentum. In 1877, the poet Helen Hunt Jackson argued that winter is where fortitude gathers. "O Winter!," she writes, "June could not hire / Her roses to forego the strength they learn / In sleeping on thy breast." What looks like nothing happening is often everything happening, just beneath the surface.

Three years later, in her "New Year Song," Celia Thaxter didn't ask the month to transform her--she simply welcomed it.

Die and depart, Old Year, old sorrow!
 Welcome, O morning air of health and strength!
 O glad New Year, bring us new hope to-morrow,
 With blossom, leaf, and fruitage bright at length.


Her January is a reminder that a new year can begin quietly and still begin well.

Recently, one writer observed that winter's malaise can be a story we tell ourselves. Maggie Mertens noted in 2023 that although being sad in the wintertime is a "prevailing narrative" in American life, the data resist that frame: National depression rates across the year remain "flat as a pancake," one researcher told her. Winter can be hard, but the belief that everyone is sadder during the season may simply be folklore passed off as fact. Taylor Kay Phillips argues that the secret to loving winter is to "first accept it, then enjoy it." Beautiful things are possible "because of the freezing temperatures and the precipitation and the wind, not in spite of them," she writes: "Snow days require snow. Cute gloves need cold hands." Winter, she insists, is "its own rich, wonderful destination," not an ordeal to endure en route to spring.

Which brings us back to our muted stretch of January. If you stop asking it to be December 2.0 and let it be what it is, the month stops feeling like the aftertaste of the holidays and starts to take on its own flavor. "When reality clashes with expectations, perhaps we should change our expectations," McElroy wrote. Accept that old habits won't melt away overnight, or by mid-January, or maybe even by March. Accept that the month will be cold and plainspoken.

January may still feel like a hangover. But a hangover isn't just the end of the night. It's the body recalibrating after excess. Let the month be quiet. Let it be simple. The doldrums may still knock--but if you meet the month on its own terms, they don't have to linger.
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The Cult of Costco

Its consistency is its superpower.

by Jake Lundberg

Wed, 31 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.

Because every day is Black Friday at Costco, I choose to go on Saturday. I like to get there early. I always park in the same spot (right next to the cart return), and wait with the other die-hards. It has the thrill of a stakeout, absent any crime or danger. When the doors open, we move toward the entrance in an orderly march. There's a small gasp upon entry--the kind of quiet awe that one feels before the most epic human achievements, as when stepping across the threshold of St. Peter's or the Chartres Cathedral. But in this place, there is no baroque majesty, no stained glass, just abundance bathed in light. In the sweep of human history generally marked by scarcity and want, here is bounty on an unimaginable scale; here is a year's supply of mozzarella sticks; here is a hot dog and a drink for $1.50; here is a monument of our civilization, in more than 600 locations across the United States.

I take the ease with which I resort to Costco talk--about produce prices in particular--as a worrying sign that I've become a middle-aged bore. But there's something happening at Costco that I think goes beyond bell peppers (note that my family eats a lot of them, and, boy, are they a bargain). Costco is a marvel not just historically but also in this moment. In an age of broken institutions, insufferable politics, and billionaire businessmen auditioning to be Bond villains, most things feel like they're getting worse. Costco seems to stay the same. The employees are generally satisfied. The customers are thrilled by the simple act of getting a good deal. All of it makes a unique space in contemporary American life, a space of cooperation, courtesy, and grown-ups mostly acting like grown-ups.

It starts with the thing you're pushing, the vessel into which you shall receive thy bounty. The cart is improbably large yet easily maneuvered through the warehouse's aisles. Through some invisible quality control, the sad and broken-down ones you find at the supermarket--unlevel, rear wheel locked, front wheel spinning--seem to be ushered quietly into oblivion at Costco. You're at the helm of a Peterbilt with the handling of a Porsche.

Traffic is never light, but things generally move along. Pushing something that large requires an awareness of oneself in space. Those who might need to consult a list or message their spouse--should I grab this brick of cheddar cheese?--seem to know to step off to the side. At my store in Granger, Indiana, where elbows are perhaps not as sharp as at some other locations, patrons appear to have an unspoken patience with the person who wants to give a bag of avocados an extra squeeze, or hold a double shell of raspberries up to the light. There are occasional expressions of camaraderie as well: "We can't get enough of that stuff," somebody might say as you load two pillow-size bags of Pirate's Booty into the cart.

You might see the bargain-hunting bonds among Costco shoppers as a function of the chain's history. To join its ranks costs $65 a year; the store's membership model originates from a nonprofit wholesale collective for federal employees called Fedco, founded in Los Angeles in the 1940s. The genealogy is complex (a three-hour-long Acquired podcast episode traces it in full), but one trait has endured: the company is animated--even as a for-profit enterprise--by the idea of bringing good value to its members. This has yielded a cultlike loyalty, such that the company can largely rely on happy members to do its advertising and marketing by word of mouth--or perhaps by wearing prized company merch. Kirkland Signature, Costco's in-house label for hundreds of products, is a kind of anti-brand that happens to be one of the world's largest for consumer packaged goods. Just buying something under its comically dull logo makes you feel like a smart shopper: You've made the wise decision to forgo a better look for a better price.

Costco is a place that encourages, and rewards, just knowing the drill--and the drill isn't hard to figure out: Move along. Don't block the way. Unload your cart onto the conveyor belt with dispatch, but leave the heavy stuff. Make the barcodes visible. Violators are never exiled, but transgression, I know from experience, is not without shame. Once, I left the cart in front of the flower display loaded down with 120 pounds of water-softening salt. When I returned, the grandmother who was blocked from the flowers (find me a cheaper dozen roses!)--well, she gave me the finger.

The veneer of civilization is always thin, even at Costco, as one is reminded before major holidays, or in the vicinity of the samples. When there's a Christmas feast to be provisioned, or half a bite of pizza to be tasted, order breaks down, and with it, spatial awareness, common courtesy, and the Golden Rule. We're circling like buzzards; we're blocking the way; we're shaking our heads at the nerve of the person who took the last three.

But the checkout restores us to our senses. At my Costco, there is usually a line to get in line for the cashier. People can game the system, but most quietly queue up, content to wait their turn to pick a register. The clerks are cheerier than they should be before this endless current of humans and their stuff. Whatever lapses I might have had in the store (did I take a second sample? maybe), here, I'm on my best behavior.

Out of the store, car loaded, cart returned, I tighten up and steel myself for the road. Have you seen the way these people drive nowadays?

Related:

	What your favorite grocery store says about you
 	The psychology behind Costco's free samples (From 2014)




Evening Read

Americans Need to Party More

By Ellen Cushing




This much you already know: Many Americans are alone, friendless, isolated, undersexed, sick of online dating, glued to their couches, and transfixed by their phones, their mouths starting to close over from lack of use. Our national loneliness is an "urgent public health issue," according to the surgeon general. The time we spend socializing in person has plummeted in the past decade, and anxiety and hopelessness have increased. Roughly one in eight Americans reports having no friends; the rest of us, according to my colleague Olga Khazan, never see our friends, stymied by the logistics of scheduling in a world that has become much more frenetic and much less organized around religion and civic clubs. "You can't," she writes, "just show up on a Sunday and find a few hundred of your friends in the same building."
 But what if you could, at least on a smaller scale? What if there were a way to smush all your friends together in one place--maybe one with drinks and snacks and chairs? What if you could see your work friends and your childhood friends and the people you've chatted amiably with at school drop-off all at once instead of scheduling several different dates? What if you could introduce your pals and set them loose to flirt with one another, no apps required? What if you could create your own Elks Lodge, even for just a night?
 I'm being annoying, obviously--there is a way! It's parties, and we need more of them.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Read. Here are the books that made our editors think the most this year.

Remember. In 2012, Emily Chertoff explored how wealthy Americans celebrated New Year's Eve in the Gilded Age.

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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31 <em>Atlantic</em> Stories You Might Have Missed

An assortment of articles about a journey to Mark Twain's Paris, what parents of boys should know, obtaining the perfect suit, and more.

by Bhumika Tharoor

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




In case you're settling into winter and lamenting not having read everything The Atlantic has published this year, you're in luck. I've created a list of stories you may have missed that are very much worth your time. The assortment ranges widely: eating an organ feast in Mark Twain's Paris, experiencing a comedy-show adventure in Riyadh, drifting after a shipwreck in the Pacific, and diving into the secrets of the Inca empire. "What Parents of Boys Should Know" sparked many conversations in my group chats, as did this photo of Abraham Lincoln's ear being cleaned. There are stories that contextualized a chaotic moment for the American experiment, drawing deeply on history.

I hope you'll spend time with this selection, and I would love to hear what you think. Send me a note: btharoor@theatlantic.com.



I Watched Stand-Up in Saudi Arabia

By Helen Lewis

What the surreal Riyadh Comedy Festival foretold about the kingdom's future


The New Rasputins

By Anne Applebaum

Anti-science mysticism is enabling autocracy around the globe.


America and Its Universities Need a New Social Contract

By Danielle Allen

Fifty dollars for STEM, five cents for citizenship--that's how America apportions its education dollars. Our beleaguered universities must redress the balance--helping the country and themselves.


What Parents of Boys Should Know

By Joshua Coleman

Daughters tend to receive higher levels of affection and patience at home than sons. But the sons might need it more.


Is This the Worst-Ever Era of American Pop Culture?

By Spencer Kornhaber

An emerging critical consensus argues that we've entered a cultural dark age. I'm not so sure.


My Shipwreck Story

By Alec Frydman

On my first time out as a commercial fisherman, my boat sank, my captain died, and I was left adrift and alone in the Pacific.


An Innocent Abroad in Mark Twain's Paris

By Caity Weaver

My quest for a true literary experience resulted in choucroute, a surprise organ feast, an epiphany at the Louvre, existential dread, and a rowboat.


A PTSD Therapy "Seemed Too Good to Be True"

By Yasmin Tayag

What if overcoming trauma can be painless?


What the Founders Would Say Now


By Fintan O'Toole


They might be surprised that the republic exists at all.


Invisible Habits Are Driving Your Life

By Shayla Love

The science of habits reveals that they can be hidden to us and unresponsive to our desires.


The Rise of John Ratcliffe

By Shane Harris


A partisan loyalist with a history of politicizing intelligence will soon be running the CIA.


The Man in the Midnight-Blue Six-Ply Italian-Milled Wool Suit


By Gary Shteyngart


A perfect suit, made by an expert tailor out of superlative fabric, would do nothing less than transform me.


The New Authoritarianism


By Steven Levitsky


This isn't single-party rule, but it's not democracy either.


Turtleboy Will Not Be Stopped


By Chris Heath


A profane blogger believes an innocent woman is being framed for murder. He'll do anything to prove he's right--and terrorize anyone who says he's wrong.


The Rise of the Brown v. Board of Education Skeptics


By Justin Driver


Why some mainstream Black intellectuals are giving up on the landmark decision


The Internet's Favorite Sex Researcher


By Helen Lewis


How Aella went from selling sex to studying it


The Telepathy Trap

By Daniel Engber

A podcast shows how love divides us.


The People Who Clean the Ears of Lincoln (And Other Statues) 

By Alan Taylor

A collection of images of the varied workers and techniques used to maintain some of the world's largest and most prominent statues and monuments.


Accommodation Nation

By Rose Horowitch

America's colleges have an extra-time-on-tests problem.


Do You Actually Know What Classical Music Is? Does Anyone?

By Matthew Aucoin

The term is applied to radically different compositions across more than 1,000 years of history. We need a better definition.


Miscarriage and Motherhood


By Ashley Parker


What having a baby taught me about the illusion of control


The Short-Circuiting of the American Mind


By Megan Garber


A century-old book foresaw Trump's most basic strategy.


When William F. Buckley Jr. Met James Baldwin


By Sam Tanenhaus


In 1965, the two intellectual giants squared off in a debate at Cambridge. It didn't go quite as Buckley hoped.


A Grand Experiment in Parenthood and Friendship


By Rhaina Cohen


Would you raise kids with your best pals?


Unraveling the Secrets of the Inca Empire


By Sam Kean


For hundreds of years, Andean people recorded information by tying knots into long cords. Will we ever be able to read them?


How to Disappear


By Benjamin Wallace


Inside the world of extreme-privacy consultants, who, for the right fee, will make you and your personal information very hard to find


The Wyoming Hospital Upending the Logic of Private Equity


By Megan Greenwell


Instead of cutting services to cut costs, one rural hospital plans to thrive by offering more.


How Originalism Killed the Constitution


By Jill Lepore


A radical legal philosophy has undermined the process of constitutional evolution.


The Myth of Mad King George


By Rick Atkinson


He was denounced by rebel propagandists as a tyrant and remembered by Americans as a reactionary dolt. Who was he really?


America's Zombie Democracy


By George Packer


Its trappings remain, but authoritarianism and AI are hollowing out our humanity.


When Adoption Promises Are Broken


By Nicole Chung


Many birth mothers hope to maintain contact with their child. But their agreements with adoptive parents can be fragile.




Evening Read


Jan Buchczik



New Year's Resolutions That Will Actually Lead to Happiness

By Arthur C. Brooks

If you are someone who follows a traditional religion, you most likely have a day such as Yom Kippur, Ashura, or Ash Wednesday, dedicated to atoning for your sins and vowing to make improvements to your life. But if you are not religious, you might still practice a day of devotion and ritualistic vows of self-improvement each year on January 1. New Year's Day rings in the month of January, dedicated by the ancient Romans to their god Janus. Religious Romans promised the two-faced god that they would be better in the new year than they had been in the past.
 According to the Pew Research Center, historically between one-third and one-half of Americans observe this pagan rite every year by making their own New Year's resolutions. The most common resolutions are fairly predictable: financial resolutions, like saving more money or paying down debt (51 percent in 2019); eating healthier (51 percent); exercising more (50 percent); and losing weight (42 percent).
 Old Janus is pretty annoyed at this point, I imagine, because our resolutions overwhelmingly fail.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


(Illustration by Shawna X)



Watch. Here are the 10 best movies of 2025, according to our critic David Sims.

Explore. What's the point of school photos anymore? The portraits are kitschy and expensive--but parents can't seem to stop buying them, Annie Midori Atherton writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters.

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 Plan That Foretold Trump's 2025

Reviewing Project 2025's year of successes and shortcomings

by David A. Graham

Mon, 29 Dec 2025




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

A year ago, no one knew for sure whether Project 2025 would prove to be influential or if it would fall by the wayside, like so many plans in President Donald Trump's first term. Today, it stands as the single most successful policy initiative of the entire Trump era.

Project 2025, which was convened by the Heritage Foundation during the Trump interregnum, was not just one thing: It was a policy white paper, an implementation plan, a recruitment database, and a worldview, all rolled into one. As I wrote in my book this past spring, the authors sought to create an agenda for the next right-wing president that would allow him to empower the executive branch, sideline Congress, and attack the civil service. The resulting politicized, quasi-monarchical government would enact policies that would move the United States toward a traditionalist Christian society.

In the roughly 11 months since he took office, Trump has closely followed many parts of Project 2025, finally embracing it by name in October. Both Trump and the plan's architects have benefited: His second administration has been far more effective at achieving its goals than his first, and the thinkers behind Project 2025 have achieved what Paul Dans, one of its leaders, described as "way beyond" his "wildest dreams."

Project 2025's biggest victory has been an extraordinary presidential power grab, which has allowed Trump to act in ways that previous presidents have only fantasized about, and to act with fewer restraints. He has laid off tens of thousands of federal employees, sometimes in defiance of laws. More than 315,000 federal employees had left the government by mid-November, according to the Office of Personnel Management. Entire agencies, such as USAID, have been effectively shut down, and the Education Department may be next.

Elsewhere, the administration has slashed environmental regulations, withdrawn from a major international climate agreement, undermined renewable energy, and worked to encourage oil and gas drilling on public land. It has discarded key civil-rights-enforcement methods, dismantled anything that might be construed as DEI, and set the agenda for aggressive immigration policies, not just closing the border to many foreign nationals and deporting unauthorized immigrants but also cracking down on valid-visa holders and seeking to denaturalize citizens.

This is not small-government conservatism--it's an effort to concentrate federal power and turn it into a political weapon. Long-standing guardrails against presidential interference in the Justice Department have been demolished. The White House has fired line prosecutors, and Trump has illegally appointed his own former personal attorneys to lead U.S. Attorney's Offices. These prosecutors have brought charges against many of Trump's political foes, including former FBI Director James Comey, New York Attorney General Letitia James, and Representative LaMonica McIver; others have been placed under investigation. (Judges have thrown out indictments against Comey and James, though the DOJ is appealing those dismissals. McIver, who was indicted in June for allegedly impeding federal agents and interfering with an arrest, denies wrongdoing and has pleaded not guilty.)

The administration has dabbled in impounding funds appropriated by Congress, despite a law barring this. It has also mounted a major assault on the independence of regulatory agencies, as established by Congress; Trump has fired multiple appointees, sometimes in apparent violation of law, but the Supreme Court has allowed him to proceed. Earlier this month, the justices heard arguments in a case that could overturn or severely narrow the 1935 precedent that safeguards agency independence. We already have a glimpse of what a fully politicized regulatory environment might look like: Chairman Brendan Carr, a Project 2025 author, has used his position at the Federal Communications Commission to pressure CBS News and ABC, even trying to get the late-night host Jimmy Kimmel fired earlier this year.

Trump's presidential power grab will allow his administration to achieve more of Project 2025's ambitions in the coming year and beyond. All of this has been enabled by a Republican-dominated Congress, which has with few exceptions allowed the president to seize legislative prerogatives, and by the Supreme Court, which has repeatedly allowed Trump to move forward on his expansion of power using the so-called shadow docket.

But Project 2025 has not been a complete success. One key belief of the authors was that Trump's first administration was undercut by bad appointments and by failures to fill other roles. To that end, Project 2025 created a huge database of potential appointees and offered training courses. Although Trump has managed to find more aides loyal to him than in his first term, his pace of confirmation for top jobs trails the pace of most recent presidents. He has also seen a historic high in nominations withdrawn in the first year of a presidency.

More fundamentally, the Christian nationalism that courses through Project 2025 has been somewhat eclipsed by other priorities. The Trump administration has made few major moves to restrict access to abortion or to enact pronatalist policies, and the conservative Catholic writer Ross Douthat recently argued that Christianity seems to be window dressing in the administration's policy rather than a real ideological driver of decision making. Big Tech was a notable boogeyman for the authors, who view smartphones and social media as a danger to traditional religious values, but major Silicon Valley figures have become hugely influential in the White House.

For the Heritage Foundation, Project 2025 has been a somewhat Pyrrhic victory. Although its policy ideas are steering the administration, the think tank finds itself on the outside--a product, it seems, of Trump's displeasure that coverage of Project 2025 complicated his campaign last year. Heritage is also fighting an intramural battle over how to handle the racist and anti-Semitic strains of the right.

Another, larger question looms. For decades, American conservatives have argued for restraints on government, in part out of fear of how progressives have used power to enact their policies. Project 2025 threw that out, embracing right-wing big government. Its unpopular ideas are one reason that Republicans are facing a daunting election environment in 2026 and perhaps 2028. If Project 2025's authors felt, as Russell Vought once said, that America was "in the late stages of a complete Marxist takeover" before Trump returned to office, they may find the situation even more apocalyptic if a Democrat wins the presidency in 2028--and inherits the sweeping powers they have handed to the White House.

Related:

	The Project 2025 presidency
 	The top goal of Project 2025 is still to come.




Evening Read


The Atlantic



All Hail Dead Week, the Best Week of the Year

By Helena Fitzgerald

Christmas is over and we have arrived at the most wonderful time of the year--nominally still the holidays, but also the opposite of a holiday, a blank space stretching between Christmas and New Year's Eve when nothing makes sense and time loses its meaning ...
 In between the end of the old year and the beginning of the new one is this weird little stretch of unmarked time. For most people, this week isn't even a week off from work, but at the same time it also isn't a return to the normal rhythm of regular life. Nobody knows what to do with this leftover week, awkwardly stuck to the bottom of the year. I call it "Dead Week," a time when nothing counts, and when nothing is quite real.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Listen. Here are the 10 best albums of 2025, according to our music critic Spencer Kornhaber.

Read. In 2024, Amanda Parrish Morgan recommended six books to read by the fire.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Some of Our Most-Read Stories of 2025

Spend time with a selection of articles that resonated with our readers this year.

by Emma Williams

Sun, 28 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 stories that resonated most with our readers this year include reporting that led the political conversation, analysis that unraveled deep mysteries, and meditations on our evolving culture. Spend time with some of our most popular stories of the year.



Your 2025 Reading List

The Trump Administration Accidentally Texted Me Its War Plans

By Jeffrey Goldberg

U.S. national-security leaders included me in a group chat about upcoming military strikes in Yemen. I didn't think it could be real. Then the bombs started falling.


Here Are the Attack Plans That Trump's Advisers Shared on Signal

By Jeffrey Goldberg and Shane Harris

The administration has downplayed the importance of the text messages inadvertently sent to The Atlantic's editor in chief.


The Missing Kayaker

By Jamie Thompson

What happened to Ryan Borgwardt?


An "Impossible" Disease Outbreak in the Alps

By Shayla Love

In one tiny town, more than a dozen people were diagnosed with the rare neurodegenerative disease ALS. Why?


"I Run the Country and the World"

By Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer

Donald Trump believes he's invincible. But the cracks are beginning to show.


Teens Are Forgoing a Classic Rite of Passage

By Faith Hill

Fewer young people are getting into relationships.


How Hitler Dismantled a Democracy in 53 Days

By Timothy W. Ryback

He used the constitution to shatter the constitution.


His Daughter Was America's First Measles Death in a Decade

By Tom Bartlett

A visit with a family in mourning


Growing Up Murdoch

By McKay Coppins

James Murdoch on mind games, sibling rivalry, and the war for the family media empire


The Army of God Comes Out of the Shadows

By Stephanie McCrummen

Tens of millions of American Christians are embracing a charismatic movement known as the New Apostolic Reformation, which seeks to destroy the secular state.


The Nobel Prize Winner Who Thinks We Have the Universe All Wrong

By Ross Andersen

Cosmologists are fighting over everything.


The Anti-Social Century

By Derek Thompson

Americans are now spending more time alone than ever. It's changing our personalities, our politics, and even our relationship to reality.


The Mother Who Never Stopped Believing Her Son Was Still There

By Sarah Zhang

For decades, Eve Baer remained convinced that her son, unresponsive after a severe brain injury, was still conscious. Science eventually proved her right.




Culture Break


Paul Popper / Popperfoto / Getty



Explore. A certain notion of politeness requires pretending that the ideal interaction would go on forever. In 2021, Joe Pinsker wrote about how to end a conversation without making up an excuse.

Watch. In 2024, Shirley Li recommended nine underrated movies that are worth your time.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Year in Food

How prices, tastes, and preferences changed in 2025

by Grace Buono

Sat, 27 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.

How do you measure a year? In cups of coffee, yes, but also in the rushed early-morning breakfasts, the many trips to the grocery store, the slow dinners spent with friends. Each tells a story of how we filled our days.

Some of this year's food preferences reflect how Americans' lives have changed. As my colleague Yasmin Tayag explained in May, diners serving the classic American breakfast--eggs, potatoes, and coffee--were once a staple of affordability. Now, as supply shortages and tariffs affect these foods, stepping out for breakfast "can require a level of budgeting once reserved for fancy brunch."

It's not just prices that have changed; so, too, have Americans' taste preferences. In August, Ellen Cushing wrote about how food is becoming spicier. More than half of American consumers are likely to buy an item described as spicy--up from 39 percent in 2015, she reported. Then there are the fried-chicken sandwiches. Consumption has increased 19 percent at American restaurants, threatening the burger's long-held dominance.

Today's newsletter explores how to understand the food that Americans ate this year.



On Food

Breakfast Is Breaking

By Yasmin Tayag

The classic American version hasn't changed much in a century. Now it faces an identity crisis.


Read the article.

Why Is Everything Spicy Now?

By Ellen Cushing

More Americans are setting their mouth on fire--for extreme sport, and for everyday thrills.


Read the article.

The Worst Sandwich Is Back

By Ellen Cushing

Wraps are popular again. So is a certain kind of physique.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The golden age of the fried-chicken sandwich: The sun is setting on burger dominance, Ellen Cushing writes.
 	Now is not the time to eat bagged lettuce: Food safety in America is under attack, Nicholas Florko reported in the spring.




Other Diversions

	Anne Applebaum: A peek at an alternate Venice
 	The 20 best podcasts of 2025
 	AI is democratizing music. Unfortunately.
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A 2025 Ranking You Won't Read Anywhere Else

Salmon with Abraham Lincoln and Jesus, plus other hypothetical dinner parties from <em>The Katie Miller Podcast</em>

by Alexandra Petri

Fri, 26 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.


How to describe this year ... Slop? Rage-baiting? Pantone white? Yes, and: The Katie Miller Podcast.

If you're wondering who Katie Miller is and why high-level officials keep going on her podcast: She made a name for herself during the first Trump administration by denying that the Department of Homeland Security was separating families. This year, she was an adviser to the Department of Government Efficiency, a brilliant effort that did not in fact save money but certainly did destroy a lot of goods and services! She is also Stephen Miller's wife. Yes, that Stephen Miller--the architect of the administration's immigration policy, an exercise in wanton cruelty that has demanded 3,000 arrests of undocumented immigrants daily and has taken a wrecking ball to thousands of lives.

Since August, Katie has hosted a soft-focus podcast in which she interviews administration-adjacent figures and people who I guess must be, by some definition, celebrities? (A large potted plant is there also.) At the end of almost every episode, she poses the question: "If you could host a dinner party with three people, dead or alive, who's at the table, and what are you eating?" So far, the guests, and their varied answers, have offered what I think is the perfect encapsulation of this very strange year. Forget your top 10 movies and top 11 news stories--"The Top 10 Dream Dinners Hosted by Guests on The Katie Miller Podcast" is the year-end ranking that 2025 deserves.

I have taken the liberty of organizing these dinners into a list, from most to least likely to go well. Let's begin.



10. Kellyanne Conway, media commentator and President Donald Trump's former adviser

Guests: Jesus, her grandmother

This is Jesus's first cameo at one of these dinners! It will not be his last. Kellyanne Conway has a lot to ask him, and she anticipates that he would also have a lot to ask her. (Speaking of people trying to go directly to the Roman-Catholic source, we got a new Chicago-style pope this year! Note that he is not invited to this dinner.) This is the first episode to introduce what will become a persistent problem: the debate over whether Jesus counts as a dinner guest who's dead or alive. Theologically this is a rich question, I feel! I am Episcopalian, though.

9. Kash Patel, FBI director/influencer

Guests: the entire Miracle on Ice men's hockey team from 1980

"Who are you?" I picture the men's hockey team asking. "I'm Kash Patel, children's-book author and director of the FBI," Kash Patel responds, through a mouthful of chicken-parm hero sandwich (his meal of choice). "Recently I've been in the news because the FBI keeps detaining the wrong people of interest in high-profile cases, and I keep making agents provide security to my country-singer girlfriend." I feel that the conversation would trail off quickly after this point.

8. Cheryl Hines, actor and wife of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.  

Guests: Her grandmother Ruth, Carol Burnett, and Maya Angelou

I am arriving at the theory that if your grandma is going to your imaginary dinner, it should just be all family. I'd love to have my grandma at such an event, but I think if Carol Burnett were also at the dinner, she might clam up.

In case you're wondering why Cheryl Hines is getting interviewed--her husband is the current health secretary, who is diligently working to reintroduce the measles virus to its original habitat (inside of people's respiratory systems), where it had been hunted almost to extinction. It is rare to have a measles conservationist in this sort of position, but that's the Trump administration for you: trying things that have never been tried before. What if the conspiracy theorists were inside the FBI instead of outside it? What if we didn't have an East Wing?

7. Adena Friedman, Nasdaq president and CEO

Guests: Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and the astronaut Sally Ride

I'm getting worried about the stock market! It kept going up this year, largely because we keep spending more on AI in hopes that this certainly-not-bubble will lift all boats and eventually result in profits. The architects of AI even got to be Time magazine's Person(s) of the Year. STOP PUTTING AI INTO ALL OF MY THINGS! I don't want it there. It's like the letter u that British people are always dropping into words: It adds nothing and leaves me unsettled.

Friedman's dinner features three "trailblazers" who would be eating a Thanksgiving dinner. She said these might be very different conversations, but I can actually see this meal going well! As long as they don't discuss the stock market--having led the country through the Great Depression, FDR might bring up some questions that could kill the mood.

6. J. D. Vance, vice president

Guests: Isaac Newton, Donald Trump, and Abraham Lincoln (a popular pick)

Given that Trump described Abraham Lincoln as someone who "did something that was a very important thing to do, and especially at that time," I think it is likely that Trump does not know who Abraham Lincoln is or what he did, and the possibility of a dinner party where Trump is forced to reveal this in real time is intriguing to me. My sense is that he would try to bring up that his uncle was a professor at MIT and then compliment Lincoln on his height. He might be disappointed to hear that Lincoln spent so much time fighting against the Confederacy. I don't know what Isaac Newton would do; maybe drop an apple.

Including Trump in this dinner when that seat could go to literally any human being living or dead is the kind of pandering we have come to expect from the vice president, whose other 2025 highlights include complaining to Europe about the "enemy within," being one of the last to see Pope Francis alive, and suggesting that he hopes his Hindu wife will awaken to Jesus one day.

5. Jillian Michaels, fitness influencer 

Guests: Maya Angelou (again!), Albert Einstein, and Ozzy Osbourne

This one gets points subtracted for the menu, which is: French fries, red wine, peanut butter, hot sauce, and ice cream--I have to assume not together, but Michaels did say that this was all that they would need, so, who knows! "What is The Biggest Loser's trainer doing on this podcast?" you ask. This year, she came out swinging in defense of Trump's directive to the Smithsonian to say nicer things about America and stop harping on about slavery. "  Do you realize that only less than 2 percent of white Americans owned slaves? You realize that slavery is thousands of years old?" she said on a CNN panel. "I'm surprised that you're trying to litigate who was the beneficiary of slavery," the CNN host Abby Phillip responded. Have fun at your dinner with Maya Angelou, Jillian.

4. Mike Johnson, speaker of the House

Guests: Jesus, Abraham Lincoln, and George Washington

Mike Johnson calls this dinner "very American-centric," which raises some questions for me. Did I miss important information in the Bible about Jesus's nationality, or, conversely, important information about the establishment of religion in the Constitution? Will Jesus bring a translator with him? In Johnson's episode, he sounds stressed, as he should be--he's had a busy year: passing the One Big Beautiful Bill Act and as few other bills as possible, shutting the government down, and blocking and then reluctantly allowing the release of the Epstein files. An ambitious brief for anyone! And that's not all that he has to worry about: In the course of this interview, he agreed that his brain (and, perhaps, the brains of all men?) was like a waffle.

3. Pete Hegseth, defense secretary 

Guests: Donald Trump, Volodymyr Zelensky, and Vladimir Putin

When he hasn't been ordering the extrajudicial killings of people in boats or kicking the press out of the Pentagon, Pete Hegseth has spent most of 2025 lecturing people who have better things to do about how much he hates beards. I wonder if he will be able to restrain himself from doing so at this dinner. (Then again, the Ukrainian president is used to being lectured on his appearance in lieu of any progress on the war engulfing his country.) Knowing Vladimir Putin, he may skip the dinner entirely, forcing Trump and Hegseth to pursue him down the tarmac to his plane, with their steak (well-done) and Thousand Island dressing in hand. (That's the menu Hegseth picked. "The unspeakable in pursuit of the uneatable," as Oscar Wilde put it.)

2. Elon Musk, CEO of too many companies to name, former DOGE honcho

Guests: William Shakespeare, Nikola Tesla, and Benjamin Franklin

Elon Musk imagines that his guests would enjoy an epic 12-course meal of probably not cheeseburgers, but maybe little, tiny cheeseburgers, which never taste as good as the big ones, but if someone really tried, they could be made to. (He riffed, if that is the word I want, on this cheeseburger question for what felt like ages.) Having to hear from Musk and be subject to his whims has been, unfortunately, a feature of 2025. His DOGE efforts are why we don't have USAID any more--resulting in an estimated hundreds of thousands of preventable deaths, providing him with a new first line in his obituary, and forcing Tesla owners to buy a little disclaimer bumper sticker for their car.

I have put this dinner pretty high on the list because I think that if Nikola Tesla had the whole Musk situation properly explained to him, fisticuffs would almost certainly ensue. The idea of Tesla and Musk fighting each other over tiny cheeseburgers while William Shakespeare and Ben Franklin look on ... to me, this is an ideal party.

1. Katie Miller, podcast host extraordinaire

Guests: Queen Victoria and ???

As far as I can tell, we never hear who is joining beyond the "Grandmother of Europe." Katie Miller starts to tell Senator Katie Britt about her own dinner picks and never finishes! Tantalizingly incomplete. Who would the other guests be? Perhaps Stephen Miller, who, allegedly, "only eats mayonnaise." ("With french fries, or, like, period?" J. D. Vance asked during his episode. "Period," Miller said, later elaborating: "It's whatever.") The only dinner worse than one where Elon Musk fights Nikola Tesla while William Shakespeare and Ben Franklin look on is one where Katie Miller and Queen Victoria try to carry on a conversation while Stephen Miller sits silently next to them, eating mayonnaise.

Related:

	The Trump administration's guide to Christmas giving
 	So, DOGE, what would you say you did here?






Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The New Family Vacation

By Michael Waters

The next time you're at the airport or checking into a hotel, you might notice a traveling group that looks, at least at first glance, a little unwieldy: young kids, their parents, and their grandparents, all vacationing together regardless of age or mobility limits.
 A scene like this would have been rare a few decades ago, according to Susan Rugh, a history professor at Brigham Young University who wrote about the history of family travel in her book Are We There Yet?: The Golden Age of American Family Vacations. The classic 20th-century family vacation was typically a nuclear one, comprising a mom, a dad, and their young kids. Grandparents and other relatives seldom came along. But more and more, research shows, families tend to bring multiple generations with them. This, in turn, has changed people's preferred travel destinations, and even the very purpose of travel: Multigenerational groups are much more likely to take simple, relaxed beach vacations than to embark on logistics-heavy city visits or road trips.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Photo-illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



Read. In 2023, Ilana Masad recommended six books to read during a stressful family holiday.

Explore. Many grocery-store self-checkout lines are now longer than the staffed ones. Valerie Trapp explores the one line that Americans (weirdly) choose to wait in.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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 Most Memorable Advice of 2025

Meditations on how to nurture and strengthen your relationships in the new year

by Grace Buono

Fri, 26 Dec 2025




The approach of a new year is an opportunity to reflect on time spent with friends, family, and partners who have played a role in your life--and how you can improve these relationships.

For parents, 2025 might have been a year that felt fraught with questions about what it means to raise a child today. In 2025, Atlantic writers explored the challenges that can come with finding child care, the debate about whether to avoid ultra-processed foods, the questions of when--or where--kids should gain access to technology, and more.

Dating, a once classic rite of passage, is also changing, Faith Hill wrote this year. Yet even as fewer young people are getting into relationships, they do believe in love: According to one study that included more than 5,000 Americans, 60 percent of single adults said they believe in love at first sight, a nearly 30 percent increase from 2014.

With a new year comes the hope of change and betterment--so let these writers help you nurture and strengthen your relationships in the year ahead.



On Dating

Teens Are Forgoing a Classic Rite of Passage, by Faith Hill








Dear James: The Men I'm Dating Keep Leaving Me Numb, by James Parker








The Agony of Texting With Men, by Matthew Schnipper








The Great Ghosting Paradox, by Anna Holmes








The New Singlehood Stigma, by Faith Hill








Three Rules for a Lasting Happy Marriage, by Arthur C. Brooks






On Parenting

Avoiding Ultra-Processed Foods Is Completely Unrealistic, by Olga Khazan








One Obvious, Underused Child-Care Solution, by Marina Lopes








Being a Dad Is About More Than Being Around, by Stanley A. McChrystal








A Tech Rule That Will 'Future-Proof' Your Kids, by Rheana Murray








Parents, Put Down Your Phone Cameras, by Russell Shaw








Bring Back Communal Kid Discipline, by Stephanie H. Murray








The Most Useless Piece of Parenting Advice, by Olga Khazan
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“If you're hoping for a lifelong
union, youd be making a
mistake trying to keep your mate
by offering only what attracted
them in the first place. In a long-
term partnership with one person
that sustains companionate love,
you should shift your effort toward
nurturing qualities in yourself
that are less superficial than
looks or money.”

Arthur C. Brooks

CONTRIBUTING WRITER





feed_15/article_7/images/img13.png
“In an era when fewer people know
or interact with their neighbors ...
the thought of reviving collective
child-rearing norms may seem
a lictle far-fetched. And yet, the
Americans I spoke with seemed,
on the whole, largely open to
being a bit more direct with other
people’s kids—if only they
could have assurance that such
involvement would be welcome.
I’ll come out and say it: I would
certainly welcome it.”

Stephanie H. Murray

CONTRIBUTING WRITER
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“The responsibilities of fatherhood
extend far beyond the household.
Who we are in our community,
in our professions, under
pressure—that’s what counts.
When our external behaviors
contradict what we preach at
home, we can’t expect our children
to absorb the better version.

They will inherit the whole.”

RETIRED UNITED STATES ARMY GENERAL

Stanley A. McChrystal A
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“Tt takes a village’ is advice that
sounds communitarian, but in fact,
it pushes for an individualistic
solution to a societal problem.
And it can distract people from
demanding the kinds of solutions
that could truly help families:
longer parental leave; more
flexible remote-work policies;
child-care support; a work culture
that accepts the constancy of
kids’ sicknesses.”

Olga Khazan

STAFF WRITER
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“When kids can use their devices
only in communal areas such as
the kitchen and the living room,
there’s the obvious plus that
parents can keep an eye on what
they’re doing ... In addition to
facilitating better decision making,
using screens around family can be
a reminder that many of the best
uses of these devices are the most
social ones.”

Rheana Murray

WRITER
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“After a long day of fighting with
my 18-month-old ... sometimes
all T can do is throw some (ultra-
processed) mac and cheese at him
and drown my own sorrows in
some Trader Joe’s white queso dip
(also ultra-processed). The efforts
to get parents to give up these
types of comforts in favor of
home-roasted vegetables are
frustrating—and unrealistic.”

Olga Khazan

STAFF WRITER
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“The next time you're at a recital

or game or birthday party, try this:

Take a few photos at the
beginning, then put your phone
away. Keep your eyes on your
child, who inevitably will be
looking for you. Wait for them to
spot you in the audience. Maybe
they’ll light up. Maybe they’ll
cover their face in embarrassment.
Either way, this is the meaningful
moment: the minute they will
know that you really saw them.”

Russell Shaw

HEAD OF SCHOOL AT GEORGETOWN DAY SCHOOL

A
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“It’s worth considering a slightly
counterintuitive idea too: that
ghosters do care about their
interactions, and the people who
are affected by them ... Maybe we
can extend some empathy, or at
least the benefit of the doubt, to
those who disappear on us.”

Anna Holmes
CONTRIBUTING WRITER
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“Make yourself a little more
available to the unlikely, the
unpredictable, the downright
unsuitable ... I mean, they’re a//
situationships, aren’t they?

From the randomest hookup
to the most heavily layered
entanglement. Put two people
together, in any context, and
you've got a situation.”

James Parker
STAFF WRITER
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“I had it backwards ... Iwas the
one who was uncomfortable with
singlehood. The idea of desiring a
partner yet not having one made
me itch—but trying to run away
from it only put me on an
optimism hamster wheel. If I could
go back, I wouldn’t tell my friends
that it’s all going to work out, or
that they don’t need anyone.”

Faith Hill

STAFF WRITER
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“The fact that many men

are bad at texting might actually
be making them more lonely,
experts told me. Something needs
to change if men want to forge
meaningful, intimate friendships:
They’re going to have to get more
comfortable with texting.”

Matthew Schnipper

WRITER
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“A rise in skepticism toward
romance is a loss, not just

for boys but for society as a whole.
Romantic love isn’t better or more
important than platonic love, but
it’s different—and telling yourself
you have no need for it doesn’t
necessarily make it true.”

Faith Hill

STAFF WRITER
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“My hunch is that many American
parents have not yet started paying
grandparents simply because the
idea never occurred to them.
Were they to try, they might
find the benefits revelatory ...
Grandparents can generally offer
flexible hours, provide a better
caregiver-to-child ratio than any
day-care center, and watch over
kids in the children’s own home.”

Marina Lopes
AUTHOR





feed_0/article_22/images/img1.png





feed_0/article_24/images/img2_u6.jpg





feed_0/article_24/images/img1_u5.png





feed_0/article_12/images/img1_u14.jpg
MRLL I I

1 1DONALD J TRUMP A
ENTER FO

KENNEDY | MORIAL C!

NG Al S

)
i e THE PERFORMI





feed_12/article_2/images/img1_u2.png





feed_0/article_5/images/img2_u3.jpg





feed_0/article_23/images/img1_u15.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img16.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img1_u12.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img10.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img5.jpg





feed_0/article_5/images/img1_u20.jpg





feed_0/article_5/images/img3_u4.jpg





feed_6/article_1/images/img1_u9.png





feed_0/article_10/images/img1_u7.png





feed_0/article_10/images/img2_u4.jpg





feed_0/article_10/images/img3_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_8/images/img1_u10.jpg





feed_0/article_4/images/img1_u11.jpg





feed_0/article_9/images/img2_u2.jpg





feed_0/article_2/images/img1_u3.png





mastheadImage.jpg
TheAtlantic.com





feed_0/article_18/images/img8.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img6.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img2_u7.jpg





feed_0/article_14/images/img1.jpg





feed_0/article_3/images/img1_u16.jpg





feed_0/article_16/images/img1_u3.jpg





feed_5/article_2/images/img1_u24.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img3_u5.jpg
-






feed_1/article_15/images/img1_u17.jpg





feed_1/article_15/images/img2_u1.jpg





feed_1/article_15/images/img3_u2.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img11.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img15.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img7.jpg





feed_2/article_2/images/img1_u19.jpg
PAY TO THE ORD

e
RUM






feed_0/article_18/images/img13.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img9.jpg





feed_2/article_3/images/img1_u23.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img18.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img4.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img19.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img14.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img12.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img17.jpg





