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‘You’ve Blown a Hole in the Family’: Inside the Murdochs’ Succession Drama

More than 3,000 pages of documents reveal how years of betrayals led to a messy court battle that threatens the future of Rupert’s empire.




By Jonathan Mahler and Jim Rutenberg
Jonathan Mahler, a staff writer for The Times Magazine, and Jim Rutenberg, a writer at large for The Times and The Times Magazine, have reported on the Murdochs for more than two decades and across three continents.


Feb 13, 2025 at 03:46 PM

Part 1: ‘These companies are my legacy’

In early December 2023, Rupert Murdoch flew into London to see his two oldest daughters, Prudence and Elisabeth. It was not a social visit.

For months, Rupert and his firstborn son, Lachlan, had been working on a secret plan to amend the family’s trust to strip three of his other children — Prue, Liz and James — of their power to influence the direction of the family business. Their lawyers had named it Project Family Harmony.

The trust, which holds the shares that control the Murdochs’ global media empire, gives Rupert authority over his two companies until his death. After that, the voting power is distributed equally among his four oldest children. It is irrevocable, but it includes a provision that gives Rupert the ability to make changes as long as he is acting solely in the best interests of his beneficiaries. This was the provision that he intended to exploit in order to consolidate control in Lachlan, the most politically conservative of the four.

By the time Rupert was on the plane to London, he had already called a special meeting of the trust’s board — to be held two days later — to ratify the changes. He had the votes he needed to ensure it passed, but he hoped to sell Prue and Liz on supporting the idea to avoid a nasty legal fight with his own children.

Rupert did not intend to tell James in advance. The two men were hardly speaking. It was the 50-year-old James, really, who had brought his father to this place: Rupert and Lachlan, who was 52, were convinced that he planned to lead a family coup to take control away from Lachlan after their father’s death.

Rupert figured he might have more luck with Prue and Liz, with whom he was still close despite plenty of ups and downs over the years. He hoped to persuade them that locking in Lachlan’s leadership was the best thing for everyone.

There was no time to waste. At 92, Rupert was still mentally sharp, though he tended to mumble, which, with his thick Australian accent, could make him hard to understand. But he had also had his share of serious medical problems in recent years; he needed to be airlifted off Lachlan’s yacht in 2018 after a nearly fatal fall and was hospitalized with Covid during the summer of 2022. While he hated talking about his death — he had a new, 60-something girlfriend who would soon become his fifth wife — he had to acknowledge that it could not be avoided. It was time to tie up this loose end.

Lachlan and Rupert Murdoch (left and center) arriving at the courthouse in Reno, Nev., during the trial over the family trust. Emily Najera for The New York Times


This would be Rupert’s last deal, and it was in many ways his most important one. He had devoted his entire life to building this vast global media empire, and it had changed the course of history. But the messiness of his own personal life — and a family trust whose terms had been largely dictated by a spurned ex-wife — prevented him from controlling its destiny after he was gone. His legacy was under threat, not from a competitor but from his own family.

Rupert had always intended to bequeath his companies — a sprawling conglomerate that includes Fox News, The Wall Street Journal, The New York Post, HarperCollins and a large collection of newspapers and television outlets in Australia and Britain — to his children, much as his own father had done with a much smaller empire. But he was also determined to protect its conservative editorial bent: He had come to see the mission of Fox News in particular as vital to the future of the free world and believed that it would be a disaster if it fell into more liberal hands. His problem was that those hands now included his own children’s. Prue, Liz and James had all expressed concerns about the editorial positions of the family’s news outlets. He was now trying to reconcile his desire to keep his companies conservative with his desire to keep them in the family. Sitting on a sofa in his home in London’s Mayfair neighborhood, armed with talking points, he was going to break the news to Prue and Liz that he was changing the family trust.

The first meeting was with Prue, at around 4 in the afternoon. At 65, she was his oldest child and the only one with his first wife, the Australian model Patricia Booker. “These companies are my legacy,” he said, reading from his talking points. “I have put everything into them over my life.” He stressed their role as a “protector of the conservative voice in the English-speaking world.”

Then he got to the point. “I love each of my children, and my support of Lachlan is not intended to suggest otherwise,” he said. “But these companies need a designated leader, and Lachlan is that leader.”

Prue was stunned. “Right,” she stammered, too shocked to fully digest the news, let alone offer a response.

The 55-year-old Liz, the first of Rupert’s three children with his second wife, Anna Maria Torv, came soon after. She sat next to her father and listened to him deliver the same speech, as he sketched out the new structure of the trust on a yellow legal pad.

Liz would later say that the moment reminded her of her childhood, when her father would use legal pads to explain the structure of the companies that would one day be theirs. But this moment could not have felt more different, as if she were watching her father draw his plan to erase her.

“You are completely disenfranchising me and my siblings,” Liz told him. “You’ve blown a hole in the family.”

He had also set in motion the very sort of fight over the trust that he was trying to avoid. Prue, Liz and James almost immediately contested their father’s proposed changes to the trust, igniting a bitter family legal battle that has played out in dramatic fashion over the past 14 months. It culminated in September in a secret trial that brought Rupert and his four oldest children to a courtroom in Reno, Nev., where the trust was incorporated. Far from public view, Rupert and his children were called to the stand to testify under oath and in front of one another about the tortured dynamics of their dynasty — the power plays, backstabbing and grievances that define the Murdoch family history. The matter was decided in December by a probate commissioner and is now under appeal.

The case was filed under seal in Nevada, a state known for its favorable estate-planning laws, to ensure that it would remain out of public view. Remarkably, given the stakes of the outcome and the public’s fascination with the Murdoch family, the struggle has unfolded almost entirely in secret. But we obtained the bulk of the trial record, totaling more than 3,000 pages: most of the briefs, all the rulings and the full transcript of the trial itself, including private messages between family members that were entered as evidence.

This article is based on the contents of those documents, which tell a story of bitterness and betrayal that not even the writers of HBO’s “Succession” — itself inspired by the Murdoch family — could have conjured. As reporters, we have covered this powerful dynasty for two decades and have never been afforded a more revealing window into it, or a more intimate portrait of Rupert: the towering mogul in his twilight, fixated on securing his legacy regardless of the damage being done to his family in the process.

Rupert chose Lachlan as his successor in large part because he was confident that his oldest son would hold the conservative line. But if he fails to consolidate Lachlan’s control over the trust before he dies, the future of his companies will be thrown into uncertainty. The other three siblings could topple their brother and reorient the companies’ editorial bent. Or they could simply do nothing and let the trust expire. That is set to happen in 2030, at which point everyone would be free to sell their controlling shares to outsiders. These documents reveal that in a matter of years, the empire that Rupert spent his life building may no longer be controlled by his family.

The fight over the Murdoch family trust, then, is about much more than just billions of dollars. It is about the future of the most powerful media empire in the English-speaking world. No two news companies have done more to reshape the modern geopolitical order than Fox Corporation and News Corp. And for all the attention being commanded by the rise of a new class of social media moguls, like Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg, Fox News remains a unique force in American politics. The new Trump administration features numerous former hosts, paid contributors and employees of the network, including three cabinet members, and Fox News, by far America’s most-watched cable news network, hit record ratings in January. If Rupert fails to change the family trust, the modern conservative movement could lose one of its most powerful allies.

Rupert’s meetings with his daughters in London were brief, but it was nevertheless a long evening for him. The combination of the stress and the jet lag were too much. The next morning, while eating breakfast with Rebekah Brooks, the chief executive of his British operations, Rupert collapsed. Doctors appeared almost instantly. Brooks called his children in a panic to tell them that their father might have just suffered a heart attack. Prue, who was at her office only five minutes away, raced over.

Rupert was soon back on his feet. The doctors had good news: He had only fainted. He didn’t for a moment consider reversing course. He sent word to his advisers in Reno that his trip to London had been a failure. The special meeting would go forward the next day as planned.




The contours of the Murdoch family trust date to 1999, when, at age 68, Rupert divorced his second wife, Anna, a former reporter at one of his papers, after meeting Wendi Deng, an executive in his Asia division who was less than half his age. At the time, succession was still very much an open question. Three of Rupert’s four children — Liz, Lachlan and James — were all rising executives in the family business, competing to one day take the throne.

Anna filed for divorce in California, where she was entitled to half of everything Rupert had built since their marriage 31 years earlier. She sacrificed that right during the divorce negotiations to ensure that Rupert’s four existing children — and not any future heirs — would inherit his fortune after his death. Their eventual divorce agreement divided the controlling interest in the empire equally among the four: Prue, Liz, Lachlan and James. Rupert would have no say over who would run things after he was gone.

Rupert and Deng married less than a month after he finalized his divorce and soon had two girls of their own, Grace and Chloe. By 2004, Rupert wanted to bring them into the family trust too. And so he entered a protracted negotiation with his four oldest children, with Anna’s lawyers closely monitoring their talks to ensure that any new trust adhered to their divorce agreement.

The structure of the new trust was complex. In exchange for receiving generous regular payouts from the trust, the four children agreed to bring in their new siblings. Six subtrusts were created, one for each of them and one each for Grace and Chloe. All six children would be entitled to an equal share of Rupert’s fortune. But crucially, Prue, Liz, Lachlan and James retained all the voting power. The new trust would expire in 2030. Until then, all of its shares are held together as a single bloc.

The trust holds roughly 40 percent of the voting stock in the two companies — worth more than $7 billion today. It is what’s known as an inviolable trust, though Rupert’s lawyers insisted on preserving at least a sliver of flexibility. They included an amendment that allows him to make changes to any of the adult children’s subtrusts if he determines that the change is in the best interest of that particular beneficiary.

The trust would be governed by a single trustee, an entity known as Cruden Financial Services, after the family’s farm in Australia. Cruden would be controlled by a board composed of six managing directors. The four adult children would each appoint one, with one vote each, and Rupert would appoint two, with two votes each, effectively ensuring that he could never be outvoted. But once Rupert died — assuming it was before 2030, the trust’s expiration date — his four votes would be divided equally among the four children. “If I go under a bus tomorrow,” Rupert told Charlie Rose in 2006, “the four of them will have to decide which of the ones should lead them.”

Rupert didn’t go under a bus. Instead, he presided over a decade-plus-long succession battle. At the time the trust was created, Lachlan was living in Australia and running his own investment firm, having just left the family business in frustration after his father sided with other executives in a series of decisions. Liz was now out of the business, too, and was building her own production company. That made James the early front-runner, although, at least according to Lachlan, the family entered group therapy in 2010 in part to address his brother’s headstrong leadership style.

That same year, a potentially ruinous scandal overturned the succession sweepstakes. The story broke that the Murdochs’ News of the World tabloid had for years been systematically hacking into the phones of royals, politicians and others in Britain. While trying to contain the damage, Rupert split News Corp. in two, spinning off his movie and TV assets into a separate company, 21st Century Fox. He also lured Lachlan back from Australia to help him run the two companies. James was demoted beneath his brother, though the company framed the two as equals to the public.

James and Rupert Murdoch testifying about the phone-hacking scandal before a parliamentary committee in London in 2011. David Moir/Reuters


Rupert always had a special fondness for Lachlan. He was his firstborn son, and he shared his father’s love of newspapers, his swashbuckling spirit — which he advertised with his tattoos and Aussie boots — and his more conservative politics. James, by contrast, was more liberal and technocratic to a degree that Rupert found both irritating and counterproductive. What’s more, James’s wife, Kathryn, a climate activist and Fox critic, had a knack for making political comments that got under her father-in-law’s skin.

His two sons’ responses to Donald Trump’s political rise only confirmed Rupert’s preference. Lachlan enthusiastically embraced the transformation of Fox News into Trump’s most loyal advocate. James pushed back, arguing that the surging ratings and revenue weren’t worth the long-term damage being done to the company. He tried, futilely, to move the network in a different direction, one in which it would still cater to conservative viewers but remain more accountable to facts.

In 2019, Rupert closed one chapter of the history of his empire and opened a new one, selling 21st Century Fox to Disney for $71 billion. It was a blockbuster deal intended to free him of the headaches posed by the ongoing streaming revolution and also to enable him to refocus on his first love: news. This was to be the conclusion of the succession battle, too. With the movie studio gone, Fox News would become the cornerstone of the empire. And James was not going to continue working for his father and brother at what he derisively called an “American political project.”

When the Disney deal closed, James left his day-to-day role in the family business, and Lachlan made his final ascent, becoming chief executive of Fox and co-executive chairman of Fox and News Corp., a title he shared with his father. It was just the two of them — father and chosen son — presiding over the family business.

Lachlan Murdoch in the newsroom of The New York Post in 2002. Ozier Muhammad/The New York Times


But there was still the matter of the trust. James was leaving the company, but he was still part of the trust, as were Prue and Liz; all of them were restricted from selling their stock to anyone outside the trust until 2030. Rupert had the votes to keep James at bay as long as he was alive. But he needed a longer-term solution.

There was an obvious one: Each of Rupert’s children had just made $2.1 billion on the sale of 21st Century Fox through the trust. Lachlan could put this money toward buying out his siblings. Rupert had done the same thing himself decades earlier. He and his sisters inherited two regional newspapers in Australia from their father, and Rupert eventually moved to buy them out. Bet on yourself, he told Lachlan, urging him to follow his lead and buy out his siblings.

Prue, Liz and James were eager to make a deal. But Lachlan offered to pay them only 50 percent of the market value of their stock — a discount of more than $1 billion — arguing that the lower price was warranted because the shares were tied up in the trust for another decade. His siblings asked for more. Lachlan refused to go higher.

By the time the Disney deal closed in 2019, the family’s new fault lines were clear and were about to become clearer. Rupert generally doesn’t take money out of his companies for himself and didn’t get paid anything for the Disney deal. So five of his children decided to give him $50 million each as a gesture of gratitude. But James, who had stopped speaking to his father and brother, refused, making his own proposal instead: He wanted his $50 million to go toward estate planning not only for his father but also for his father’s wife at the time, Jerry Hall. Rupert declined the offer. Liz shared her disapproval with her brother for not just giving their father the $50 million like the rest of the siblings. “I think that’s pretty shit of you,” she told him, according to her testimony at trial.

As an executive at Fox Corporation, James had kept his issues with the empire’s editorial policies to himself. In his post-Fox life, he became more outspoken. In early 2020, he and Kathryn publicly criticized “some of the News Corp. and Fox coverage” of the fires sweeping across Australia, which played down climate change as a precipitating factor. At least two of James’s fellow board members at News Corp., including José María Aznar, a former prime minister of Spain, sent him letters to express their disapproval, accusing him of breaching his  duty.

James felt he was being pressured to resign from the News Corp. board, and he soon did, citing his disagreements with some of the company’s editorial content and strategic decisions. He had severed his last tie to the family business — except, of course, for the trust.

Things were growing more hostile. Rupert renewed his efforts to urge Lachlan to buy out his brother and sisters. “Been thinking a lot overnight about the deal with James, et al.,” he wrote to Lachlan in the summer of 2020. “Benefit of getting him out probably outweighs other considerations.”

A few days later, Rupert wrote Lachlan again. The subject line was “James.” The message read: “We should start planning.”

Lachlan and Fox’s chief operating officer, John Nallen, drew up a new buyout plan, code-named Project Riley. This one was designed to enable Lachlan to buy out James alone. Under the terms of the trust, though, Liz and Prue would also have the option of being bought out at the same price. With James outside the company and in a position to make more trouble for him, Lachlan was clearly feeling pressure to act: He raised his offer to 60 percent of the market value of James’s shares, rather than 50 percent.

It was still too low for James. He knew that the older Rupert got, the more desperate he and Lachlan would be to secure Lachlan’s control. Prue’s director to the trust, Richard Oldfield, a financial adviser who is also on the board of the king of England’s charitable trust, took notes on a conversation between the three siblings about the prospect of a buyout in the summer of 2020. He quoted James as saying: “If they do not get an agreement, they are all fucked.”

The three siblings understood that they would have even more leverage after Rupert’s death, when they would have the power to outvote Lachlan. Prue’s husband, Alasdair MacLeod, put the matter in stark terms in an email to Oldfield. “If anything should happen with R,” he wrote, the three siblings “can make a real nuisance of themselves.”

The 2020 election only validated Rupert and Lachlan’s worries about James — and affirmed their conviction that for Fox to remain successful, it needed to cater to its audience’s preferred version of reality. After the network called Arizona for Joe Biden on election night, its ratings plummeted. Fox quickly pivoted, and its hosts and guests began promoting false stolen-election narratives — helping to fan the flames that would lead to the insurrection at the Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021.

For James, the riot was a dark vindication of his warnings about Fox News’s opportunistic relationship with the truth. He and Kathryn issued another public statement, saying that “media property owners” who spread disinformation — obviously pointing a finger at their own family — were just as culpable as “elected officials who know the truth but choose instead to propagate lies.” Dominion Voting would soon file a $1.6 billion defamation lawsuit against Fox News, Rupert and Lachlan, for airing false reports that its machines flipped millions of votes away from Trump, and would seek to enlist James as a witness.

With his 90th birthday approaching in March 2021, Rupert was ready to try a new approach to getting James out of the trust: He would buy him out himself. He enlisted Prue to help facilitate the negotiation. “Why don’t you suggest that he calls me on my birthday and then I can widen the conversation?” Rupert asked in an email that was read at trial.

Prue had spent most of her life in Australia and Britain and, unlike Liz, Lachlan and James, had never aspired to succeed their father and kept the lowest profile of his four oldest children. She offered him some unsolicited advice on how to treat her brother.

Prue said that if James did call, maybe Rupert shouldn’t emphasize the possibility of a buyout: “Tell him you miss seeing the kids, ask how they are, etc, ask him about all the things he’s been doing.”

“I know,” Rupert responded. “Not totally stupid.”

But this buyout plan failed, too. “Prue rang,” Oldfield wrote in his diary in April 2021. “Rupert wants to buy out James, leaving Liz and Prue in. She and Liz are standing firm. All for one and one for all. They can sort out the mess after Rupert dies.”


Tensions flared again a year later, in early 2022. Rupert was still very much alive and still trying to sort things out for himself, secretly maneuvering to reunify his divided empire, which he had split in half in the face of the hacking scandal.

Rupert wanted the family trust to lead the recombination effort, code-named Project Alex, by recommending it to the boards of both companies. Lachlan embraced the idea, hoping to both please his father and consolidate his own control over the empire. But the representatives for Prue, Liz and James raised concerns, arguing that the boards needed to entertain offers from other companies before supporting a merger.

“Sorry Richard!” Rupert wrote to Oldfield. “This has been a family-dominated business for 70 years,” adding that “it would be a disaster for at least the U.S. and Australia if these assets fell into the wrong hands.”

Rupert was impatient to move the plan forward. “We’re just saying let’s consider it, for Christ’s sakes,” he said at a special meeting of the trust in May 2022. “Why don’t you just trust me?” And he had a strong suspicion who was leading the resistance. “James is trying to monkey-wrench it,” he said.

Rupert and his youngest son had continued to grow further apart. There was a fleeting attempt at reconciliation when James invited his father and Jerry Hall to join his family at their home in Canada for a vacation. But James revoked the invitation after his children objected. “He’s not someone that they really know or trust,” James would testify.

Rupert was hospitalized with Covid in London in June and was also in the midst of divorcing Hall, and so the recombination plan was put on hold over the summer. When it resumed in the fall of 2022, his and Lachlan’s lawyers offered a compromise on the language of the trust’s letter to the boards that satisfied Liz and Prue. But not James, whose representative cast the lone vote against the merger.

Early the next year, Rupert received an unexpected call from Anna, the mother of Liz, Lachlan and James. He rarely spoke to his second wife, who was now nearly 80. She had remarried twice since their divorce nearly 25 years earlier. After their conversation, Rupert emailed her a photograph of him and all six of his children that was taken at the recent wedding of their granddaughter — Liz’s daughter, Charlotte — prompting a further exchange.

The discord between their two sons weighed on Anna, and she was eager to see it resolved. “I think it is imperative that you get this sorted out soon,” she wrote, according to the trial record. “Some toes will be trod on and egos hurt but it would be worse to leave things as they are. You are the kingpin. You still hold the power.”

Rupert replied that he shared her desire for harmony. “Would love nothing more than peace all around,” he wrote. “But the fact remains Lachlan is the best to run the business — greatly respected inside and outside!”

Then he turned to their younger son. “James is very bright and articulate — but time and again showed poor judgment,” he wrote. Rupert blamed himself for not being more direct with James over the years — “not that he would have listened,” he added.

The issue, Rupert continued, was bigger than their family: “Fox and our papers are the only faintly conservative voices against the monolithic liberal media. I believe maintaining this is vital to the future of the English-speaking world.” He then identified the threat — both to his business empire and to the entire English-speaking world — by name: “James and Kathryn want to change that.”

Anna sided with Rupert. “I’m sure James and Kathryn are very comfortable in their own circle of like minded Woke friends. Fox is playing a huge and important role in calling out the idiocies that surround us. I sometimes fear that America is doomed because of the wrongheadedness of the cultural elites.”

At the time of their divorce, Anna had been worried about Rupert choosing a single successor from among the four children and the pain that this would cause for those who lost out. But 25 years later, she seemed to have come around to her ex-husband’s view: It had to be Lachlan. “You are fighting the good fight and I admire you for doing so and I applaud Lachlan for never caving in,” she wrote. “I will always support him.”

Anna Maria Torv and Rupert Murdoch in 1987. Ron Galella/Getty Images


The support of Lachlan’s siblings was another matter. In early 2023, The Financial Times reported that James was almost certain to attempt a family coup after his father’s death. It was not the first anonymously sourced report about this possibility, but it was the most explicit, and it included an especially striking anonymous assertion. “Lachlan will be out, it is as simple as that,” the reporter quoted a source close to James as saying. Lachlan was convinced that his brother was behind the article. “Relies heavily on unnamed sources and quotes from James’ people,” he emailed his father.

Lachlan called Liz to ask her to publicly support his leadership. “This is terrible, and you have to say something,” he would recall saying. Lachlan was disappointed when she was only willing to speak off the record to reporters.

In February, Lachlan made another attempt to secure Liz’s support. Fox was broadcasting the Super Bowl from Arizona, and Liz and her husband joined him to watch the game in the Fox suite. Over a beer one night at his hotel, he told Liz that their father would soon be stepping down from the Fox board and asked her to take his place. She declined the offer.

They would later give conflicting accounts of their conversation. Liz recalled telling her brother that she was “extremely flattered” but that she had too much on her plate at the moment. She also recollected saying that she had a problem with Fox’s most popular host, Tucker Carlson, who was then busy rewriting the history of the Jan. 6 riot as a false-flag operation by the F.B.I. Lachlan recalled her saying that she didn’t like Fox News and that being associated with it could harm the prospects for her production company, Sister. “I put events together, and I thought this is — this is not going well,” Lachlan would say, reflecting on his sister’s rebuff. “We have a — Houston, we’ve got a problem.”

It was time to do something about the trust. Lachlan directed Siobhan McKenna, his longtime adviser, to get up to speed on the relevant documents and to let him know what might be ahead. “If this is true, if I’m gonna be fired on Day 1, how does that work?” he asked. “What are they gonna do to me?”

Lachlan would later say that he was alarmed by what McKenna discovered. Even if his siblings didn’t mount a coup against him, there was another threat looming. Once Rupert was gone, his votes would go with him, and all of the trust’s major decisions would require a majority vote from among the siblings’ four managing directors. And there was no contingency for dealing with votes that fell short of a majority. So a 2-2 split could create a deadlock, paralyzing the whole business. James would need to persuade only one of the two sisters to side with him on any given issue to interfere with Lachlan’s leadership.

McKenna also started to look into whether it might be possible not just to play defense against a sibling coup but to go on offense. The buyouts had failed. But was there another way to secure Lachlan’s future? With Lachlan’s blessing, she hired a Nevada firm that specialized in estate law, Solomon Dwiggins Freer & Steadman.

The firm’s lawyers soon spotted the amendment that Rupert’s lawyers inserted into the 2006 trust agreement allowing him to make a change to any of his four oldest children’s subtrusts. The amendment was narrowly drawn: Rupert had to be acting in “good faith” and for the sole benefit of the beneficiary in question. And the amendment also specified that the right applied to changing individual subtrusts. But the lawyers saw a way to apply it more broadly, to the whole trust: Locking Lachlan into place would protect the value of the family holdings — and thus benefit all of Rupert’s individual beneficiaries.

Within a few weeks, the firm was working on a plan to consolidate Lachlan’s control and disempower James — the “Troublesome Beneficiary,” or just “Troublesome” for short. And unlike the multibillion-dollar buyout of his siblings that his father had been pushing for years, this plan wouldn’t cost Lachlan anything.

But it was Rupert who controlled the trust. Lachlan and McKenna and their Nevada lawyers presented the plans to him and his executive team at the Fox studio lot in Los Angeles in September 2023. They were clear with Rupert that amending the irrevocable family trust was an aggressive move that might well invite a legal challenge, but with both he and Lachlan having failed to buy out Prue, Liz and James at a price they considered fair, Rupert was ready to move to Plan B.

It would work like this: An amendment would be added to the trust, allowing Rupert to create two new trustees — Cruden 2 and Cruden 3 — that would share responsibility for managing the trust alongside the original trustee, Cruden. Rupert’s representatives would control Cruden 2. Lachlan’s representatives would control Cruden 3. After Rupert’s death, Cruden 2 would pass to Lachlan’s representatives. At that point, he would have control of both Cruden 2 and Cruden 3 and could outvote the original Cruden every time, rendering his siblings powerless. Thus would a democratic family trust built on the principle of equal governance be transformed into a monarchy.

The lawyers called it the Top Hat Amendment: The two new trustees — Cruden 2 and Cruden 3 — would drop down like a top hat on the existing trust structure. They presented a diagram to Rupert explaining how things would work once the amendment was adopted. Superimposed on James’s subtrust was a large X.

Part 2: ‘Violated and forsaken’

Lachlan wasn’t the only Murdoch sibling thinking about his father’s death. Several months before the meeting at the Fox lot, the writers of “Succession” killed off the family’s patriarch, Logan Roy. The plot turn, and the fictional chaos that ensued, sent Liz and her representative to the family trust, Mark Devereux, into a panic, forcing them to suddenly confront an event they had long avoided. “All of the siblings are running around saying: ‘Oh, my God, who is supposed to say what? Does the company say something? Do I say something? Do we say something together?’” Devereux, a self-described “Succession” addict, would later say, recalling his reaction to the episode. “And I thought this is exactly, exactly the thing we should be avoiding, because that is chaotic.”

Devereux called Liz, who had already watched the episode twice and been extremely upset by it. (Devereux later commended it to James’s managing director, Jesse Angelo. “I don’t watch ‘Succession,’” Angelo said. “Me and James like ‘Shogun.’”) He was soon working on a memo — the Succession Memo, he called it — intended to prevent a real-life repeat of the Roy family chaos.

It was not the first time that Devereux had tried to get the siblings to focus on their father’s death. As it happened, Liz’s spokesman, Paddy Harverson, had worked for Buckingham Palace and helped plan Queen Elizabeth II’s funeral. After her death in the fall of 2022, Devereux asked Harverson to prepare a public-relations strategy for Rupert’s. The plan for the queen’s death was called Operation London Bridge; the shorthand for Rupert’s was Project Bridge. It identified the many issues that still needed to be addressed, including such basic questions as whether he would prefer to be buried or cremated. Devereux suggested that Liz read it with “a stiff drink.”

Devereux wrote his Succession Memo for Liz, but his hope was that she would use it to prompt a difficult conversation among the siblings. He’d been part of the family trust for many years and had an intimate understanding of the fault lines that divided the Murdoch children. He worried about what lay ahead for them. “Speculation about the future of the companies will be rife after KRM’s passing,” Devereux wrote, referring to Rupert with the initials for his full given name, Keith Rupert Murdoch. “And there is significant risk of chaos where there is no clear understanding of how the children will vote the trust shares.”

As Liz’s representative on the trust, Devereux was especially sensitive to her situation. Liz thought of herself as Switzerland, doing her best not to choose sides between her two brothers; it would be hard to stay neutral if Lachlan and James went to war after their father’s death. “You, Liz, are not prepared effectively to be the deciding vote on any questions for the MFT” — the Murdoch family trust — “and especially when you will be under intense pressure to make a choice,” he wrote.

Devereux went on to pose a series of questions for Liz to consider raising with her siblings: Would James be willing to tolerate a future for the Murdoch empire with Fox News still part of it? Could the trust buy James out? Would Lachlan be willing to agree to a family resolution to change Fox News? What if the network moved to the center? Was that even possible?

On the evening of Sept. 20, 2023 — just days after Rupert signed off on the plan to change the family trust — James stood outside Claridge’s in the Mayfair neighborhood of London, the hotel of choice for movie stars, foreign leaders and financial tycoons, smoking a cigarette and waiting for his sisters. He was passing through town on his way to Wales for a wedding and had invited them and their spouses to join him for dinner. His assistant had also booked a private meeting room inside the posh hotel so that the siblings could meet for 90 minutes beforehand. Prue arrived on time and went inside with James. Liz arrived a bit late and harried from a conference in Cambridge and ordered a beer.

What happened next would be a major source of dispute at trial the following year. The three siblings would say that they were just meeting to catch up and also begin discussing the plans for their father’s death. Fox had recently settled the Dominion suit for $787.5 million, and James was particularly upset that he had to learn about the agreement in the newspapers. His sisters, too, vented about being kept in the dark about the goings-on inside the companies. But all the siblings would insist that there was no talk of ousting their brother that night.

Rupert’s lawyer would argue that this was clearly more than a social visit or even a gripe session: Why else would James have booked a private room?

Whatever was or wasn’t said in the private room at Claridge’s, Lachlan — who knew nothing about the meeting — called both Prue and Liz the next day. Neither picked up. Lachlan texted Prue that he was trying to reach her. She texted back that she would call him in 30 minutes and separately texted Liz: “Lachlan trying to reach me!” she wrote her sister, adding an emoji of a gasping face. When Liz didn’t respond, she texted her again. Prue would later say that she was not worried that Lachlan had learned about their meeting at Claridge’s; she had been concerned that something had happened to her father.

Liz did eventually text Prue back, after she had spoken to Lachlan herself. Nothing was wrong with their father, nor was Lachlan calling because he’d heard about the Claridge’s meeting. Rather, he was calling to give them a heads-up on some big news: Rupert was about to announce that he was stepping down from the Fox board. He was all but retiring from the empire he had built, keeping only the honorary title of emeritus chairman.


A few days later, Liz and Prue texted again. Prue had seen a report that Lachlan had named Tony Abbott — a former prime minister of Australia, a skeptic of climate change and a friend of his — to take a seat on the board of Fox. “I can’t support Lachlan if he doesn’t change his stance on climate change,” Prue wrote. “He has now appointed the ghastly Tony Abbott to the Fox board, which I’m sure you know.”

Liz responded: “Oh my God, what a bad move. Definitely making it clear I am voting against that appointment.”

Of course, they didn’t currently have the power to block Abbott’s appointment. But one day they would.


Lachlan and his father, meanwhile, were pushing ahead with their secret plan to ensure that his siblings would never be able to realize that power. Built around the Top Hat Amendment, that plan now had its own name: Project Family Harmony.

In October, they met again on the Fox lot. Siobhan McKenna, Lachlan’s adviser, was on hand, as were several lawyers from the Nevada firm leading the effort. So was the chief legal officer of Fox, Viet Dinh, and the head of News Corp., Robert Thomson. But Rupert had also invited a new guest: William Barr.

William Barr, who served as attorney general in the first Trump administration, arriving at the Reno courthouse during the trial. Emily Najera for The New York Times


The two men had grown friendly since 2019, when Rupert invited Barr, who was Trump’s attorney general at the time, to dinner at his Manhattan penthouse, where they talked about politics and bonded over their mutual appreciation for Fox News. After Trump’s term, Barr wrote a book for Rupert’s publishing house, HarperCollins. In 2021, he attended Rupert’s 90th-birthday party in London and was featured in a video-montage tribute, playing bagpipes.

Rupert had subsequently invited Barr to his ranch in Montana, where he shared his growing anxiety about the worsening dynamic between Lachlan and James. He told Barr that James and his wife were hostile to Fox and expressed his concern that “James was going to make trouble for Lachlan’s succession.” As the two men drew closer, Rupert increasingly turned to Barr for legal advice, and Fox soon put him on retainer.

Rupert had briefed Barr on the discussions about changing the trust and told him that he would like to have him at the October meeting in Los Angeles as a sounding board. Barr agreed and asked Rupert to send any material he needed to get up to speed beforehand.

Barr arrived at the Fox lot early for lunch with Rupert and Lachlan. At the meeting that followed, Rupert explained to everyone present that the goal of Project Family Harmony was to secure Lachlan’s leadership by imposing unity on the family trust. He was going to bring things to a head with what Barr would later describe as “an action-forcing event.” That event would be the introduction of the Top Hat Amendment, which would give Rupert — and then Lachlan — full control over the trust.

There was still some debate about how, exactly, they would disempower the Troublesome Beneficiary, James. The initial plan had been to sever his subtrust from the main trust and pay him out for the full value of his shares. But Fox’s chief operating officer, John Nallen, argued that Lachlan might in fact retain tighter control over James by keeping his shares in the trust. Cut loose, he could instantly become a powerful activist shareholder. “Why make the distribution to Troublesome at all?” Nallen wrote to McKenna. His argument won out. James would stay in the trust; he just wouldn’t have any control over his shares once Top Hat was adopted.

There were wrinkles to address. The lawyers from Nevada recommended that Rupert and Lachlan change their representatives to the trust, swapping out longtime loyalists for more plausibly independent figures. Given the aggressive nature of the bid to change the trust — and the possibility that it might end up in court — it seemed safest, the Nevada lawyers said, for the directors casting the deciding votes to have more distance from Rupert and Lachlan.

A couple of days after the meeting on the Fox lot, Robert Thomson called Barr to ask if he would serve as one of Rupert’s three new managing directors and the new president of the original trustee, Cruden. Barr had been impressed with the ingenuity of the Top Hat plan, but he wasn’t yet convinced that it would hold up to legal scrutiny. He spent some time talking to the Nevada lawyers to make sure he was comfortable with their approach before committing.

Lachlan and Rupert still needed to hire two more new managing directors to vote for Top Hat — a second one for Rupert and one for Lachlan. The Nevada firm came up with a pair of local candidates: Bill O’Donnell and Michael Roberson, each a former Republican member of the Nevada Senate. The first outreach to Roberson, from one of the Nevada lawyers, was short on details but clear about the assignment: “My partner has a high profile matter that needs an emergency board position filled for a vote.”

Both Roberson and O’Donnell had to sign nondisclosure agreements before learning anything further. Once on board, they scrambled to get up to speed on the Murdoch family, relying on Google searches and YouTube videos. Roberson read — and O’Donnell listened to — “The Fall,” a 2023 book about Fox News and the Murdochs by Michael Wolff, whom Lachlan would say at trial that he didn’t consider credible. But for Rupert and Lachlan, the main concern was not ensuring that the new directors were steeped in the family history. According to the court record, Fox’s corporate office ran background checks on both men, looking in particular for one potentially disqualifying factor: any association with — or affection for — any other member of the Murdoch family.

Roberson and O’Donnell might not have known much about the Murdoch family or the Murdoch family trust. But they were clearly signing on to a provocative legal effort. Not only were they voting to change a family trust without ever speaking to a majority of its beneficiaries or their legal counsel; they were wading into what was likely to become an all-out war inside a family of billionaires. The same went for Barr. They received agreements from Rupert and Lachlan indemnifying them for nearly all of their conduct as managing directors, including negligence, bad faith and “fraud in the exercise of fiduciary duties and services.”

Rupert had another wrinkle to iron out: Grace and Chloe, now 24 and 21, were also part of the family trust, and their subtrust required a separate agreement endorsing the change.

And so Rupert went to see them and their mother — his third wife, Wendi Deng. In exchange for their support, he offered his two youngest daughters something they’d never had: voting rights in the trust. These rights would be functionally meaningless once Top Hat was passed, but they still carried symbolic weight, effectively putting Grace and Chloe — second-class citizens in the existing trust — on the same level as at least three of their four older siblings. They agreed to sign.

Rupert Murdoch and Wendi Deng (right) with Chloe and Grace in 2019. Steven Ferdman/Getty Images


Rupert, the legendary dealmaker, was on the verge of another deal. In mid-November 2023, the team — along with Barr and the two new managing directors from Nevada — met again in Los Angeles to make their final plans.

Barr was more vocal this time. As a managing director of the trust, he had a fiduciary duty to all its beneficiaries. He made it clear that as a legal matter, they couldn’t change the trust simply to preserve Fox’s conservative slant and secure Rupert’s legacy. They had to make the case that the change was in the interests of the beneficiaries — that taking voting rights away from James, Liz and Prue was good for them and the rest of Rupert’s heirs.

Barr made sure they all understood the argument: Empowering Lachlan would eliminate the uncertainty about the future of the companies and ensure that Fox News and the rest of their outlets wouldn’t lose their large, loyal audiences after Rupert died. To bolster their case, he requested an independent report that would look at other family-run companies that had experienced succession-related infighting.

The biggest concern was James — specifically, that he might sue to block the change the moment he learned about it, tying them up in litigation for months. To prevent this possibility, they would not notify him about Top Hat until 48 hours or so before the Dec. 6 special meeting during which their directors would approve it.

The only thing that could derail the plan now was Rupert’s trip to London to see Liz and Prue. In Barr’s words, the idea was “sorta smoke them out to see where they were.” In the unlikely event that they agreed to willingly surrender their voting power, Rupert would send word back to Reno so that Barr and the lawyers could quickly work up a less radical plan to shift control to Lachlan.

Prue panicked when she heard that her father was coming to London and wanted to meet, and she sent Liz a series of anxious, exclamation-point-laden texts, asking her to call. She was worried that her father had somehow seen the Project Bridge memo about his funeral preparations, which had been circulating among the siblings and their managing directors to the trust. (Her concerns weren’t entirely misplaced: Rupert had seen a copy of the memo — “like I was about to die next week and do I want to be cremated,” he would recall at trial. “Irritated me.”)

Liz shared Prue’s concern. It had been a while since she and Lachlan had spoken, so she reached out to him: “Where are you, my love, all okay, I haven’t caught up in ages.”

Lachlan responded that he had just returned from Ukraine. Liz then mentioned that she was seeing their father that night and broached the subject gently: “Have we upset him asking about death announcements/plans?”

Lachlan didn’t respond.

As soon as Rupert sent word back to Reno that his efforts to get Prue and Liz on board had failed, the materials for the special meeting went out to the children and their managing directors. James’s director, his lifelong friend Jesse Angelo, was gobsmacked when he saw the agenda. Angelo owed his own career to Rupert, having started at News Corp. right out of college and remained with the company for some 25 years. But his loyalty was to his best friend, James. Angelo texted him as soon as he reviewed the materials: “Look at email. KRM and LKM proposing full takeover of the MFT.”

Prue called her father to try to talk him out of going forward with the plan. She was characteristically blunt. She said that he couldn’t treat her and Liz like “his assistants” and warned him about what might happen if he didn’t reconsider: “You already lost one son. And you could well lose two daughters over this.”

She wasn’t sure that Lachlan really was the best person for the job and thought that it might make more sense to bring in a “professional executive” to run the family companies once Rupert was gone. But she told her father that she was at least willing to give her brother a shot.

Liz, too, called her father. An accomplished media executive in her own right, she had once been in the succession mix but had taken herself out of the running when it became clear to her that her father intended to go with one of his sons. She had tried to be a good soldier since then; unlike James, she almost never publicly criticized the family or its companies, even when she disagreed with them. Now her father was not only taking her voting power away from her, he apparently thought she might be willing to hand it over without a fight. “I felt so violated and forsaken that I couldn’t — I knew I had to do a last begging call to my dad and get him to engage in the conversation so he didn’t proceed with this hijack,” she would later say. She pleaded with him to come up with a different solution, one that would take everyone’s wishes into account.

Rupert declared that this wasn’t possible and said that James was “unsalvageable.”

Liz tried to defend her brother, saying that Rupert misunderstood him and that James’s politics weren’t so different from his own.

“You’re being lobbied by James,” her father said. “And you’re going to bend to his will.”

“Do you think I’m a fucking moron?” she shot back.

Before the special meeting, Liz made a last-ditch effort to stop what now seemed inevitable. In a series of texts to Lachlan, she said that she had always been his and their father’s biggest supporter and described the secret move to change the trust as a “massive gut punch.” She begged her brother to try to persuade their father to reconsider.

Lachlan replied: “Hey, Liz, I really appreciate your support. Today is about dad’s wishes and confirming all of our support for him and for his wishes. It shouldn’t be difficult or controversial. Love you, Lachlan.”

Emotions quickly boiled over at the special meeting of the trust. Liz, who was secretly taping the proceedings, accused her father and brother of “raping” the family company. “You think there’s going to be consensus with a gun to our head?” she said. “If you think that’s harmony, we must be in North Korea.” (In his deposition, Angelo would go even further, describing the proposed amendment as “Orwellian” and comparing it to the disenfranchisement of Black voters: “That’s Jim Crow, literally.”) Lachlan was conspicuously silent.

Barr explained that the uncertainty around succession was already affecting Fox and News Corp. and that its impact would only grow, further harming the companies. Angelo asked if he had any evidence to support this claim. As it turned out, the report Barr had requested looking at how succession-related infighting affects corporate valuations had been completed and submitted by one of News Corp.’s advisers, Bank of America. It examined seven family-owned companies that had experienced succession crises. The results were mixed, according to the trial transcripts. In four of the seven cases, the crises had in fact created value for shareholders by spurring a sale or breakup of the companies. In one case, the entrenchment of the leader of a family-owned company had had a negative effect on its valuation. But Barr didn’t mention the report, merely saying, “I think there are studies.”

After the meeting was over, Rupert sent James a copy of his remarks with a note: “James, still time to talk. Love, Dad. PS, love to see my grandchildren one day.”

On Dec. 7, Rupert formally filed his petition to strip Prue, Liz and James of their voting power. The three children quickly filed an objection, arguing that their father was abusing the narrow amendment that enables him to make changes to the family trust. Though the public was still unaware of the escalating turmoil roiling the family, the legal battle was now underway.

Since leaving the family empire, James had become a private investor, backing media firms, A.I. start-ups and a cannabis-edibles company. He was also a board member at Tesla and hired one of the automaker’s law firms, the heavy-hitting Cravath Swaine & Moore, to represent him and his sisters. Strategically speaking, time was on their side; they just needed to tie things up long enough to preserve the existing structure. As Angelo told James, his father’s managing directors to the trust would “go poof” once he was dead. “If the new trustees have not been created, he cannot name one from beyond the grave.”

Rupert brought aboard his own high-profile litigator, Adam Streisand, a specialist in succession battles who had secured Jeanie Buss’s control of the Los Angeles Lakers in the face of an attempted coup by her brothers. In June, amid the flurry of depositions, subpoenas and legal briefs, Rupert, now 93, married his fifth wife, a 67-year-old retired molecular biologist, Elena Zhukova, at his vineyard in the hills of Bel Air. Lachlan and Barr were both in attendance, but Prue and Liz sent their regrets. Liz would say later that it would have been “too painful” to be there. James would say that he hadn’t been invited.

The case fell under the jurisdiction of the probate commissioner for Washoe County, Nev., Edmund J. Gorman Jr. He placed the case under such a tight seal that it didn’t even appear under its anonymized name — “In the Matter of Doe 1 Trust” — on the court’s docket. After reviewing the early briefs, Gorman ruled that Rupert had the right to change the trust. To do so, though, he would first need to prove that the change was being done in good faith and for the “sole benefit” of his beneficiaries. And he would need to do that at trial in September.

In late July, the public learned for the first time about the legal battle over the Murdoch family trust when we obtained a copy of Gorman’s opinion and reported on the broad outlines of the case. After our article was published, The Times’s legal counsel led a lawsuit to open the court proceedings to the media, arguing that the battle over the future of the Murdoch empire is a matter of public interest. Its outcome could very well determine the future of two multibillion-dollar publicly traded companies, not to mention affect many millions of media consumers and reshape the American political landscape. A district judge rejected the request, ruling that Rupert had brought his action in the Nevada courts under the expectation that it would remain confidential.

In a statement, a spokesman for Rupert and Lachlan denounced the leaks behind this article. “A significant part of the rationale for this amendment was consistent leaking by individuals seeking to undermine and disrupt both the Murdoch Family Trust and the two companies. Since then, we have repeatedly seen — in July, in December and now, again, today — evidence of that kind of conduct, through ongoing improper leaks of sealed court documents to try to manipulate the legal process. This, once again, demonstrates why this amendment is necessary.”

A spokeswoman for Prue, Liz and James said: “We are refraining from comment at this moment, because most of the litigation is still under seal.”

Just a few weeks before the trial was set to begin, Rupert sent Prue flowers for her birthday, according to her testimony at trial. She wrote to thank him but added that she didn’t think he realized how much he had hurt her and Liz.

“Nonsense,” her father wrote back.

Part 3: ‘A justification for stealing stuff’

On the morning of Sept. 16, 2024, two separate caravans of S.U.V.s made their way through a desert landscape of used-car dealerships and tired casinos and pulled up in front of the Washoe County Courthouse in downtown Reno, their advance teams having ensured that the two parties would not arrive at the same moment. As the various members of the Murdoch family and their spouses exited the vehicles and climbed the steps, they were swarmed by a waiting pack of photographers and reporters who had come for a quick glimpse of the principals before they disappeared into the black box of the probate courtroom.

It was the first time that they had gathered under one roof since a family wedding more than two years earlier. The rivalries and resentments and competing agendas that divided them had already been laid bare in the thousands of pages of emails, text messages and depositions unearthed during the discovery process that all the parties had seen. But they would now be testifying against one another in court.

Prudence, Elisabeth and James Murdoch arriving at the Reno courthouse during the trial. Jackie Luna/Reuters


The two sides had prepared dueling narratives. Rupert and Lachlan needed to convince the commissioner that they had acted in good faith to change the trust: They were only moving to protect the family empire from uncertainty surrounding Lachlan’s future and from the prospect of a James-led coup after Rupert’s death, which would destroy the companies’ value for all of the heirs. Prue, Liz and James — known in Rupert and Lachlan’s filings as “the Objecting Children” — were setting out to paint their father and brother’s narrative as a paranoid fantasy, a bad-faith pretext for a politically motivated power play that violated both the spirit and the terms of the supposedly inviolable family trust.

Barr testified first. Lachlan and Rupert were behind the creation of the Top Hat Amendment, but it was Barr and the other two new managing directors who had ratified it. He insisted that he had acted independently despite his pre-existing relationship with Rupert, maintaining that he had voted to change the trust because he was convinced that the status quo posed a threat to the value of the companies and thus to the beneficiaries.

The Bank of America report — the one that found that succession struggles sometimes increased corporate values by prompting a sale or breakup of a family-owned company — had surfaced during discovery. During her cross-examination of Barr, one of the objecting children’s lawyers, Lauren Moskowitz, pressed him on his decision not to share it with the other managing directors of the trust. Barr initially deflected her questions. “B. of A., you would agree, are experts on valuation, right?” Moskowitz asked. “I have no idea,” Barr replied. After some back and forth, he finally said that he kept the report to himself because he didn’t consider it conclusive.

Michael Roberson, one of the other new managing directors that Rupert and Lachlan had installed, followed. Like Barr, he had a fiduciary duty to carefully consider the amendment and weigh whether it was in the best interests of the beneficiaries. He admitted, however, that he had not done any substantive research into the original trust documents before casting his vote for Top Hat, though he did say that he had hired his father-in-law, who is a lawyer, to look over the documents for him.

The last of the three new directors, Bill O’Donnell, reviewed the history of his involvement in the case, explaining that when he was told who the client was, he initially thought he was being asked to serve on the family trust of Alex Murdaugh — a South Carolina lawyer convicted of shooting his wife and son to death. “I thought, Oh, no, I don’t want to get involved in that.” Under questioning, he acknowledged that he had not personally reviewed the rules that governed the Murdoch family trust or even the operating agreement for the new trustees that he was voting to create, relying instead on lawyers to advise him.

Rupert was next. In a sense, he had no one to blame but himself for his predicament, boxed in as he was by the trust he created. But he signed off on the trust in 2006, before he picked Lachlan as his successor and before the family splintered politically.

As he saw it, the stakes had changed over the past 18 years. The older he got, the more convinced he was of the importance of the conservative empire he was leaving behind. He was not a billionaire philanthropist — a David Koch or a Michael Bloomberg or a Warren Buffett — who had steered his fortune toward pet causes or funded various monuments to himself. He had given his children everything, and his empire was his cause and his monument. Whatever the fine print said, if he wanted to change the family trust that he himself created — containing the shares of two companies that he himself built — wasn’t that his prerogative?

Adam Streisand, Rupert’s lawyer, walked him through the decision to amend the trust. Rupert’s voice was faint at times, but at 93, he was still perfectly cogent. “I just felt sure, very certain that if these things weren’t settled, there would be trouble, and the trouble would be damaging,” Rupert said. He elaborated: “If there’s uncertainty about the management, the public will feel it, inside the company would feel it.”

Rupert argued that Top Hat was intended to eliminate the uncertainty and settle his succession once and for all: “Everybody would know where they stood, the company would know what it’s doing and it would be functionally harmonious.”

Streisand introduced Rupert’s 2023 email exchange with Anna into evidence. She was the one who set the parameters of the trust in their divorce, and now she was endorsing Rupert’s desire to consolidate control under Lachlan. “It was very comforting to me that she agreed with me about Lachlan and the need to do something to ensure the future,” Rupert said.

A lawyer for the objecting children, Gary Bornstein, questioned whether Anna really had the divorce agreement or the trust in mind when she wrote the emails.

“She was not thinking about them, no,” Rupert answered. Bornstein asked whether Rupert knew that Anna had been diagnosed with a form of dementia; Rupert said he did not.

Then Bornstein got to the thrust of his argument. Wasn’t the whole Top Hat plan really less about protecting the value of the trust for its beneficiaries than about securing Rupert’s own legacy?

To Rupert, they were one and the same. He volunteered that it would be a “disaster” for the country if Fox News were to fall into the wrong hands.

He again blamed James, who was going to force Liz and Prue to choose between their two brothers.

“And the solution to that problem of having two grown women having to make a decision was for you to make the decision for them, correct?” Bornstein asked.

“Yes,” Rupert answered.


By the third day in Reno, when the objectors — Prue, Liz and James — all took the stand, the outlines of the dueling arguments were well established. The three objectors would be key witnesses for Rupert’s lawyer, Streisand, to cross-examine. To sell his case to the judge, he needed to portray them as spoiled children who were resisting the wishes of the man who made them rich beyond imagination but also as schemers who had been circulating memos about their father’s death and who, if allowed to control the empire, would drive it to the left and alienate its core audience.

“You’ve been fortunate to have become a multibillionaire thanks to your father’s enormous generosity?” Streisand asked Liz.

“I wouldn’t call it generosity,” she replied, “but his enormous success, yes.”

He drilled down further, asking her about the sale of 21st Century Fox to Disney. “That’s when each of you received $2.1 billion, right?”

Liz again took issue with his characterization: “Pretax. Yes.”

Later in her testimony, she expressed appreciation for her father’s mentorship: “I feel like I was taught at the feet of the master.”

Streisand summoned all of the evidence he had that she, James and Prue were planning to move on Lachlan as soon as their father died, zeroing in on the 2023 Claridge’s dinner in particular. The discovery process had unearthed a suggestive diary entry from Prue’s managing director to the trust, Richard Oldfield, about the meeting of the three siblings that night, as well as the two brothers’ broader machinations in advance of their father’s death. “The boys are already on maneuvers,” he wrote. “Lachlan full of interest in Prue’s children uncharacteristically, and James convening a dinner of himself, Liz and Prue and suggesting ‘we go in there,’ which means getting rid of Lachlan. Trouble to come, KRM is mentally fine, very arthritic.”

Streisand pressed: “And is it customary for you when you have drinks with your siblings and dinner to book a hotel conference room?”

“No,” Liz conceded. But she noted that they wanted to keep their conversation private because they would be talking about their father’s death.

Streisand continued to push, asking if they had spoken about ousting Lachlan after their father’s death.

“Absolutely not,” Liz said.

One of the children’s lawyers, Justin Clarke, developed a competing portrait of his clients, as victims of an underhanded legal maneuver by their father and brother.

At his prodding, Liz relived the anger and betrayal she felt when she met her father at his London home nine months earlier and the toll it took.

“What is your relationship with your father like today?” Clarke asked.

“Absent,” Liz responded.

“What was it like before the Dec. 6 special meeting?” Clarke continued.

“Unbelievably close.”

In the afternoon, James took the stand. The whole case was really about him: the Troublesome Beneficiary who had been causing problems for his father and brother for years and had the power to make a lot more mischief down the road.

Streisand sought to portray James as the spurned son, fueled by resentment, biding his time, waiting for his father’s death. In this telling, James was already meddling with the empire’s affairs while anonymously stoking the uncertainty about Lachlan’s future in the media and scheming with his sisters to help him exact his ultimate revenge.

The lawyer returned to the meeting at Claridge’s. James acknowledged that he and his two sisters had expressed frustration with their father and brother’s leadership style and spoken about “Succession” — “the TV show that I have never seen that had gotten everyone hot under the collar,” as James described it. According to James, he and his sisters had even talked about the new voting power they would have after their father died, when they could outnumber Lachlan three to one. But James insisted that they had never discussed toppling their brother.

“Do you deny saying anything about suggesting that once you do have your agency, that you do something about getting your brother out?” Streisand continued.

“I do deny that,” James insisted. “That did not happen.”

Streisand asked James if he had ever publicly expressed support for his brother. “I don’t believe so,” he answered.

Streisand followed up: “You don’t believe so or you haven’t?”

“I don’t think I have,” James answered.

When Streisand hammered the point — “You won’t commit to support your brother’s leadership of Fox and News, right?” — James replied, “I haven’t been asked to.”

James grew emotional reviewing the history of his strained family relationships. He choked up when discussing his relationship with his brother, and then choked up again when speaking about his relationship with his father. “You know, there have been a lot of hurtful things over the years,” he said. “We worked together very closely for a long time. It’s hard.”

But he was also defiant. Asked how he felt about being identified as the Troublesome Beneficiary, he responded: “It’s garbage.” He went on: “They’re making stuff up or believing things that they are being told to create some sort of boogeyman that is a justification for stealing stuff that they didn’t want to buy.”

Lachlan took the witness stand on the fourth day for a marathon session. His testimony was perhaps the most important for both sides: He was either the victim of a fratricidal plot or the perpetrator of one.

He was the chosen son, and he paid tribute to the man who had chosen him, calling his father’s accomplishments as a businessman and media mogul “nothing short of staggering, incredible.” While Liz had quibbled with the characterization of their father as “generous,” Lachlan was unequivocal: “He gave the companies to us.” While James had grown emotional discussing his estrangement from his father, Lachlan nostalgically recalled a camping trip they took together.

Rupert Murdoch at work in 1975 at Star magazine, a tabloid he founded the previous year to compete with The National Enquirer. Naomi Lasdon/Newsday RM, via Getty Images


One of Lachlan’s lawyers, Alexander LeVeque, walked him through the mounting danger signs, including the ominous piece in The Financial Times in early 2023 and other articles suggesting that a coup was already in the works — “thousands of stories,” Lachlan said, noting that their frequency was increasing as Rupert grew older.

It would have been easy for his siblings to end the speculation, Lachlan said, had they wished to. “If Liz and Prue and James had come out at any point in this time, publicly, on the record, and said, ‘This is false, Lachlan does not get fired the day Rupert dies, we are not a gang of three against him,’ that would have stopped the stories,” he said. “It would have been a very simple, straight thing to do, and it would have been a decent thing, too.”

Lachlan articulated his leadership philosophy for Fox News and the rest of the family’s news outlets, drawing an implicit contrast with James, who had made it abundantly clear that he wanted to change the network. To Lachlan, being a great news organization meant giving viewers the news they wanted — having your “finger on the pulse” of your audience, as he put it. That was the formula that had so often kept Fox News in lock step with Trump, even when it found itself airing demonstrably false conspiracy theories. In the case of Dominion, giving Fox’s audience the news it wanted came at a steep price. Still, this was the business strategy that had made Fox News enormously successful. And it was in danger of being undermined if the Murdoch family trust wasn’t amended.

Lachlan acknowledged that it was he — and not his father — who initiated the effort to change the trust. But he argued that Project Family Harmony was vital to its beneficiaries. Whatever his siblings were planning, the current setup, in which control of the family’s multibillion-dollar empire was divided equally among four people, was obviously untenable. Project Family Harmony was designed to address both the “disharmony in the family” and the looming threat of a deadlock “so that we can maintain or grow the value of the MFT.”

Lauren Moskowitz handled the cross-examination for the objecting children. She set about trying to question this assertion — to present Project Family Harmony not as a good-faith effort to secure the financial future of the trust but as a naked power grab abetted by a legacy-obsessed father.

When Moskowitz asked Lachlan if he had spoken to any of his siblings about his concerns over a deadlock before beginning a stealth attack to disenfranchise them, he confessed that he had not. Later, she pressed Lachlan on James’s opposition to recombining the two companies. Lachlan was frustrated that James’s representative to the trust had insisted on voting against the plan, even after Liz and Prue’s representatives were satisfied. To Lachlan, it was a sign of James’s recalcitrance — and a demonstration of his stubborn resolve to do everything in his power to impede his brother’s leadership.

But Moskowitz questioned this interpretation of James’s refusal to endorse the recombination. To avoid potential shareholder lawsuits, the two companies would need to show that they negotiated the merger on their own, without substantial input from the controlling stockholders. The representatives for the two sisters had asked for and received assurances that neither Rupert nor Lachlan had spoken in detail with either company about the potential merger.

“And those assurances were not actually true?” Moskowitz said.

Lachlan hedged: “I don’t believe that’s the case.”

Moskowitz introduced into evidence extensive communications between Lachlan and a senior Fox executive about the proposed recombination.

“You had discussed possible transaction structures?” she asked.

“Yes,” Lachlan confessed.

“You had discussed issues relevant to pricing?” she continued.

“Yes,” Lachlan acknowledged.

Lachlan also had to walk back some of his supposed evidence of sibling plotting. He acknowledged that when Liz turned down his offer to join the Fox board, she said that she would be open to the idea in the future. And he confessed that he might have been wrong about James’s being behind the 2023 Financial Times article.

“Sir, you have no proof that, in fact, James’s people were the source for anything in this article, correct?” Moskowitz asked.

“Correct,” Lachlan answered, adding: “I think now Liz and Mr. Devereux were the source.”

The two sides filed their closing briefs in the middle of November. With their arch tones, they read, perhaps inevitably, as though they had been workshopped in the writers’ room for “Succession.”

The lawyers for the objecting children wrote sarcastically of Rupert and Lachlan’s “‘foreboding tale’ of siblings ‘working covertly to act in their own interests upon KRM’s death’ and pursuing an agenda ‘out of jealousy, misplaced revenge or pure politics.’” Rupert and Lachlan’s lawyers responded that the objectors had conjured “quite the film noir” in which a “Machiavellian Lachlan Murdoch” manipulates his enfeebled father to turn against three of his children by deviously feeding him a “series of confabulated news stories.” The brief continued from there, further mocking the objectors’ account of Project Family Harmony: Rupert “rises from the ash-heap of irrelevance for one last battle to help Lachlan steal what he allegedly refused to buy from his siblings.”

Under the local probate rules, Commissioner Gorman would serve as judge and jury, weighing all the evidence before making his recommendation, which would then be reviewable by a district judge and the Nevada Supreme Court. He filed his decision on Saturday, Dec. 7, denying Rupert’s attempt to change the trust in an opinion that was both categorical and withering. In his judgment, Rupert and Lachlan had acted in bad faith. They had not been motivated solely by the interests of the trust’s beneficiaries; rather, Gorman wrote, their newly appointed managing directors — Barr, Roberson and O’Donnell — had been enlisted into “a carefully crafted charade” to “permanently cement Lachlan Murdoch’s” control of the empire and to secure Rupert’s legacy by ensuring that his companies “continue to be alternative, conservative voices in media after he dies.”

Gorman dismissed the alleged evidence of a sibling plot against Lachlan — including the Claridge’s meeting and the Succession Memo — as unconvincing, characterizing the discussions held by James, Liz and Prue about the future of the companies as “at most casual and inchoate.” He did, at least, seem charmed by Rupert’s disarming, if ultimately self-defeating, candor. Gorman wrote that he “showed himself at trial to be neither a victim of his infirmities nor lacking in mental vigor,” noting that he testified with “appropriate recall and, at times, sharp wit.” In the end, Gorman found him to be “the least coached (and perhaps the least coachable) and, by and large, one of the more credible witnesses to appear in this case.”

He had a very different view of Lachlan. Gorman seemed especially disturbed by what he characterized as Lachlan’s misleading testimony about the recombination of the two companies, calling it “an example of Lachlan Murdoch’s lack of candor with the parties and on the witness stand.”

Gorman was even more scathing when it came to the new managing directors. He concluded that Barr’s failure to disclose the Bank of America report was a sign of bad faith and that the three “did not act impartially” when they approved the changes to the trust — an act that he described as “an abuse of discretion and a breach of the fiduciary duties owed to the trust and its beneficiaries.”

Rupert and Lachlan promptly moved to appeal Gorman’s decision — and Barr has also filed his own challenge to it — but it’s unlikely to be overturned. The Top Hat Amendment and Project Family Harmony are probably finished. Rupert and Lachlan, it appeared, had taken their shot and missed. If they want to lock in Lachlan’s leadership and secure Rupert’s legacy, they will need to find another way, probably by returning to the negotiating table with Prue, Liz and James. But the objecting children now hold all the leverage. As things stand, they have the power to change the editorial direction of Rupert’s companies after he’s gone. Or they can simply cash out to someone outside the family when the trust dissolves in 2030.

Rupert has been elevated by Trump’s return to office. His former employees are scattered across the new administration, and Rupert himself has already visited the Oval Office. At 93, he’s as politically relevant as ever. And yet the existential future of his family’s empire has never been at greater risk.

Gorman seemed to get caught up in the drama of the case himself as he neared the end of his 96-page opinion, breaking out of his legal and factual analysis with a rhetorical flourish worthy of one of Rupert’s own tabloids. “The effort was an attempt to stack the deck in Lachlan Murdoch’s favor after Rupert Murdoch’s passing so that his succession would be immutable,” he wrote. “The play might have worked; but an evidentiary hearing, like a showdown in a game of poker, is where gamesmanship collides with the facts and at its conclusion, all the bluffs are called and the cards lie face up.”
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Six Takeaways About the Murdoch Succession Fight

Here are the main revelations about the battle for control from a secret Nevada trial.

Rupert Murdoch arriving for the trial over the family trust in Reno, Nev., in September. Fred Greaves/Reuters



By Jim Rutenberg and Jonathan Mahler



Feb 13, 2025 at 03:52 PM

Rupert Murdoch and his family control the most influential conservative media empire in the world. For more than a year, they’ve been locked in a secret legal battle over who controls it. Rupert and his oldest son, Lachlan, tried to hand Lachlan full control of the companies. His siblings blocked the move.

The New York Times obtained the bulk of the trial record·, totaling more than 3,000 pages: most of the briefs, all of the rulings and the full transcript of the trial itself, including extensive exchanges among family members that were entered as evidence.

Here are six takeaways from those documents.

A conservative empire

Throughout his career, Rupert has been dogged by a question: Is he an ideological warrior intent on tilting the English-speaking world to the right or a pragmatic businessman catering to conservative audiences for profit?

The evidence presented at trial shows that — in his twilight years, at least — his ideological legacy is paramount. “Fox and our papers are the only faintly conservative voices against the monolithic liberal media,” he wrote to his ex-wife Anna in 2023. “I believe maintaining this is vital to the future of the English-speaking world.” He also testified that keeping his news outlets on their conservative course long after his death — by giving Lachlan full control — was more important to him than any profit he could realize by selling them to others.

The divided Murdochs

The fight over the Murdoch family trust has deepened old fault lines. Lachlan was convinced that his three oldest siblings, led by James, were plotting to overthrow him when their father dies. Elisabeth, who has historically seen herself as the family’s Switzerland, said that she felt “violated and forsaken” by her father’s plan to change the trust. “You’ve blown a hole in the family,” she told him. Rupert’s oldest child, Prudence, accused him of treating her and Elisabeth like “his assistants.” James’s representative to the family trust, his best friend, Jesse Angelo, called the plan “Orwellian” and compared it to the disenfranchisement of Black voters in the Jim Crow South.

Lachlan’s predicament

The fight is also about money — and specifically about how much Lachlan will be willing to pay for his siblings’ shares of the trust. Without those shares, he could lose control of the companies. Both he and Rupert have approached Prudence, Elisabeth and James about buyouts in the past, but Lachlan has never been willing to offer them more than 60 percent of the market value of their shares. 

Expiration date

For many years, the Murdoch succession battle was framed as a fight over which Murdoch child would control the empire after Rupert dies: the more conservative Lachlan or the more liberal James. But there’s another very real possibility: The Murdoch family may lose control altogether in a few years. Rupert has no one to blame but himself. In 2006, he created the trust that holds the voting shares for Fox Corporation and News Corp. But the trust expires in 2030, at which point its beneficiaries can sell their shares as they please, potentially realizing billions of dollars but releasing their hold on the businesses that their father built over the course of more than 70 years.

Rupert’s sharpness

Rupert, who is 93, receded from public view many years ago. He never gives interviews to the press and rarely speaks publicly. Speculation has been rife: Is he still with it? The answer, definitively, is yes. The Nevada probate commissioner presiding over the family’s trust case, Edmund J. Gorman Jr., was impressed enough by Rupert’s mental acuity to compliment him for it — even as he ruled against him. In his final decision, Gorman wrote that Murdoch “showed himself at trial to be neither a victim of his infirmities nor lacking in mental vigor.” Rather, Gorman wrote, Murdoch testified with “appropriate recall and, at times, sharp wit.”

The ‘Succession’ memo

It’s no secret that “Succession” was inspired by the Murdoch family. But when it comes to the Murdochs, art hasn’t just imitated life; life has imitated art. When Elisabeth’s personal representative to the family trust, Mark Devereux, watched the episode in which the family patriarch, Logan Roy, dies unexpectedly, sending the fictional Roy family into chaos, he panicked. He called Elisabeth to tell her to watch the episode. She had already seen it twice and was very upset about it. Devereux wrote a memo for the Murdoch siblings — the “Succession” memo, he called it — intended to prevent a real-life repeat by encouraging them to consider a variety of difficult questions, including whether it would be possible to move Fox News to the center after Rupert’s death.

There are dozens of other revelations about this very secretive family in the full story, which you can read here·.
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Janet Malcolm Understood the Power of Not Being ‘Nice’

The writer is remembered, above all, for her ruthlessness. But when I went looking for it, I found something much more complicated.




By Katie Roiphe



Feb 12, 2025 at 05:02 AM

The writer Janet Malcolm once joked to her editor Ileene Smith, “People are disappointed when they meet me because I don’t look like a dominatrix.” An image of Malcolm as brutal had been looming over her for decades. A news reporter labeled her “a master of pitiless prose.” A review called her “the Queen of Not-Nice.” An admiring critic said she “was given to mutilating her subjects.” In an interview, she was once asked, “To what extent do you see yourself as an eviscerating machine?” And when Malcolm died, in 2021, words like “deadliest,” “pitiless,” “cold,” “merciless” and “chilling” echoed through the obituaries and reminiscences.

The idea of her as terrifying emerged from her writing, which irritated, flustered, enraptured and dazzled the literary world for half a century. She turned outrageously arcane subjects, like a feud about the Sigmund Freud Archives, or infighting among Sylvia Plath biographers, into books as gripping as mystery novels. On subjects ranging from photography to murder trials, there is a thrilling psychological penetration in her descriptions, a brisk rigor to her thinking, a superb confidence in her own opinions.

Malcolm sliced through delusions and vanities, and cut to the heart of people and situations. One of my New York University students said of her, “She’s like a psychiatrist freed from the need to heal people.” She was a master at reading the accidental gesture or casual comment for what it exposed. This quality combined with the drop-dead elegance of her sentences was distilled as “cold” or “mean.”

What is odd is that this idea of Malcolm as ruthless seemed to be constructed as much by people who love her work as by those who were troubled by it. There seemed to be something in her supreme confidence and intellectual brio that provokes people even as they revere her.

Malcolm and I became friendly in the last decade of her life, after I interviewed her for The Paris Review, and we often met for lunches at a Japanese restaurant near her house in Gramercy. In person, Malcolm was slight, sparrowlike, with large glasses. Her ambience was watchful, controlled, reserved. One felt she was keeping herself a bit apart. But she was also nice, if that is not too vacuous a word. She was quietly generous, sympathetic, funny, good company. Throughout her life, she sent encouraging notes to younger writers, especially women. She once tried to buy her housekeeper a house. Long after finishing a piece about a woman who was convicted of murder, Malcolm worried about her being in prison on very hot days without air-conditioning. This Janet Malcolm clashed so conspicuously with the ruthless, forbidding Janet Malcolm in the public imagination that I began to wonder about the gap.

Janet Malcolm in 1989.  George Lange


Of course, writers are often different on the page than in life. What drew me to Malcolm’s overblown reputation is its cartoonishness, its note of insistent moralism, its whiff of sexism. I can’t think of a male writer who preoccupies the public with their “not niceness” or “coldness.” The characterization evokes a whole set of standards men are not generally judged by. Something in Malcolm’s personality made her a lightning rod for the kind of subtly gendered judgment that we often participate in without realizing it.

When you were talking to her, it was almost impossible to read her reaction to what you were saying on her face. This could be interpreted as an inviting blankness or a stoniness. She gave whomever she was talking to more space to express and expand themselves than they were used to. This was striking or unnerving in a social situation and remarkably effective as an interviewing tactic. She managed to turn her extreme reserve into a source of power.

The more I thought about the tangle of her personality, her work and its reception, the more uneasy I became. Was she really colder or meaner than the rest of us? Or was this a fantasy that both her admirers and detractors were oddly attached to? If there was something in Malcolm’s emotional makeup that liberated her from the pressure to be “nice,” I wanted to know what it was. I wondered if, on some level, she liked or enjoyed or even created this reputation. I also wanted to know if it hurt her in some way, if there was a cost to this way of being in the world.

Over half a year, I tracked down people in Malcolm’s orbit and dug through boxes in archives at Yale and the New York Public Library to understand not just Malcolm but also the charged force field of projection that existed around her. I noticed a strange intensity in my conversations with her friends, family members, editors, colleagues, admirers and ambivalent readers. People seemed unusually invested, disconcerted, fascinated, challenged; their accounts of her had the feeling of a pressing puzzle whose solution was just out of reach.

I sensed that if I could understand Malcolm’s relation to this outsize reputation, I could get at something larger: How do we balance the pressure to be nice or likable or make other people comfortable against the imperatives to do our best work and be our true selves?

Even before Malcolm wrote her most famous, inflammatory pieces, she was a daunting figure at The New Yorker. I learned that there was a nickname for her in the 1970s: Lady Macbeth. Apparently the name was based on an outlandish theory that the quiet writer was plotting some kind of coup at the magazine involving her husband, Gardner Botsford, who was an editor. This was totally fabricated, though the name clearly drew on early fantasies of Malcolm as brutal or ruthless.

The critic Chip McGrath, who was then a young New Yorker editor, said: “I think a lot of people were afraid of her. You thought she was judgmental, and she was judgmental. I found her very intimidating, and I was never sure whether she liked me.” Her shyness may have enhanced the idea of her as a distant, judging presence.

I began to notice that a majority of the men I talked to — mostly admirers, friends and colleagues — assimilated Malcolm’s exotic independence in a very specific way: They referred to her as “feline” or “catlike.” This felt to me like a coded reference to her extreme apartness or reserve. It made me wonder if there was something challenging or provocative in that aloofness. A younger colleague, Alec Wilkinson, said, “She seemed completely self-contained and very alluring.” Tad Friend, a New Yorker writer who admires Malcolm’s work (in a “complicated way”), emailed me an extended association of her as a cat, which included the line “Cats are hunters.”

It is true that Malcolm did not go in for the smiling, bubbly, feminine putting-people-at-ease that many of us engage in. As Kennedy Fraser, a writer at the magazine in the ’70s and ’80s, said, “If you met her in the ladies room, she never said a friendly word or had a little chat.” Malcolm wrote in her last book “Still Pictures” that she saw her own mother’s charm as springing from an outdated need to please or flatter men. She once wrote: “By being charming, you are lowering yourself. You are asking for something.”

Ultimately, it is her rare confidence that fascinates and provokes. In my conversations with other admirers of Malcolm, it began to feel as if they were in some curious way attached to this idea of her ruthlessness themselves, even as it seemed to them facile or overstated. Her admirers are passionate about her intellectual ferocity. They admire the cerebral coolness, the “not niceness” in her work, which reads to them as unfettered honesty. She holds out a thrillingly high standard that the rest of us struggle to meet. One writer told me that she was so anxious about how her subject would react when her piece came out in The New Yorker that she had to take Klonopin; she was drawn to the contrasting image of Malcolm, who she imagined doing this work without being bogged down by these kinds of anxieties.

When I spoke to the New Yorker writer Rebecca Mead, she mentioned a moment in Malcolm’s book “The Silent Woman” about Sylvia Plath when the critic Jacqueline Rose asked Malcolm not to include a line from a letter she showed her. Not only did Malcolm include it, but she turned the request into an extended meditation on Rose’s sleek competitiveness. “I would like to think I would have the inner fortitude to do what she does with Jacqueline Rose,” Mead told me. “You can only hope you would be true to your inner self and the imperative of the story.” Most writers would have given in, and sacrificed the startling moment that exposed the human situation in a vivid, revelatory way.

In my conversations, I began to see that even the Malcolm admirers I think of as uncommonly tough and independent-minded seem to view themselves as constantly capitulating to “niceness” in their own lives. For them, Malcolm symbolizes an ideal of a woman who does not cater to or pander to or worry about making other people happy. She seemed somehow above compromising herself or her work with concern for other people’s feelings. She was comfortable saying no to an invitation, a photograph, a profile, an interview, a lecture if she didn’t feel like doing it, which she mostly didn’t. As the writer Zoë Heller put it, “That I think is a fantastic lesson for all women, you know, a polite, firm no thank you.” As the writer Alice Gregory told me, “She is unwilling to temper the truth with all the kind of frilly girlie things we do in conversation to soften things or get people used to certain ideas.”

In all my lunches and teas and calls with people in Malcolm’s world, I began to see that she did in fact possess a greater-than-normal ability to block out the outside world. This may have been perceived, in a woman, as a kind of “not niceness,” a coolness. Even at the most turbulent points in her career, she had an untouchable confidence, a rare and fruitful independence from other people’s opinions. There was a period when people would come up to her at parties to say they disagreed with her famous line from her 1990 book “The Journalist and the Murderer,” about a journalist exploiting the trust of a murderer he was writing about: “Every journalist who is not too stupid or too full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible”

In 1984, Jeffrey Masson, the disgruntled, anti-Freudian psychoanalyst at the heart of her juicy, much-talked-about book “In the Freud Archives,” sued Malcolm for libel, and the case hung over her for a decade as it moved through the courts, attracting enormous amounts of publicity. His accusation that she made up quotes, like his reference to himself as “an intellectual gigolo,” seemed to substantiate the shadowy suspicion of Malcolm floating around the literary world. People denounced her journalistic integrity behind her back and sometimes to her face. This paper ran a vitriolic piece by Michiko Kakutani condemning her “sloppy journalistic ethics.” She was so embattled that Philip Roth joked about signing all his letters “A proud friend of Janet Malcolm.” While some of the viciousness circulating in the literary world upset her, and she did cut off some friendships during this time, she did not let it shake her sense of purpose, or threaten or muffle her writing.

Malcolm was sued for libel in 1984 by Jeffrey Masson, a disgruntled subject of her book “In the Freud Archives.” During her trial, her lawyers arranged for her to see a famous voice coach to give her pointers on how to be more appealing to a jury. George Nikitin/Associated Press


Malcolm never lost her sense of humor, joking in a note to Barbara Epstein, her editor at The New York Review of Books, “Dearest Barbara, I will be thinking of you all drinking champagne and eating caviar as I iron my prison gowns.” As the unpleasant attention swirled around her, Malcolm was hard at work on what many view as her masterpiece, “The Silent Woman,” which she pursued without softening her sharpness; if anything, it took more risks than her earlier work.

In “The Silent Woman,” Malcolm dismantled the lush mythology surrounding Sylvia Plath and her doomed marriage to the poet Ted Hughes. As Malcolm moves through drafty kitchens, Indian restaurants and train rides through the damp English countryside, she turns each biographer and figure in Plath’s life into a character. She exposes the motives and agendas and prejudices at the heart of the Plath industry. She brilliantly indicts the whole enterprise of biography itself, comparing biographers to burglars rifling through people’s drawers. It is a bravura performance — a strange, glittering, singular work. At the heart of the book, she describes herself as one of these figures stalking Ted Hughes’s house, misreading handwriting in libraries. She emphasizes the total impossibility of ever knowing the truth of another person’s life, while at the same time signaling to the reader that she has gotten closer to something true about the dead poet than anyone else.

At one point, she gave the unfinished manuscript of “The Silent Woman” to Philip Roth. He gave it a slashing edit, with often nasty comments in the margins. He violently disapproved of her putting herself in as a character. He hated her metaphors and accused her of intellectual shallowness.

Another writer might have been crushed or paralyzed, but Malcolm simply addressed what she thought were the few useful parts of his criticism and put aside the rest. She scribbled playful and defiant responses to his edits in the margins: “What’s bugging you, Philip? she said, with a sad shake of her head.” Later, in an unpublished interview, she said, “I didn’t accept his dislike of the book.” Some of his crankiness, she thought, arose from being a man of the 1950s reading about the female experience. But this preternatural toughness, this ability to assimilate and cast off disapproval, even from a writer she admired as much as Roth, was part of her extraordinary strength. To take this incident with equanimity, to not let it undermine either her friendship or her manuscript, requires a very expansive and shockingly healthy sense of self.

I know from my own experience how hard it is to preserve your equilibrium and sense of purpose when you are under attack. I found myself coveting Malcolm’s aura of untouchability, wishing I could bottle it. But I also wondered if there are times when a radical independence from other people’s opinions is a liability, when this way of being in the world didn’t work for her.

I have always been fascinated by Malcolm’s libel trial, because it was in the courtroom that the stakes of her perceived coldness or aloofness became higher. In front of a jury, being likable suddenly matters. In the first trial, in 1993, she projected a sense of being somehow above having to explain herself. In The New York Review of Books, she later described her own posture of “glacial distance,” drawing on The New Yorker ethos of “unrelenting hauteur.” It seems it had not occurred to her to smile a little at the jury or to project a little endearing vulnerability. She felt the facts would speak for themselves. A newspaper article at the time called her “an austere, driven woman.” Another reporter referred to her manner as “aloof, arrogant.” The jury came out against her but couldn’t agree on damages, so there was a mistrial.

In the second trial, her lawyer, Gary Bostwick, struggled with how to make her seem like a more likable witness to what he called “a regular juror.” Bostwick grew up in Wyoming and cultivated a down-to-earth mien. “She couldn’t say to the jury, ‘I am shy, so this is hard for me’ ” he told me. “I considered that. I never suggested it to her. I didn’t think she would feel comfortable. That was not Janet. That was too unnatural.” He then arranged for her to see a famous voice coach, Sam Chwat, to give her pointers on how to be appealing to the jury. They talked, among other things, about trading in her black-and-gray clothes for the more conventionally pleasing pastel palette. Like a man in the street, calling out to a passing woman, the world seemed to be saying to Janet Malcolm, “Smile, baby.” Bostwick and Malcolm debriefed by phone after each of her coaching sessions.

Malcolm wrote an intriguing passage about this interlude in that same N.Y.R.B. article, which came out toward the end of her life: “His gentle correction of my self-presentation at trial, from unprepossessing sullenness to appealing persuasiveness, took me to unexpected places of self-knowledge and knowledge of life.” She seemed exhilarated and fascinated to have discovered a new mode. But Bostwick told me that she felt differently at the time: “My impression is that she felt as if it was a little unseemly. I never got the feeling that she was comfortable with it.”

Uncomfortable and intriguing as it may have been, the metamorphosis worked. Malcolm prevailed in court. In the coverage, The New York Times noted the disappearance of the “dour defendant with the downcast eyes” and reported that she “startled photographers by smiling directly at them.” The news reports lingered over her pastel clothing, her pretty patterned scarves and brown suede pumps. She spoke to the jury in a new, warmer, more approachable style. In some sense, this is what she refused to do in her writing, a feminine performance she disdained. This was the “niceness” she omitted from her work.

The more people I talked to, the more I struggled with the question of how much of this persona, this aura of steeliness, was intentional. As a master craftsman, Malcolm was in such consummate control of her presence on the page that it is hard to imagine this harshness was not deliberate — that she did not in some way create the “Janet Malcolm” the newspapers were referring to, “the austere, driven woman” people perceived. As her book editor Ileene Smith put it, “I don’t think she accidentally did anything on the page.” In “The Silent Woman” manuscript, she crossed out a line that might seem soft or sentimental about having so much sympathy for Ted Hughes that “my eyes actually filled with tears.”

But there are also plenty of signs that this forbidding persona wasn’t calculated and entirely within her control. She often expressed surprise or bemusement about it to her friends. She talked about it as something funny, absurd, completely outside of herself. She said in one rare interview: “I really don’t know whether the people who don’t like my writing, don’t like it because of their perception of me as a tough, not-nice woman. It seems kind of ridiculous — I think of myself as a completely ordinary, harmless person — but what people think of your writing persona is out of your hands.”

Malcolm in her studio in the 2000s with collages she made. Kevin Sturman


I started to feel that I could only cut through the thick atmosphere of mythmaking and get closer to Malcolm if I could see notes she casually scribbled to friends. Was she colder and more dedicated to getting the story than other writers? Did she struggle to achieve the coolness she manifested on the page? Was it a burden to be renowned for not-niceness? There had to be some clues in the archives.

When I got to the sleek, glassed-in archive at Yale University, some of my assumptions about Malcolm began to come undone. I always thought that she didn’t lose much sleep over what her subjects felt about what she wrote. With its atmosphere of high-minded purpose, her writing gave an impression that she would not compromise the purity or integrity of the story for people’s feelings. But as I sat at a long wooden table, with one of many giant cardboard boxes in front of me, I stumbled across a slim folder of extraordinary letters she wrote to Kurt Eissler, the brilliant psychoanalyst who is betrayed by Masson in “In the Freud Archives.” In the liberally crossed-out typewritten prose, I glimpsed a side of her that startled me. When Eissler decided to cut off their warm, lively correspondence, she wrote: “Your letter makes me very sad. In fact, I am in tears as I write this.”

Eissler, like Malcolm’s psychiatrist father, had a worldly European aura, and she admired his fervent defenses of Freud. While she was working on the piece, she wrote to him: “Because of my growing regard for you, I feel in a precarious moral position. I like to think that what I write will not cause you any distress, but I know that this may be a vain hope. I would rather give up the whole project than cause you distress. It is only because I believe that there is the chance that what I write will not upset you, that I go on with it.” I had to read this passage several times. Janet Malcolm thinking of giving up a piece because someone would be upset by it?

In the end, she published the piece, which got a huge amount of attention, and even though Eissler came across as a dignified, moral figure, he was even angrier than she feared. She wrote, “I have long felt in a terrible bind about this.” She went on, “Since I could not write it differently than I did, the only way to ensure your continuing good will toward me would have been not to publish it. A small, saintly (or if you like masochistic) part of me has always been attracted to that alternative, but the larger, ambitious, practical, more ordinarily human part has prevailed. There are times when no alternative is the right one, and this is one of those times.”

Seeing this kind of messiness in Malcolm’s writing process is somehow startling, even though it is precisely this messiness that is her central subject. The emotional entanglement, the struggle to get free of emotional obligations to others, belies the colder, steelier Malcolm of her reputation. The Malcolm we imagine — decisive, uncaring, dedicated only to craft — was something she worked hard for, wrestled with.

Sitting in the archives, it suddenly occurred to me that the reason she wrote so eloquently about the moral conflicts of journalism is that she struggled so deeply with them herself; it is precisely because they were not easily or neatly resolved for her that she was drawn to illuminating them. She was obsessed with these betrayals — not because she was cold, but because she wasn’t.

Malcolm had also revealed a surprising concern about her subjects’ feelings in the unpublished interview, which was conducted by email. In an earlier piece, the interviewer attacked a scene she wrote in an article on newly democratic Prague about having dinner at the house of a couple who had compromised their politics to get by. He felt the description was so brutal that it undermined her whole article. She noted that she signaled clearly in the piece that she had given the family a fake name. She also disguised the dinner so that the couple wouldn’t recognize themselves. She wrote, “I enjoyed your portrait of me as a journalistic serial killer and hope this confession of compunction doesn’t shock you too much.” Malcolm was clearly having fun with the caricature of her. Was I imagining it, or was there a hint of the cat playing with a mouse?

On my last day at the archive, an hour before I had to catch the train, I stumbled across an email from the photographer Thomas Struth. This caught my eye because one of the Malcolm admirers had mentioned her profile of him as a particularly harsh one. We had been wondering what the subjects of her “pitiless” or “mutilating” profiles thought of them. Did he hate the piece? “I highly regard your meticulous eye,” Struth wrote. “I feel seen, and appreciate it as constructive commentary.” It must have been exciting to be seen and considered by someone who observed the world on such a high plane. Her writing was also shot through with a bright strain of generosity and compassion, with what Heller has called “a romantic warmth.”

Later, Struth told me, “I found her very uncompromising, in a good way.” He also told me a story about inviting her to see a series of photographs he did of dead animals the day before a gallery opening, and she told him she hated them. “I didn’t mind,” he said. “I liked it. I found it very refreshing.”

I was also curious about how the artist David Salle felt about her stylish profile of him, “Forty-One False Starts.” In each of 41 short sections, she views him from a different angle, pasting together different impressions, modes, moods into a kind of Cubist portrait of the poised, discontented artist. About his paintings, Malcolm wrote, “The paintings were like an ugly mood.” Of him, she wrote, “During my conversations with Salle, he kept returning to the subject of his reception, like an unhappy moth singeing itself on a lightbulb.” When the piece came out, many readers noted its critical edge, but Salle admired it as an “elegant formal experiment.” He both did and did not recognize himself in it. He appreciated the seriousness and rigorous accomplishment of the piece, and the two remained close friends until her death.

At one point, Salle told Malcolm that another piece she wrote was “cold.” She did not let this offhand comment slide. She wanted to understand and take apart this feeling about her work. She made him go through the piece with her line by line to show her where the “coldness” was, but when they went through it, he couldn’t pin it down. The impression dissolved. The coldness wasn’t there.

As I was finishing my deep dive into Malcolm’s reputation, I came across a glamorous photo of her with dark lipstick, in her high school yearbook. There was also a “Popularity Poll.” To my surprise, she did not win the “best writer” award, which went to two other students, but instead won “Toast of the Town (most popular).” Shy Janet Winn, the most popular girl in her high school class? This rogue detail reminds me of something I had taken from Malcolm’s work: the fundamental surprise and unruliness of human character. “Biographies pale and shrink,” she wrote, “in the face of the disorderly actuality that is a life.”

It was beginning to seem like critics and admirers want Janet Malcolm to be more ruthless than she is — that we are turning her into a symbol of something other than the brilliant, hard-working, playful, slightly introverted writer she was.

This potent admixture of adulation and judgment, the fascination and irritation and envy she provoked, speaks to the discomfort many of us have with aggression, especially female aggression. Malcolm wrote and spoke openly about her own “aggression” as a journalist. We all harbor aggressions, of course, but we don’t all talk or write about them in public. She wrote, in “The Journalist and the Murderer,” “We have all dreamed about the violent deaths of our families.” In my Paris Review interview, she said: “I think you are asking me, in the most tactful way possible, about my own aggression and malice. What can I do but plead guilty?” She had a kind of psychoanalytic calm in speaking about motives, even bad or suspect motives. They did not shock or rattle her. She could talk about them in a refreshing, straightforward way.

But a woman who does not hide or apologize for or conceal her own aggression unsettles us. What can we do with her? She can be Lady Macbeth, or a dominatrix, or a “journalistic serial killer,” or an “austere, driven woman” in a courtroom. When she dressed in pastels and smiled at the jury she scrambled the archetypes.

We have trouble seeing that the warm, generous, affectionate Janet Malcolm coexists with the brutally honest, unsparing one. As she put it in one of her transcendently great lines, there is a rigidity to public narratives: “Cinderella must remain good and the stepsisters bad. ‘Second stepsister not so bad after all’ is not a good story.” But perhaps this is the story: ruthless Janet Malcolm not so ruthless after all. It is hard for us to tolerate the kind of baroque contradictions Malcolm embodied, her aggression and her generosity, her niceness and her “not niceness.” She was the woman who cried when one of her subjects cut off their friendship, and the woman who wrote razor-sharp descriptions. She often refused to play conventionally feminine roles, and she could play them very well when she tried. It is confusing, destabilizing even, to our own provisional efforts to navigate the bewildering imperatives of femaleness and power. It is hard to let an extraordinary woman be extraordinary without imposing these puncturing critiques and crude categories.

As always, Malcolm herself may have had the most elegant formulation of her own reputation. Talking about a murderous, enigmatic mythological creature, she once said to her daughter, Anne: “I think the sphinx may have gotten a bad rap. It was just an animal being quiet.”


Read by Samantha Desz
Narration produced by Krish Seenivasan
Engineered by Quinton Kamara





Source photographs for illustration above: Nancy Crampton; Jim Wilson/The New York Times.

Katie Roiphe is the author, most recently, of “The Power Notebooks” and “The Violet Hour.” She is the director of the cultural reporting and criticism program at the Arthur L. Carter Journalism Institute at New York University, where she teaches Janet Malcolm’s work every year.
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Judge John Hodgman on the Taxonomy of Shorts

Are they pants? And if so, what would that imply?

 Illustration by Louise Zergaeng Pomeroy



By John Hodgman



Feb 13, 2025 at 05:00 AM

David writes: My wife says shorts are not pants. I say shorts are pants. Short pants, but pants. I seek an order preventing her from saying or implying that I’m not wearing pants when I’m wearing shorts.

I’m a fake judge, not a fake detective. But based on your email signature, I know you’re a philosophy professor in Boulder, Colo. And so I can deduce two things: 1) That you enjoy devising thought experiments like this to amuse yourself (and perhaps annoy your wife, as an added bonus); and 2) You only own shorts anyway. In any case, I think it’s fair to say that shorts are a category of pants, so you’re not completely wrong. But it sounds to me as if you’re trying to get away with wearing cargo shorts to a funeral or something. And while I’m sure there are many people in Boulder who’d back you, your wife doesn’t, and neither do I. Use precise language. And if you’re at a formal event, cover those calves, Professor Hot Pants.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/13/magazine/judge-john-hodgman-on-the-taxonomy-of-shorts.html
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How Charlie Kirk Became the Youth Whisperer of the American Right

Collecting donors, voters, TikTok viewers and high-powered friends on his way into Trump’s inner circle.




By Robert Draper
Robert Draper covers politics for The Times. For this article, he interviewed Charlie Kirk four times and attended a donor meeting and a ball celebrating Donald Trump’s inauguration.


Feb 10, 2025 at 05:01 AM

About an hour before Donald J. Trump took the oath of office, Charlie Kirk was sitting in the Capitol Rotunda when he glanced down at his iPhone. What the 31-year-old conservative activist and media personality saw caused him to swallow laughter. A reporter for The Daily Beast had posted on X: “‘Charlie Kirk has better seats than every member of Congress. Tells you how little Trump thinks of Congress,’ one GOP lawmaker tells me.” Twenty minutes later, Kirk saw that a Republican senator from Indiana, Jim Banks, had posted a rebuttal of sorts: “Charlie Kirk has done more than most members of congress combined to get us to this point today.”

Kirk found himself wondering how everyone would have reacted had he taken the much-closer seat he was originally offered. Instead, because the event had been moved inside, he and his wife were seated a couple of dozen rows from the stage. Kirk lives in Scottsdale, Ariz., but brought his wife and two young children with him to stay at the sleek Salamander hotel in Washington for 10 days in January as the Trump administration took power, just as he had uprooted his family three days after the election and installed them for a two-month stay in a condo in Palm Beach, Fla., near Trump’s Mar-a-Lago estate.

Like so many others in the MAGA ecosystem, Kirk is acutely attuned to wherever the Trump-related action is. The difference is that Kirk always seems to find his way to the center of the action whenever he shows up to it. During Trump’s first presidency, Kirk told me, he visited the White House “a hundred-plus” times. And within days of Trump’s victory in November, Kirk had become one of an intimate group of advisers vetting prospective White House appointees to determine whether they had shown unflagging loyalty to Trump. On more than one occasion, according to two sources with knowledge of the events, Kirk was in the room with the president-elect to discuss potential cabinet nominees.

Kirk’s proximity to Trump is especially notable when you consider that he has never held office, worked in the White House or held a campaign staff position. He draws his value elsewhere. Kirk is the head of Turning Point USA, the nation’s pre-eminent conservative youth organization, which he started when he was 18. It has chapters at more than 850 colleges that register students to vote, bring conservative speakers to campus and organize a nationwide network of right-wing student-government leaders. Turning Point’s half dozen or so annual events, featuring the biggest names on the right from Trump on down, are slick productions that draw enormous crowds.

But perhaps most important is that Kirk’s dominant voice, via his podcast and his ubiquity on social media, has earned him credibility among conservatives as a die-hard Trump devotee. He has become a close friend of the president’s eldest son, Donald Trump Jr., with whom Kirk traveled to Greenland on Jan. 7 — wearing a “Charlie”-embroidered flight jacket for the occasion — to publicize Trump’s proclaimed intent to acquire the Arctic territory. And Kirk was an early champion of JD Vance as Trump was deciding whether the senator would be his running mate.

Charlie Kirk temporarily moved his podcast studio to Palm Beach, Fla., to be close to Donald Trump’s transition team. Dina Litovsky for The New York Times


Kirk was among a select group at Trump’s private party two days before the inauguration at the Trump National Golf Club in Virginia. The night before Trump was sworn in, Turning Point hosted a black-tie gala at which some 1,500 attendees paid from $5,000 to $15,000 (with some V.I.P.s paying more) to be in the company of Trump luminaries including Vance; Trump’s nominee for director of the F.B.I., Kash Patel; and Don Jr., who described Kirk onstage as “one of the true rock stars of this movement.” The following evening, an S.U.V. ferried Kirk from one inaugural ball to the next. Two days later, he was visiting the 47th president in the White House — and again the day after that.

During the Trump years, Kirk’s two nonprofit entities, Turning Point USA and the political-action organization Turning Point Action, have grown from a total revenue of $4.3 million in 2016 to $92.4 million in 2023, a vast majority of it from donations. Through his podcast, his many speaking appearances and the books he has written, such as the 2020 best seller “The MAGA Doctrine,” Kirk has become a millionaire.

Trump, in turn, has come to view Kirk as one of his closest allies. Kirk visited Mar-a-Lago in early February 2021, during the ex-president’s nadir, and was photographed smiling alongside him. Four years later, at the president-elect’s golf-club party, Trump singled out Kirk for praise. “Charlie Kirk, what he’s done with the young people,” he said in a video I obtained. He went on to boast about his campaign’s sharp uptick among such voters. “Actually, other than Hispanic, that was probably our biggest swing. So, Charlie, I appreciate what you did.”

Kirk visited Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago in a display of loyalty in February 2021, when support for the former president in the Republican Party was sagging. From Charlie Kirk


I asked a major donor to both Trump and Turning Point, Doug Deason, the president of a family investment management firm, how Kirk had achieved such prominence at so young an age. “People see him,” Deason replied, “and they just want to help, because he has the best of intentions and the abilities that none of us have seen in one person.” Deason expressed awe for Kirk’s oratorical prowess, for his “genius-level intelligence,” for his expertise in history and the Bible and for his acute political instincts. “Trump won,” he said. “But would he have won it without Charlie? I don’t know.”

Unmentioned by Deason was one more rare skill: Kirk’s mastery at promoting his indispensability while never appearing crassly boastful in the manner of, say, Trump himself. I saw a vivid illustration of this in December while attending Turning Point’s annual donor meeting, held at the Four Seasons Resort in Palm Beach. Kirk’s two-hour presentation that morning to several hundred moneyed conservatives in the ballroom was more like a Hollywood screenwriter’s movie pitch than the year-end financial summation it happened to be. Spoken without notes and accompanied by splashy videos (many of them juxtaposing Kirk with Trump), his message was unambiguous: Turning Point’s benefactors had gotten more than their money’s worth in the 2024 election cycle and might therefore see their way to one last donation later that evening, when they would all gather at Mar-a-Lago for a Turning Point gala.

Early in his presentation, Kirk gravely informed his donors, “I do not do hyperbole.” Coming from someone who labeled Kamala Harris “Kamala the Communist,” this remark seemed to be a tell, with other hyperbolizing likely to follow. “For the first time in my 12 years of doing this, the bad guys are finally on defense,” Kirk told his listeners, adding, “High school boys are the most conservative that they have been in the last 50 years.” He referred to exit polls showing that compared with 2020, Harris lost from 2 to 24 percentage points of support among voters under 30 in six of seven swing states, enough to steer each state to Trump. “The youth vote won Trump the White House,” Kirk declared flatly.

And who exactly had won the youth vote for Trump? Kirk’s statements at the presentation — “We registered tens of thousands of new voters and delivered the youth vote in record numbers” — encouraged only one plausible explanation. Kirk also recited a flurry of mostly inferential data to suggest that Turning Point Action was crucial to flipping Arizona and played a major role in Trump’s eight-point gain in support among Black men.

After he finished, an elderly man near the back of the room stood up and said: “You are the most extraordinary young person I have ever met. And what you’ve accomplished — you helped save us.”

At the front two tables sat several of Turning Point’s megadonors — among them the Houston software entrepreneur Mike Rydin; the Florida philanthropist Rebecca Dunn; and Stacey Feinberg, who inherited a fortune from her father, the sports agent Bob Woolf, who represented the basketball legends Julius Erving and Larry Bird. A couple of weeks after the donor presentation, while touring Turning Point’s five-building campus in Phoenix, I noticed that three of the buildings were named for those three donors.

I also realized I’d seen one of those names recently. It was in a statement from Trump emailed by his transition team. “I am pleased to announce Stacey Feinberg will be our next United States Ambassador to Luxembourg,” it read.

I texted Kirk to ask if he had played a hand in the selection of Feinberg, who was not a major player in Trump’s world but certainly was in Kirk’s. He wouldn’t say. He didn’t have to.

Kirk accompanied his friend Donald Trump Jr. to Greenland in January, as the president-elect was expressing his desire to acquire the Danish territory. From Charlie Kirk


Over dinner in Palm Beach in December, Kirk confided the new mission he had assigned to himself: making an example out of some Republican senator who was not reflexively obedient to Trump — perhaps Joni Ernst of Iowa, Mike Rounds of South Dakota or Mike Crapo of Idaho — by backing a primary challenger.

“At least one successful primarying,” he said as he picked at his salmon. (Kirk does not drink, avoids gluten and lactose and carries a bottle of olive oil and his own branded hot sauce with him to impart flavor to otherwise austere meals.) Kirk explained that he was only talking about Republicans in safely red states who, in his view, “have taken advantage of Republican primary voters far too long. It’s an objective fact. They’re not in line with what those voters want. They’re sending money to Ukraine. They’re not strong on immigration. So this is not a veiled threat. I see no good reason not to go after Crapo or Rounds.” As Kirk saw it, “The behavioral and voting patterns of Senate Republicans would change with one successful primary.”

At the time, Trump’s first choice to be attorney general, Matt Gaetz, had already withdrawn his name from consideration when it became evident that he was unlikely to secure enough support from Senate Republicans to be confirmed. Now it was Trump’s nominee for secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, who seemed to be facing opposition from Ernst over his stance against women serving in combat and allegations that he had committed sexual assault. 

Kirk had circulated a clip on social media of the Iowa senator, a veteran, offering supportive words to transgender individuals serving in the military, with the ominous warning: “People in Iowa have a well-funded primary challenger ready against her. Her political career is in serious jeopardy.” About six weeks later, Kirk gleefully announced on X, “BREAKING: Iowa Senator Joni Ernst has announced she is officially backing Pete Hegseth for SecDef.”

But Kirk’s goal of MAGA-fying the Senate came with an ulterior motive, which he alluded to during our dinner by bringing up Ronna McDaniel, the former chairwoman of the Republican National Committee, whom Kirk played a key role in ousting. In the wake of the disappointing 2022 midterm elections, Kirk sent an email to every committee member of the R.N.C., asserting that McDaniel’s organization had underperformed while pointedly adding, “In my position, I interact with more large donors than almost anyone in the movement.”

McDaniel then committed a fatal error. She not only defended herself on Fox News Radio but also insinuated that Turning Point had failed in its mission of turning out young voters. Kirk informed his staff that they were at war. His relentless yearlong campaign against McDaniel — from attacks branding her a “loser” to encouraging Republican county chairs to withdraw their support for her — finally paid off last February, when Trump said he wanted McDaniel out; his daughter-in-law, Lara Trump, became co-chair until she stepped down in January. (McDaniel did not respond to a request for comment.)

“We got Ronna, and now we want a senator,” Kirk said with a satisfied smile, all but spelling out what he also wanted: to be feared.

“I started listening to Rush when I was a junior in high school,” Kirk recalled with a nostalgic glint in his eyes, referring to Rush Limbaugh, the godfather of conservative talk radio who died of cancer in 2021. “Listening, I was like, This guy is unbelievable! Because you’re looking for someone in high school to affirm your beliefs. I would never forget: on my lunch break, from like 12:17 to 12:55, I’d listen. Just me. I went all in on Rush.”

Kirk, an early convert to Tea Party conservatism while still in high school, gave his first speeches in 2011 at Illinois Tea Party rallies. From Charlie Kirk


The adolescent Charlie Kirk — a lanky high school basketball player in the affluent Chicago suburb Prospect Heights — could not possibly foresee Limbaugh befriending his future self, headlining the young man’s events and, in 2019, sending his organization a check for $1 million. Still, before Kirk had fully developed a worldview of his own, he possessed a gift for stirring the affection of older people, many of them inordinately wealthy.

In 2010, the year Kirk discovered Limbaugh, the reactionary Republican wave calling itself the Tea Party took back the House from the Democrats. Young Charlie, then a high school junior, caught the fever. In 2011, he and a classmate formed Wheeling High School Against Cookie Inflation to protest escalating prices in the school cafeteria. By early 2012, Kirk was smitten with the astringent libertarian worldview of Ron Paul and speaking at local Tea Party rallies. “Some of my best friends are liberals,” he declared at one event, adding: “They’re liberals that voted for Obama and said: ‘You know what? I’m tired of trillion-dollar deficits. I’m going to step up. I’m going to say I was wrong and join your cause.’” That year, he wrote an op-ed for Breitbart lamenting the influence of the New York Times columnist Paul Krugman in Kirk’s A.P. Economics textbook.

The Breitbart screed led to an appearance on Fox News to discuss the national debt, which in turn led to a speaking gig at Benedictine University. Standing in the audience was a 71-year-old local restaurateur and Tea Party activist named Bill Montgomery. After the speech, Montgomery approached Kirk and urged him to spread his message to college campuses rather than attending college himself.

Kirk had been rejected by West Point and then accepted by Baylor University, but he was coming to wonder whether college life was for him. Kirk says his parents were not happy to hear this. His mother was a counselor at a mental-health clinic, and his father was an architect whose firm designed Trump Tower in New York. They did not envision a career in campus politicking for their son. He requested 90 days to prove them wrong.

“He was 18 going on 46,” recalled Joe Walsh, an Illinois Tea Party congressman at the time who was an early political mentor until the two became estranged over Kirk’s embrace of Trump. “And his mission, to go on college campuses and introduce the idea of free markets, was a slam dunk for getting money from old Republican farts.”

Kirk’s father came up with the name Turning Point USA, which Montgomery, the Tea Party activist, then registered in July 2012. (Montgomery remained affiliated with Turning Point until his death in 2020.) The next month, Kirk managed to score an appearance on Neil Cavuto’s Fox News show, broadcast from the Republican National Convention in Tampa, Fla. Kirk used the temporary convention-hall pass given to him by Fox to wander the corridors. In a stairwell, he spotted a man in a cowboy hat and recognized him as the conservative investment manager Foster Friess, whom Kirk had just read about in a Politico article about megadonors. The 18-year-old introduced himself, laughed at Friess’s folksy jokes and explained the mission of Turning Point — to be to young conservatives what the progressive organization MoveOn.org was for the left. A few days later, a $10,000 check from Friess arrived in his parents’ mailbox.

Kirk’s knack for making an indelible first impression served him well a year later, when he spoke at a local event hosted by the Job Creators Alliance, founded by the Home Depot chief executive, Bernard Marcus. In the audience was Allie Hanley, a resident of Palm Beach and the wife of the brick magnate Lee Hanley. She implored the 19-year-old speaker to come to Palm Beach and meet her circle of friends, even offering to pay for his flight and put him up in their guest bedroom. Kirk ended up staying in Palm Beach for several months. Walsh, who served on Turning Point USA’s advisory board, recalled visiting Kirk in Palm Beach during this period, at dinner with several new donors. “They treated him like an adorable puppy,” he said.

Just after the November 2014 midterms, in which the Republicans retook the Senate, Kirk spoke at one of Palm Beach’s most prestigious conservative events, the Restoration Weekend hosted by the nativist David Horowitz Freedom Center in the palatial Breakers hotel complex. Senator Jeff Sessions and his top aide, Stephen Miller — both men two years away from becoming top Trump administration appointees — were among those in attendance. So were several prominent Florida Republican donors, including Rebecca Dunn. Within a month, Turning Point would receive a profusion of six-figure donations from Dunn and others.

The night before Trump was sworn in, some 1,500 guests paid a minimum of $5,000 to attend a black-tie gala hosted in Washington by Kirk’s organization. Dina Litovsky for The New York Times


Kirk was, at 23, the youngest speaker at the Republican National Convention in July 2016. A California donor, Carla Sands, then put him in touch with Doug Deason, the president of a family investment management firm in Dallas with over $1 billion in assets. Just before Kirk was to fly to Dallas, Deason informed him that he had a fund-raising luncheon to attend that same day in Fort Worth and that Kirk could be his plus-one. The honoree at the event was the Republican presidential nominee, Donald Trump.

Kirk had yet to meet Trump. A late convert like many other Republicans, he had initially supported  Gov. Scott Walker of Wisconsin and then Senator Ted Cruz. At lunch, Kirk sat at a table with Trump but did not get a chance to have a conversation with him. The highlight of the day instead turned out to be when Deason introduced him to two other well-heeled Dallasites, Gentry Beach Jr. and Tommy Hicks Jr., both of whom happened to be close friends with another Junior, the nominee’s eldest son. The two men asked Kirk’s thoughts on how the Trump campaign could better attract young voters. Most of Kirk’s suggestions — more campus events, a more aggressive presence on social media — were standard-issue. But he added a novel thought. “The kids need to go out there and advocate,” Kirk said of Trump’s own children. “You’d have this Avengers squad of Trumps everywhere.”

Shortly after the Fort Worth event, Hicks and Beach took Kirk to Trump Tower to meet Don Jr., who told me: “I was pretty reluctant to bring on another so-called campaign expert, especially when I learned how young he was. I said, ‘We don’t need another person who doesn’t know anything — we’ve already got plenty of those.’ But within five minutes of listening to him, I said, ‘Congratulations, you’re on my team.’” Don Jr. confessed that his campaign schedule was slapdash and that he hadn’t given much thought to how to use Twitter. By the end of their meeting, the 22-year-old Kirk decided to take a three-month hiatus from Turning Point to become Don Jr.’s scheduler, social media coordinator and steady provider of diet Red Bulls.

Following Trump’s astonishing victory over Hillary Clinton, Kirk returned to duty as the MAGA movement’s campus organizer. He drew a modest $49,000 salary from Turning Point USA, still stayed in the homes of donors and still wore a shabby wardrobe, until Don Jr., Deason, Deason’s father, Beach and Hicks chipped in to buy Kirk a $10,000 gift certificate at a men’s clothing store in Trump Tower as a Christmas gift. But things were about to change.

In 2017, he experienced the frisson of a sitting president’s retweeting his 140-character outbursts. He eagerly signed on to every available Fox News slot, cognizant of the channel’s faithful viewer in the White House. At the end of the year, Kirk attended Don Jr.’s birthday party at Mar-a-Lago. There, for the first time, he felt the stare of the president, then saw his hand motion for Kirk to come sit beside him. The two spoke for 40 minutes. At the end of their conversation, the president’s son-in-law and top adviser, Jared Kushner, walked up to their table.

After Trump made the introduction, Kushner and Kirk discussed how the administration had been getting hammered by right-wing media ever since the former Breitbart publisher Steve Bannon was pushed out of his job as White House senior adviser. Kirk assured Kushner that he was well acquainted with the journalists in question and could help broker peace. Kushner told me recently that Kirk would prove himself useful in many ways. “The thing about Charlie is that he always delivers,” he said. “When I first met him, he started out with this ambitious goal of trying to explain Trumpism to the younger generation — which, back then, popular culture and the media were against. But he was willing to take that on. And the ideas he always came to us with were good ones. He was professional, easy to deal with. Nothing ever leaked to the press. He just got stuff done.”

After that evening at Mar-a-Lago, Kirk had no difficulty gaining access to the Oval Office, and his calls to Trump were regularly patched in by the White House switchboard operator. Now and again, the president called him on his cellphone. “He came to gain the trust through consistency, loyalty, intelligent commentary and building a spectacular network,” Don Jr. told me. “He earned that seat at the table.”

Still, amid the Darwinian maneuvering in the Trump orbit, Kirk’s growing influence seemed to escape notice. “I was known as the youth guy,” he told me with evident amusement. “I was seen as harmless. So no one attacked me.”

Kirk and his wife, Erika (right), at Turning Point’s preinaugural ball. Dina Litovsky for The New York Times


By this time, Turning Point was well on its way to muscling aside the pre-existing conservative youth groups, Young America’s Foundation (started by William F. Buckley Jr. in 1960) and Young Americans for Liberty (founded by Students for Ron Paul in 2008). The memberships of the older organizations were once proudly curated — bow-tied intellectuals for Y.A.F., libertarians for Y.A.L. — but they were seeking relevancy in the new zeitgeist of the right. Y.A.F. sponsored provocative speeches on campuses by conservative personalities like Ann Coulter and Ben Shapiro, while a member of a Y.A.L. chapter at Iowa State University invited the white supremacist Nick Fuentes to speak on campus in 2018. Kirk was one step ahead of them: Turning Point had  become an advocacy arm for Trump.

Kirk’s competition did not recede quietly. In 2017, the Y.A.L. chairman, Jeff Frazee, circulated an email in which he accused Turning Point of stealing a Y.A.L. chapter’s email list. The following year, Y.A.F.’s general counsel, Kimberly Begg, wrote a 12-page memo detailing instances where Turning Point had exaggerated its reach on college campuses. (Kirk denied these claims. Frazee did not respond to an email seeking comment. Begg, in an email, would not address her earlier assertions but instead praised “the great work of TPUSA.”)

Turning Point, meanwhile, was playing an entirely different game on college campuses. While other conservative youth groups had contented themselves with offering up celebrity speakers, Kirk’s group was training and even funding student-government candidates, as a kind of PAC for youngsters. While its predecessors merely scolded liberalism in academia, Turning Point established Professor Watchlist, a project to expose “radical” academics, including those who were critical of Turning Point. And where Y.A.L. and Y.A.F. might host happy hours, Turning Point threw high-production national gatherings raucous enough to draw a police response.

Kirk had arrived at a time when #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter were met with Trump’s own denial of sexual assault and porn-star-payoff allegations and his revanchist defense of Confederate statues. A post-truth era of performative hyperbole was unfolding. At the end of 2017, with the help of Deason and a few other donors, Kirk hired Turning Point’s first breakout star, Candace Owens, a controversial Black conservative who had gained notoriety for her YouTube comments playing down the white-supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Va., that year. (Owens left Turning Point in 2019, amid an uproar over her comments seeming to defend Hitler, for a more lucrative deal with Ben Shapiro’s Daily Wire. She left The Daily Wire last year following a string of antisemitic comments. Both Owens and Shapiro continue to be featured speakers at Turning Point events; The Daily Wire is distributing a documentary produced by Turning Point USA called “Identity Crisis,” about what it refers to as gender ideology.)

But Kirk was fast becoming a celebrity in his own right — an heir to Limbaugh, his staccato monologues casting liberal views as evil and savaging sacred icons like the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (“a bad guy”) and the Civil Rights Act (“a mistake”). “I think Charlie made his transition when he became more of a media figure rather than just a college-campus guy,” said the Republican political consultant and Trump adviser Alex Bruesewitz, who first came to know Kirk in 2014. “He developed a connection with his audience that very few people in the media have. It’s given him tremendous power.”

“When Foster Friess first started going on about this kid Charlie Kirk who hadn’t gone to college and was so incredibly brilliant, I remember thinking, Well, Foster got scammed by some smart-talking kid,” Tucker Carlson told me during a recent phone conversation. “The reason I’m such a fan of Charlie’s is that I was proven wrong. It’s almost a paradox how young people tend to be more ossified than older people in their thinking, less willing to be disabused of their illusions. But I’ve seen Charlie’s willingness to reassess his assumptions, and that’s, like, amazing to me.”

Carlson was mainly referring to Kirk’s harsh reappraisal of the Iraq war and the national-security state. But the same tendency applies to Kirk’s assessment of religion’s role in American politics. For years, he was reticent on the subject. That changed, he told me, during the pandemic lockdowns — “the stupidest thing ever,” in his view. He was equally appalled by the refusal by most church leaders to lead the charge against lockdowns. “That really got me asking the question: What is the church? What is its role? And it brought me on a journey, a very serious period of studying our first principles, our beliefs.”

Kirk spent the lockdowns and the Black Lives Matter demonstrations in Phoenix as a guest of the parents of his future wife, Erika Frantzve, a former Miss Arizona who now hosts a podcast and has a line of faith-themed streetwear. “I did a lot of reading on postmodernism,” he recalled. “And I started realizing that what was happening was a slow-motion cultural revolution fulfilling the hopes and ambitions of Angela Davis, Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault. This was their contention, that in order to usher in something new, this culture must be incinerated. That, I think, is a very objective reading of it. What they were saying was actually the same thing a religious person would say, that everyone lives by some agreed-upon code of conduct. The question is: What code? And by what inheritance do we acknowledge what is good and evil, what is right and wrong?”

At the Turning Point ball, Donald Trump Jr. described Kirk as “one of the true rock stars of this movement.” Dina Litovsky for The New York Times


The preferred code, Kirk decided, was the canon of Western values that — as he learned from reading the British historian Tom Holland — had their roots in Christianity. Kirk told me he then turned to the writings of Dr. Larry P. Arnn, the president of Hillsdale College, where Kirk had been taking online courses. From Arnn’s 2012 book, “The Founders’ Key,” Kirk concluded “that Western Christian morality gave us these two documents, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.” While expressing great admiration for Kirk as “a serious-minded person” who “built a great thing,” Arnn told me that this was a slight misrepresentation of his view. Thomas Jefferson, he pointed out, “was probably not an orthodox Christian” and was more influenced in his writing by the laws of nature than by the notion of a Christian God.

A third intellectual, the conservative author Christopher Caldwell, supplied Kirk’s final eye-opener. “I take the Caldwellian view, from his book ‘The Age of Entitlement,’” Kirk told me, “that we went through a new founding in the ’60s and that the Civil Rights Act has actually superseded the U.S. Constitution as its reference point. In fact, I bet if you polled Americans, most of them would have more reverence for the Civil Rights Act than the Constitution. I could be wrong,” he added, “but I think I’m right.”

He went on. “Covid for me was a lot of thinking and reading time, while the whole civilization was collapsing. And I saw the wokies appealing to a moral order that they said was true and good. And I said, Well, we think ours is.”

Kirk emerged from the lockdowns a Christian nationalist culture warrior determined to fuse his new ideology with MAGA populism. In 2021, he founded TPUSA Faith, whose stated mission was “empowering Christians to put their faith into action,” in part by encouraging pastors “to join in civic, social and cultural discussions.” 

That February, he became one of the first conservative leaders to see the political potential in JD Vance. The extent of Kirk’s role in Vance’s ascent, which has not been previously reported, was especially significant because of the Ohio Senate candidate’s earlier view of Trump as an “idiot” and an American version of Hitler. Kirk texted Don Jr.’s political adviser, Andy Surabian, “Andy, I’m telling you, he’s had a conversion, he’s one of us.” 

Kirk lent his imprimatur by hosting Vance on his podcast, where Vance suggested that people without children should pay higher taxes than parents. (“I totally agree,” Kirk replied.) That September, Kirk’s political arm, Turning Point Action, officially endorsed Vance. Surabian, meanwhile, took Kirk’s recommendation to Don Jr., who was a fan of Vance’s best-selling memoir, “Hillbilly Elegy.” Don Jr. befriended Vance, while Surabian became a senior campaign adviser. Two weeks before the Ohio primary in April 2022, Trump himself endorsed Vance, ensuring his victory.

“There were few louder voices constantly advocating for JD down in Mar-a-Lago than Charlie,” Surabian said. “His support was particularly important because he’s very much viewed by Team Trump as an avatar for where the MAGA base is.”

Two years later, Kirk was again in Trump’s ear talking up Vance — this time as his optimal running mate. As Kirk recalled to me: “I saw JD as someone who would crush it with high-propensity suburban Republicans. People in Scottsdale, Ariz., or Highland Park in Dallas, or Buckhead in Atlanta. They read The Journal. They hate the left. They don’t like Trump, but they like his policies. We’re talking about a couple hundred thousand voters that could determine the future of the election.”

Kirk pitched the 39-year-old Ohio senator to Trump as a fresh-faced MAGA torchbearer who would serve as “a convert on the ticket,” uniquely positioned to sway Trump skeptics since Vance had been one himself. “My father’s always going to come to his conclusions,” Don Jr. said, “but Charlie and Tucker and I and a few others went all in for JD.”

Among the many right-wing media personalities at the Turning Point ball was Ben Shapiro, a frequent speaker at Kirk’s events. Shapiro’s company, The Daily Wire, is distributing a documentary produced by Turning Point USA. Dina Litovsky for The New York Times


Trump’s decision to select Vance is one for which Kirk has been careful not to claim credit. To maximize his influence on the 2024 election, Kirk sought territory all his own. For some time, his digital team had been advising him to make full use of TikTok, the social platform owned by ByteDance, a Chinese internet company and known for its punchy video snippets. Kirk was hesitant. A TikTok account run by Turning Point staff members had been taken down more than once for violating community standards, and he refused to engage in self-censorship. But in early 2024, as legislators on both sides of the aisle contemplated a ban on TikTok, Kirk sensed that he had leverage. 

Last March, he posted on X: “TikTok says it’s not a Chinese propaganda arm and shouldn’t be banned by the U.S. Congress. Well, let’s put it to a test. I am going to make another attempt at starting an official Charlie Kirk TikTok account. We’ve been kicked off the platform several times even while maintaining and growing successful channels across all other social media. If the account thrives without garbage bans, strikes, and throttling I will consider changing my position on the platform.”

What happened next has not been previously reported. Within days of posting his offer, Kirk received a call from Tony Sayegh, a former Trump administration Treasury official who was now lobbying for a group that represented ByteDance. “We want to prove to you that we’re for free speech,” Sayegh recalled telling him. After their conversation, Kirk’s digital team began to meet over Zoom with TikTok officials, who described how to avoid A.I.-generated content moderation.

Kirk’s TikTok account, @RealCharlieKirk, went up in April. Almost immediately, he realized that the engagement numbers eclipsed those on Instagram. Kirk began to record videos on campuses for a series titled “You’ve Been Brainwashed,” flying from one to the next on a private plane leased by his donors. He engaged in rapid-fire debates with liberal students 10 years younger than him, demanding that they answer questions like “Do you think men can give birth?” and, regarding Harris, “What’s her greatest accomplishment as vice president?”

The debate snippets went viral, some garnering as many as 50 million views, according to TikTok data. Kirk’s account would end up drawing more followers than the accounts of Fox News, Carlson, Vance and the Harris campaign. According to a national survey done by TikTok, the platform’s users under 30 who voted for Trump trusted Kirk more than any other individual. Still, the viewers were not just young voters. Kirk began to realize this in June, when, he says, Black concession workers at Turning Point’s three-day event in Detroit, the People’s Convention, approached him and asked to take selfies, saying they had seen him on TikTok. It was a revelation of which Washington consultants and even Kirk’s own digital team was unaware: The platform made famous by Taylor Swift fans was also a favorite of the working class.

But Kirk’s most audacious move of the 2024 cycle was one that was well out of his traditional youth lane. That summer, he announced that Turning Point Action would invest $108 million in a Chase the Vote program aimed at turning out low-propensity Republican-leaning voters — those who liked Trump but hadn’t always gotten around to voting for him, or voting at all — in the battleground states Arizona and Wisconsin. Central to the effort would be encouraging early voting.

This amounted to an about-face for Kirk. When I first heard him speak in person at a Republican fund-raiser in Goodyear, Ariz., before the 2022 midterms, he equated the practice with fraud. “And look, I’m going to go out on a limb,” he told his audience. “If we don’t get declared as the winner this November, I will go back and I’ll say it’s because the moderates in the state did not ban mass mail-in voting and they did not ban the drop boxes.”

Kirk learned the hard way from that election, in which his entire slate of far-right statewide candidates was defeated, not to discourage any legal method of voting. Many other conservative leaders remained skeptical of voting by mail and early voting in general.

Kirk and his wife, a former Miss Arizona who hosts a podcast and has a line of faith-themed streetwear, arriving at the gala. Dina Litovsky for The New York Times


In the end, according to data published by The Times, Kirk was onto something: Roughly 30,000 Arizona Republicans who hadn’t voted since at least 2018 did so in 2024, about 10,000 more than the same type of voters who cast their ballots for Harris. This margin by itself all but closed Trump’s shortfall in 2020 of 10,457 votes. 

At the donor presentation, Kirk claimed that Turning Point Action had identified, contacted and ultimately persuaded 220,000 Arizona voters to cast their ballots. “Look at the numbers,” he told his donors by way of comparing Trump’s totals in 2020 with those of 2024. “You fall 10,000 votes short. You win by 187,000. And we chase 220,000. It just about fits, right?”

I spoke with several Arizona Republican election officials and consultants who found Kirk’s deductive leap to be self-aggrandizing in the extreme. Low-propensity voter chasing wasn’t a new concept. It was used to successful effect in 2020, well before Turning Point Action began playing a role in Arizona turnout. The officials listed several organizations — the R.N.C., the National Republican Congressional Committee, Elon Musk’s America PAC and American Majority — that were all engaged in Arizona ballot-chasing in 2024.

For that matter, said Shelby Busch, the vice chair of the Maricopa County Republican Party, “the counties and state party played a critical role in turning out the vote. In my county, we had the state’s voting data, and we built our own operation to turn out voters who hadn’t voted in 2022. I can’t speak to what Turning Point did or didn’t do, because they wouldn’t coordinate with us. But to suggest they were solely responsible discredits thousands of precinct committee persons who worked very hard on this election.”

Moreover, in deep-red Yavapai County, the election recorder, Michelle Burchill, told me that after the election, her office received hundreds of calls from voters who had been erroneously told by Turning Point Action door-knockers that their mail-in ballot hadn’t been counted and that they needed to have their ballot cured. When a Turning Point Action worker handed Burchill a list of 39 such voters, the election recorder quickly determined that 38 of their ballots had been legitimately invalidated because they had already been cast early and in person.

“It was a waste of our time, the voters’ time and really of Turning Point’s time,” Burchill told me. “Turning Point is very popular here in Arizona. I think their resources could have been better used in other areas.”

The day after the inauguration, Kirk met me in the lobby of the Salamander hotel for a late lunch. A few aides hovered around him while Monica Crowley, a former Fox News contributor now awaiting confirmation as a senior State Department official, chatted on her cellphone at a nearby table. Kirk was palpably wired. He apologized for descending into clichés like “surreal” and “incredibly satisfying” in an effort to describe his hours in the Capitol Rotunda for the inauguration. Things would only get more discombobulating in the days to come: a return to the Oval Office, Turning Point’s obtaining White House press credentials, Kirk’s riding aboard Air Force Two with his friend the vice president. For the first time since I met him, Kirk seemed to be about what one expects of a 31-year-old who has suddenly found himself ringside to the unfolding of his imagined “American renaissance.”

In our previous conversations, Kirk hinted that Turning Point’s success owed at least as much to its aesthetic appeal as it did its ideological aims. Its events were fun. Its participants were attractive. The Democrats’ royalty — the Kennedys, Obama — were cool. Kirk wanted that for the conservative movement. I thought about this at his preinaugural gala as he introduced the event’s two main acts: Kid Rock, the 54-year-old metal rapper and Trump enthusiast, and a remodeled version of the ’70s-era disco group the Village People, “President Trump’s favorite band,” as Kirk described them onstage.

In the end, Taylor Swift and Cardi B’s candidate had lost. But, I asked Kirk in the Salamander dining room, was Kirk really content just to create a parallel universe in which conservatives subsisted off whatever cool they could muster? Or was it his aim to seize the entire culture and bend it to conservatism’s will?

From left, Donald Trump Jr.; Vice President JD Vance; Sergio Gor, the director of the White House Presidential Personnel Office; and Kirk dancing at the gala with members of the Village People to their song “Y.M.C.A.,” a staple of Trump rallies. From Charlie Kirk


“We want to transform the culture,” Kirk immediately replied.

“How?” I asked. “Beyond just electing new leaders, I mean.”

“I mean,” he said, with a vague but expansive gesture, “more high school chapters, more college chapters. Obviously digital social media. The podcast plays a big role in that. The influencer kind of army.”

Sitting up straighter, he went on. “And beyond that, I think a lot of it’s going to be happening organically. Like, to have every major tech C.E.O. standing up behind President Trump. Yes, President Trump wanted them there. But they also wanted to be there, too. And that is a signal! I mean, you had Apple, TikTok, Amazon, Google, Meta, Elon, all the major communication companies. And they were giving tacit approval of this new administration. Giving standing ovations. It’s politics now influencing culture.”

Weren’t these guys really just currying favor so that Trump didn’t punish everyone but Musk for being late to the party?

“Of course that’s right,” he said. “Do I think they’re, like, adherents to MAGA? No, that’s not the thing. Though I think actually some of those tech C.E.O.s are more right-wing than they would let on.”

Regardless, there they were — just like the Republican senators would soon be there to confirm Trump’s nominees, under threat of being primaried by Turning Point Action. And, Kirk said, “one of the biggest complaints we’ve always had as conservatives — and it was warranted — is: Give us a fair shot on your platforms, and we’ll win the culture.”

He leaned back in his chair with a faint smile. “Well,” he said, “we were right.”


Read by Malcolm Hillgartner
Narration produced by Emma Kehlbeck and Krish Seenivasan
Engineered by Ted Blaisdell
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When Remaking a Masterpiece Is Worth the Risk

Robert Eggers confronts the corrosive effects of power through his depiction of an unspeakable erotic bond.

 Photo illustration by Tyler Comrie



By Jim Shepard



Feb 12, 2025 at 05:02 AM

I’ve always thought that one of the most insoluble aesthetic problems going is remaking a movie masterpiece. I certainly understand the impulse to passionately re-engage such a work, but if the definition of a masterwork is something peerless at what it sought to accomplish, how do you remake it without simply reiterating it? There’s a reason no one has tried second versions of Fellini’s “8½” or Coppola’s “The Godfather” or Polanski’s “Chinatown.” In the case of Fellini’s achievement, is someone going to produce a more harrowing portrait of the self-deluding toxicity of male narcissism? In the case of Coppola’s, of the corrosive effects of power? Or in the case of Polanski’s, of the Hey-nothing-personal malevolence of late-model capitalism? (Water itself in that movie turns out to be the commodity that’s manipulated for profit.) 

When it comes to those who have waded into that kind of deep water, some have tried the Let’s-really-shake-things-up solution. There’s the lamentable 1962 remake of “The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari,” for instance, which not only eliminated the central figure of Cesare the somnambulist but also featured a Caligari who instead of practicing diabolic hypnotism spent his time showing the heroine offensive pictures.  Other filmmakers have chosen the even more baffling route of changing almost nothing, such as Gus Van Sant’s nearly shot-for-shot 1998 remake of “Psycho.” The number of disappointed moviegoers you risk in remaking a masterpiece from 1922 is smaller, for obvious reasons, but even so, the director Robert Eggers has made clear in any number of interviews his understanding that his new “Nosferatu” is re-engaging one of the greatest of the silent movies. (In 2016, when he was first attempting to remake the film, he told an interviewer that it felt “ugly and blasphemous and egomaniacal and disgusting” to take up that project so early into his career.)

F. W. Murnau’s “Nosferatu: A Symphony of Horror” is itself a remake — an unauthorized adaptation of “Dracula,” Bram Stoker’s compulsively readable fever dream of a novel — and Murnau and the screenwriter Henrik Galeen retained much of what was arresting about the original while slipping in their own major changes: They’re responsible, for example, for the now-set-in-stone tradition that sunlight can destroy the vampire, a notion nowhere in Stoker’s book. I likely saw “Nosferatu” at too impressionable an age. I was 6, PBS was showing such things and my babysitter was simply glad I wasn’t burning down the house. But I would have been flattened by it whenever I saw it. It was like having felt a draft from a grave. (Its effects were so long-lasting that 30-something years later I published a novel inspired by the film and its production.) The whole thing wasn’t so much petrifying as insidiously unsettling, and all of that started with the figure of Nosferatu himself. Max Schreck’s performance is, 102 years later,  still the benchmark for sinister and dignified repulsiveness. Schreck’s vampire has the stillness of a figure in a bad dream or a spider on its web, and the world he inhabits is at times equally disconcerting. After our hero Hutter’s first frightening night in Nosferatu’s castle, he notices in the mirror that something has bitten his neck, and he smiles.

But the most destabilizing figure might well be Hutter’s wife, Ellen, our heroine, who’s again and again shown to be telepathically on the monster’s wavelength, even when he’s thousands of miles away, so that polarities like good and evil or desire and repulsion seem to just evaporate while we watch. That last aspect alone would seem to land this story in Robert Eggers’s wheelhouse. Part of the subversive energy of movies like “The Witch,” “The Lighthouse” and “The Northman” derives from what feels like modern takes on historical characters in thrall to dark passions so that the distantly historical is both granted its strangeness and animated by a scrutinizing modern sensibility. At its best, his version both evokes and reconceives Murnau’s most brilliant visual ideas. Murnau’s masterful use of the opacities of dark archways from which the vampire can emerge and into which he can dissolve is both echoed and made new. Murnau’s famously arresting use of shadows to visualize the vampire’s defiling reach is reimagined when those shadows in this new version extend themselves in a 360-degree pan that evokes their vertiginous inescapability. And the shadow of the vampire’s hand now extends across the entire city, repurposing the most memorable image from Murnau’s “Faust.” 

“Eggers’s movies have always featured emotional intensities that can seem overdone in their in-your-face aggressiveness.”
But this new “Nosferatu” is even more clearly Ellen’s story. If in Murnau’s original, the awfulness is coming for everyone and Ellen is its temporary focus, in Eggers’s it’s coming for Ellen and everyone else is collateral damage. Both movies render the vampire as a grotesque form of desire that’s both irresistibly powerful and catastrophically dangerous. And in both, the woman can only overcome that desire by indulging it, and doing so will insure her destruction and save everyone else. If you’re a female filmgoer, at this point you’re likely muttering, “What else is new?”

Eggers’s movies have always featured emotional intensities that can seem overdone in their in-your-face aggressiveness, and a lot of what’s dramatized in terms of the movie’s unspeakable erotic bond falls into that category. Ellen’s taut and trembling lust for the vampire is staged and restaged, and she has any number of fits in which she writhes in the mud or in bed and seems as possessed as Regan in “The Exorcist” — she is even at one point tied to her bed like poor Regan — and the comprehensive explicitness of her final consummation with the vampire is mitigated only by the occasional mercy of the night’s shadows. The effect is to rub our faces in the self-destructive horror of the heroine’s impulses and to shift that baleful sense of the erotic’s dark power from a disturbing subtext to a more sensationalized foreground. The end result is a version that may achieve the most that a remake of a masterwork can: It generates respect for the appreciation and resourcefulness behind the attempt and reminds us of the rewards of revisiting the original.

In what we might call our current remake culture, Marvel can keep cranking out new versions of Spider-Man’s origin story, but the agenda there is to exploit an already existing audience and story arc. Masterpiece remakes offer something very different, speaking to us with surprising urgency and cogency across time. During the promotional run for the film, Eggers raised the question of why he sought to reimagine the classic. “Obviously, yes, I’m obsessed with ‘Nosferatu,’ passionate about it, dorky about it, but why do it again?” Eggers said to the CBC. “If the female protagonist is the central protagonist, I have the opportunity for the story to be, potentially, more emotionally and psychologically complex, instead of an adventure story about a real estate agent.” Here we are in 2025 again confronting, with increasingly dire stakes, the self-deluding toxicity of male narcissism, the corrosive effects of power and the malevolence of late-model capitalism. Eggers’s version of the vampire, then, speaking to his moment, reminds us with a malignant satisfaction that he is an appetite and nothing more. And Ellen, speaking to hers, registers that understanding and then refuses to turn away from it. 

Masterpieces do what they can to educate us, and another reason we return to them — and to other good remakes — is that we keep demonstrating our need for more than one lesson. They exhilarate us about all of the ways in which we can transcend our own limitations, and they call us to account for all the ways in which we continue to refuse to do so. Without those possibilities our imaginations provide, we’re locked into the tyranny of repeated mistakes. Remakes, in other words, may represent our attempt to put our compulsion to reiterate to more aspirational use.





Source photographs for illustration above: Focus Features; Ullstein Bild, via Getty Images; Everett Collection.
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The Sublime Beauty That Airplanes Leave Behind

Contrails conjure a sense of something overwhelming and ineffable, as terrifying as it is beautiful.

 Photo illustration by Tarini Sharma



By Kate Folk



Feb 11, 2025 at 05:01 AM

I spend most days working from home, in my apartment in San Francisco’s Richmond District. When the morning fog has burned off, I throw on a hoodie and go for a walk. I head up a hill to a lookout spot from which I can survey the sky. It has become a daily ritual, a way to gauge my mood and remind myself of the scale of my concerns. One recent day, I walked to my perch and watched a plane make its way west, leaving behind it a silver thread. My flight-tracking app revealed this to be a Boeing 787-9 Dreamliner, traveling from Los Angeles to Tokyo. By the time it landed, its contrail still lingered in the sky above San Francisco.

Some people enjoy watching clouds, but I prefer contrails, those chalky lines left in the wake of aircraft at high altitudes, where the temperature and vapor pressure are low. The plane’s engines expel their hot, humid breath, which cools and condenses in the air, similar to how exhaling in cold weather creates a cloud of condensation. NASA lists three types of contrails: short-lived ones that form directly behind planes as they fly, then dissipate quickly; persistent, nonspreading trails that maintain their narrow form but can linger a long time; and persistent spreading trails that can fan out to cover a wide area. 

On clear days, the resulting contrails are stark and white, accentuating the sky’s watery blue. At sunset, they’re cast in a dreamy golden shade. To me, their beauty derives in part from their incongruity with the sky’s naturally occurring features. The marks themselves are incidental — a quirk of atmospheric physics — but they sometimes seem like characters I follow in an otherwise impersonal sky. I recently took a photo of a trail following a plane flying above the Sutro Tower, rising from the city’s heart. Though the aircraft was at cruising altitude, the earth’s curvature made it appear to be flying diagonally, its nose pitched to the sun. Its movement made it seem cheeky, touched by an aura of optimism.

There is an uncanniness to contrails, a sense of something both familiar and alien — a cloud that seems to be imparting a message, if only we could decode it. At a residency that I attended recently in the Pacific Northwest, my fellow artists and I gathered outside the lodge before dinner to marvel at a thick, puffy band of white stretching all the way from one end of the sky to the other. The trail was so bold and assertive against an otherwise cloudless sky that we felt darkly intrigued, and stood around speculating on what type of plane might have created it. The mystery of the contrail lent it a special power that held us in its thrall, bonding us at that early moment in our friendship.

While contrails are not to be confused with the chemtrail conspiracy theory — which posits that exhaust from airplanes is laced with additives used to control the population — they are nefarious in more prosaic ways. They are now thought to contribute up to 35 percent of planetary warming caused by aviation, second only to carbon emission. Persistent spreading contrails are the most damaging, as these man-made clouds can blanket large swaths of sky, trapping heat in the atmosphere. Recent studies have suggested that the impact of contrails could be significantly reduced by pilots slightly altering their courses to avoid areas where contrails are likely to form, as they currently do to avoid patches of air where turbulence is likely. It’s possible that in a few years, contrails will be scarcer, relics of a less eco-conscious past, like aerosol cans and plastic-foam packaging.

Is it wrong to find beauty in something we know to be destructive? There’s admittedly something a little perverse about being a contrail enthusiast. For me, they conjure a sense of the sublime, a confrontation with something overwhelming and ineffable, as terrifying as it is beautiful. Traditionally, the sublime refers to encounters with the natural world, such as standing at the lip of the Grand Canyon, or witnessing the devastating power of a tsunami. I had a similar feeling on the infamous “orange day” in 2020, when the skies above San Francisco, and much of the West Coast, were dim and orange-hued because of wildfire smoke. I walked through the eerily transformed landscape of my neighborhood feeling a sense of negative awe. In that moment, I understood myself as a fragile mammal of tiny proportions relative to the scale of the planet and the climate crises that threaten it.

Contrails produce a similar effect for me. Sometimes when I look at one, I slip into an oceanic feeling — a sense of connectedness with the rest of the universe, as if a contrail is a tether between me and everything else. Unfortunately, “everything else” also includes the mass waste that we inflict upon the planet. Which is all to say: I’m not always in the mood to be charmed by contrails. On certain days, the contrails are stripped of their magic, revealed as noxious clutter. I imagine shaking the sky like an Etch-a-Sketch, ridding it of its vaporous waste.

Regardless of my mood, I can appreciate contrails as a physical record of humanity’s existence on this earth. I think about this as I observe a cross-thatching of persistent contrails, scars left by planes that have departed my little slice of the sky. They are ghostly forms reminding us of the plane that recently occupied this point in space, like the speed echo left by a cartoon character as they rush out of frame. I am here, and a moment later I’m elsewhere, but a shadow of my former self remains — for better or worse.



Kate Folk is a novelist whose forthcoming book is ‘Sky Daddy’ (Penguin Random House, 2025)




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/11/magazine/contrails-planes-clouds.html



 | Section menu | Main menu | 
| Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 



What Was the Happiest Moment of Your Life, So Far? Share It With Us.

The New York Times is working on a video project about happiness. We’d love to hear from you.

Video: 



By The New York Times Magazine



Feb 10, 2025 at 05:01 AM

The New York Times Magazine and Well are working on a video project about happiness. Our hope is to capture — through a wide range of perspectives — what happiness looks like across the human life span, and the many different forms it takes. If you’re interested in participating, please send a short video of yourself answering the following question:

What was the happiest moment of your life, so far? 

We are most interested in specific stories with a beginning, middle, and end — for example, a story about a family’s breakfast in a new apartment after a stretch of homelessness; a college student’s memory of an unforgettable nighttime hike with her friends; an octogenarian’s recollection of the first conversation he ever had with his wife some sixty years ago in a diner. Aim to be as precise as possible: consider, for instance, avoiding “when my child was born” or “my wedding day” unless you’ve got a particularly unique story on the topic. Please keep submissions to under one minute long.

If your video is selected for potential inclusion in the project, we’ll reach out to follow up with you. You must provide contact information with your submission. We won’t publish your name or any part of your submission without contacting you first. And we won’t share your contact information outside the Times newsroom or use it for any reason other than to get in touch with you.

Please follow these instructions for your video:



	Film yourself talking directly to the camera, and send vertical videos only.


	Wipe off the camera lens before filming.


	Check that you are recording in “video” mode, not “slo-mo” or “cinematic.”


	Avoid filming in low-light situations. If filming at night, stay near a light source.


	Keep the light in front of you, so that your face is well lit.


	Make sure the lens is not obstructed by your fingers or other objects in the frame.


	Keep the camera steady and limit movement.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/10/magazine/happiest-moment-share-video.html
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An Effective Treatment for Opioid Addiction Exists. Why Isn’t It Used More?

A drug called buprenorphine may be the best tool doctors have to fight the fentanyl crisis. Why hasn’t it been more widely adopted?

A dose of buprenorphine, an opioid that can help treat addiction to more serious opioids like heroin and fentanyl, being dispensed at the Alameda Health System Bridge Clinic in Oakland, Calif.



By Moises Velasquez-Manoff



Feb 16, 2025 at 05:01 AM

The middle-aged patient seemed to embody all the twists and contradictions of the opioid crisis. A white-collar professional with a history of addiction, he had become hooked on prescription painkillers again after a knee operation. When doctors would no longer prescribe the opioids, he returned to heroin. But recently he had developed an abscess at an injection site on his leg. Now he was in Highland Hospital, in Oakland, Calif., claiming to have been bitten by a spider.

Andrew Herring, a specialist in emergency medicine at the hospital, vividly remembers this man, the first person he would ever treat with the drug buprenorphine. The patient was hoping to receive a few opioid pills to help with his “spider bite.” But he had also caught wind of a trial program Herring was just then starting in the emergency department. He and his colleagues were interested in buprenorphine — itself an opioid — as a way to treat addiction to more powerful opioids like heroin. The patient wanted to try that instead of attempting to finagle pills. Struck by his forthrightness and honesty, and by his evident desire to escape the downward spiral of addiction, Herring sent him home with a prescription.

This was in 2016. The previous year, doctors at the Yale School of Medicine published what would come to be seen as a seminal study in the field of addiction medicine. Their study subjects, primarily people who were using heroin or prescription opioids, had been divided into three groups. One received a referral to addiction-treatment services outside the hospital. Another group received a similar referral, along with a brief counseling session at the hospital. And a third group received both the referral and the counseling while also starting on buprenorphine, taken daily as a tablet. After a month, this last cohort was about twice as likely as the other two groups to remain in treatment. This one medicine doubled these patients’ likelihood of staying the course and greatly improved their odds of avoiding a fatal overdose.

An unusual aspect of the study was its setting: the emergency room. Addiction treatment usually didn’t happen in the emergency department, a place generally seen as reserved for acute medical issues, not disorders like drug addiction that require long-term treatment. Yet Herring couldn’t stop thinking about the implications of the Yale research — about how many lives might be saved if E.R. doctors embraced this approach.

And there was already evidence of buprenorphine’s effectiveness, at the population level, in combating overdose deaths. Although the United States government had partly funded buprenorphine’s development as a treatment for opioid addiction, France was one of the first countries to most fully exploit the drug’s potential. In the 1990s, French health authorities began allowing any doctor to prescribe buprenorphine. By the early 2000s, overdose deaths there from heroin and other opioids had declined by nearly 80 percent.

Andrew Herring, an emergency physician and a founder of what is now the A.H.S. Bridge Clinic, which uses buprenorphine to help patients dealing with opiate addiction. Philip Cheung for The New York Times


Intrigued by this and other evidence, Herring, who was head of emergency-medicine research at Highland, decided to try the drug in his own E.R. Its transformational potential was quickly apparent. Opioid users often arrived in the E.R. in withdrawal — sick to their stomachs, cranky, itchy, mean. Doctors and nurses dreaded dealing with them. But when Herring gave these patients buprenorphine, their pain and nausea subsided quickly. Herring could sense human warmth where before he was seeing only anguish. “This is why I became a doctor,” he says he recalls thinking. “It really does feel like a restoration of health.” (The middle-aged patient who claimed to have a spider bite got his life in order and eventually moved abroad.)

That same year, Herring and his colleagues established what is now called the Alameda Health System Bridge Clinic, an addiction-treatment program that has since become a model for hospitals and physicians in California and other states. In the decade that followed, the scourge of opioids only worsened. In 2022, more than 107,000 Americans died from drug overdoses, most of them from fentanyl, a fatal-overdose rate nearly quadruple what it was 20 years earlier. More people died from opioid overdoses in that period — more than 700,000, according to C.D.C. data — than perished in all U.S. wars and conflicts going back to World War I.

Over time, opioid users have transitioned from taking prescription drugs like OxyContin to heroin to the fentanyl that now dominates the illicit drug market. The epidemic has crested in different communities at different times. Initially, white Americans died in the greatest numbers. But around 2020, death rates among Black Americans caught up with and then surpassed those of their white counterparts. Today the opioid crisis disproportionally kills African Americans and Native Americans.

Many see illicit fentanyl, said to be about 50 times as powerful as heroin and 100 times as powerful as morphine, as the worst drug epidemic the country has ever seen. At the same time, experts have reached a consensus: Medication-for-addiction treatment, or M.A.T. — using medicine like buprenorphine or methadone to help patients recover from their opioid-use disorder rather than trying to get them to quit cold turkey — is the best course of treatment. Merely starting people on buprenorphine, research suggests, can cut their chances of dying from overdose by between 50 and 80 percent, compared with patients receiving talk therapy and other nondrug interventions.

Yet the drug remains drastically underprescribed. Only somewhere between 10 and 27 percent of those who could potentially benefit from it — people using a variety of illicit opioids, but especially fentanyl — are taking it, according to various analyses. One of the many tragedies of the opioid epidemic is that this medicine has been available in the United States for 23 years; tens of thousands of lives, and maybe even a few hundred thousand lives, might have been saved. The confounding question today is why, with ample evidence of its effectiveness, it still remains so underused.

Experts cite a tangle of reasons buprenorphine has not been adopted more quickly: limited funding; onerous regulation in the past; doctors’ lack of familiarity with it; the hesitation by hospitals and other health care providers to fully engage with the specialty of addiction medicine; and persistent stigma. Buprenorphine also belongs to the same class of drugs as the painkillers and illicit opioids that have led to so much anguish in the first place, most likely causing many physicians to avoid it reflexively. And as an opioid, it’s monitored by the Drug Enforcement Administration, which probably further bolsters doctors’ reluctance. No physician wants to unduly attract the agency’s attention.

Herring and others around the country are on a mission to change all this. One goal at A.H.S. Bridge is to demonstrate that, contrary to still-pervasive assumptions, a good treatment for opioid addiction exists — and that doctors can deploy it easily in their emergency departments. “Our big project,” Herring says, “is to free buprenorphine.”

Today, fentanyl — a drug that, a dozen years ago, few outside the medical profession had even heard of — is a leading killer of Americans in the prime of life. To understand how we got here, Herring sees it as critical to know how the opioid epidemic unfolded in the United States. Many observers view it as arriving in three waves, each one building on its predecessor — with a fourth now underway, perhaps, as opioids even more powerful than fentanyl have appeared, sometimes mixed with other extremely potent drugs.

The first wave began roughly 30 years ago when doctors, encouraged by what is now acknowledged to have been deceptive marketing by the pharmaceutical industry, began overprescribing medical opioids. Between 1991 and 2012, these prescriptions more than tripled in the United States, to almost 260 million yearly. At that point, the height of the prescription phase of the opioid crisis, doctors were prescribing enough opioids for every American adult to get their own bottle of pills.

For the first half of the opioid epidemic, in other words, America’s doctors didn’t just fail to address a snowballing problem; they sped it along. And the problem quickly escaped the confines of doctor-patient relationships, because of a vast diversion of legally prescribed pills into the general population through clandestine networks.

A patient with substance-use disorder waiting for a provider at the A.H.S. Bridge Clinic. The clinic’s addiction-treatment program has become a model for hospitals and physicians in California and elsewhere. Philip Cheung for The New York Times


The missteps of the medical establishment didn’t stop with the first wave. The second wave of the opioid epidemic began when that establishment, realizing what it had unleashed, made medical-grade opioids much harder to obtain. Though this might have seemed like a reasonable and corrective step to take, the problem, some experts now argue, was that patients on opioids had developed a kind of disease: opioid-use disorder, more commonly referred to as opioid addiction. This would have been the opportune moment to deploy medicines, like buprenorphine, to set users on a path to recovery. Instead, the medical profession “abandoned millions of people,” Herring says. “We let millions of people just fall.” Physicians who might have wanted to prescribe buprenorphine faced significant hurdles, like training requirements and limits on the number of patients who could be treated.

Herring likens the neglect that followed to leaving a sick patient untreated. “If I don’t treat a biomedical problem, the disease will progress,” he says. “We just stood by.” People hooked on opioids were now unable to stop taking them, because their bodies needed the stimulation they provided to function normally — to work jobs, to take kids to school, to avoid descending into the agony of withdrawal. Huge numbers of people, cut off by doctors, turned to the black market.

At that point, extremely high-quality heroin, produced in Colombia, dominated the illicit drug markets in the eastern United States. In a short period, demand for that heroin roughly tripled. According to Daniel Ciccarone, a professor of family and community medicine at the University of California, San Francisco, the Colombian cartels were just then exiting the heroin business, resulting in the unusual situation of shrinking supply in the midst of booming demand.

This opioid-starved marketplace set the stage for a third wave, starting on the East Coast. Around 2013, entrepreneurs in China began selling illicit fentanyl. The powerful drug was introduced in the 1960s as an intravenously administered pain medicine and was well known to physicians. In the right doses and settings, fentanyl is considered a critical medicine. Doctors use it in emergency departments, operating rooms, cancer wards and other places where they need to rapidly control excruciating pain. It takes effect more quickly than other opioids — within 30 seconds, compared with minutes for morphine, a clear advantage when trying to manage anguish from broken bones or other acute injuries. And it causes fewer side effects than other opioids.

Though fentanyl occasionally appeared on the black market in earlier decades, it wasn’t until the mid 2010s that illicit sales took off. Initially, some sellers shipped it directly to American buyers over the dark web. It was often mixed with heroin or into counterfeit pills, most likely because adding fentanyl could make a small amount of heroin, then in short supply, go a lot further. Mexican trafficking organizations eventually took over the production of this powerful new drug flooding into the black market. Today, though the precursor chemicals used to make fentanyl generally originate in China, and to a lesser degree India, they are usually cooked into fentanyl in Mexico and then smuggled north. (The flow of fentanyl across the border is one reason President Trump has threatened tariffs against China, Mexico and Canada — although experts say the amount of fentanyl originating in Canada is negligible.)

In excess, opioids kill by causing the brain to stop telling the lungs and diaphragm to breathe, a self-suffocation called “respiratory depression.” Fentanyl’s potency means that it must be administered very carefully, something that almost certainly doesn’t happen outside a medical setting. “We don’t see too many other drugs where you take a very small amount of a drug and you die,” Christopher Colwell, chief of emergency medicine at Zuckerberg San Francisco General Hospital and Trauma Center, told me.

Even more alarming, chemists in China continue to tinker with the precursor chemicals they ship to Mexico — some of these molecules are 10,000 times as powerful as morphine — which leads to a wide variation in potencies of the final product. There are maybe dozens, if not a hundred, different versions of what we call fentanyl trafficked on the streets, according to Ciccarone. This variability in the black-market supply — the “undulation,” he calls it — makes it very difficult for users to gauge how much to take. “It’s not just the potency, it’s the fact that it comes in different potencies,” Ciccarone says. “They change.”

Outside the entrance to the emergency department where Herring works in Oakland sits a metal dispenser not unlike those that, where they still exist, give out alt-weekly newspapers. This dispenser contains free boxes of naloxone, the overdose-reversal drug also known as Narcan, for anyone who wants it. “That’s how we start,” Andrew Herring told me one fall day. Making the drug more widely available around the country may be paying dividends already. In 2023, according to C.D.C. data, fatal overdoses declined nationally for the first time since 2018.

But for Herring, it is buprenorphine, a drug fewer people have heard of, that can be the true lifesaver. Unlike naloxone, which only helps in the moment of acute, opioid-induced emergency, buprenorphine can get someone started on a durable recovery — and the drug is safer than most other prescription opioids. Its lack of toxicity stems partly from its unique action in the body. As an opioid itself, buprenorphine excites opioid receptors, preventing withdrawal symptoms. But unlike with other opioids, including methadone, which is also used to treat opioid addiction, there’s a limit to how much buprenorphine can stimulate those receptors. That ceiling protects against overdose. The molecule is also unusually “sticky” on those receptors — more so than both heroin and fentanyl, for example — so flooding the body with buprenorphine can block the effects of more potent opioids that patients going through a relapse might procure on the street. In the last decade, the F.D.A. approved new forms of the drug that can be given as a shot weekly or even once a month, so patients can avoid the hassle of having to take it daily.

A doctor preparing to inject a patient with buprenorphine at the A.H.S. Bridge Clinic. Safer than most other prescription opioids, the drug protects against overdose and can help the brain heal damage caused by addiction. Philip Cheung for The New York Times


At A.H.S. Bridge, patients can be treated with buprenorphine minutes after they show up, right inside the emergency room, not in some distant wing of the hospital. And the program forgoes nearly all the initial paperwork for people with substance-use disorder. “You can’t take care of unhoused people if you’re futzing around with insurance cards,” Herring said.

The Bridge clinic’s nerve center is a room full of administrators called “substance-use navigators.” These navigators locate long-term treatment programs, follow up on prescriptions, connect patients with the correct doctors for their other health problems, remind patients about appointments and generally try to keep them engaged in their own care. Carmela Yomtoubian, an emergency-medicine doctor who has set up several Bridge-based programs in the Los Angeles area, describes the navigators as “the essential piece” that makes the whole model work. They take on all the busywork needed to navigate the byzantine U.S. health care system so that those seeking treatment, who might be in withdrawal or without homes, don’t have to. “It’s like your own personal assistant that will get you on the right track,” she told me.

When Herring and his colleagues started Bridge in 2016, between 10 and 20 people arrived weekly. Now A.H.S. Bridge sees more than 100 patients per day, two-thirds of them by virtual means. As it has grown, Bridge has become a regional and, to some extent, national model of how to initiate potentially lifesaving care in a place — the emergency room — that historically has not prioritized the treatment of patients struggling with opioid addiction. Nora Volkow, the director of the National Institute of Drug Abuse at the National Institutes of Health, describes Bridge and similar programs as taking advantage of “an extraordinary opportunity”: Anyone having an opioid-related crisis will most likely end up in the E.R., making it an ideal place to intervene.

In 2018, Herring and his colleagues founded a sister organization, now called the Bridge Center at the Public Health Institute, to help set up similar programs around the state. It has received $110 million from California and overseen the distribution of more than half that amount to support 282 hospitals — approximately two-thirds of the state’s hospitals. That effort has produced what the Bridge Center contends is the largest increase nationwide in the availability of M.A.T. in emergency departments. Andrew Kolodny, the medical director for the Opioid Policy Research Collaborative at Brandeis University, describes Bridge programs as a “terrific model” that gets those struggling with addiction “plugged in immediately.”

In at least one instance, another hospital independently came up with the same idea — and the same name. Mass General Brigham in Boston has E.R.-linked Bridge clinics. Sarah Wakeman, the hospital system’s senior medical director for substance-use disorder, says that buprenorphine can prompt a “Lazarus-like recovery” in some of the sickest patients she sees. “There is nothing I do in medicine that has as dramatic an effect, as lifesaving an effect,” she told me. “You give them medicine and watch their life, their health, everything change.”

But even as awareness of buprenorphine has spread, the extent of its use is nowhere near what experts think is needed. “Every county should have at least one place where someone could walk in and that same day get buprenorphine regardless of their ability to pay for it,” Kolodny says. But a 2022 study found that only about half of the nation’s top-ranked hospitals said they provided buprenorphine in their emergency department. Hundreds of counties still lack any M.A.T. providers at all, according to a recent report from the inspector general’s office at the Department of Health and Human Services. And where those providers do exist, they often won’t accept Medicaid or Medicare patients. (Many providers won’t accept any insurance at all, Kolodny says.)

The reasons experts give for this slow uptake are myriad. Kelly Pfeifer, a director with the California Health Care Foundation and an early champion of Bridge, cites the effort it takes to change any entrenched mind-set among doctors. One of the foremost challenges Pfeifer encounters, she told me, is changing emergency physicians’ deep-seated assumption that the opioid epidemic isn’t really their problem. They often resent that emergency departments have become “dumping grounds,” as Pfeifer puts it, for the bigger societal problems of homelessness and addiction; they also assume that they lack good treatments.

Pfeifer tries to impress on these doctors that they do have an effective tool in buprenorphine, and that, for better or worse, the emergency room functions as the medical safety net in this country. “Yes, it’s an expensive place to manage addiction and an expensive place to manage the symptoms of poverty and homelessness,” she says. “But there’s nowhere else to go.”

Experts also point to the onerous regulations that long governed the use of buprenorphine. It was approved to treat opioid addiction in 2000 — the earliest version available consisted of a tablet dissolved under the tongue — but limits on how many patients doctors could treat with the drug (no more than 30), coupled with training requirements before they could prescribe it to patients, caused many doctors to eschew it altogether. These regulations have been lifted piecemeal over the years. The X waiver, a certification that doctors needed before they could prescribe buprenorphine, was eliminated only in 2023. Yet even as the drug has become freer in a regulatory sense, and therefore easier to give to patients, the number of prescriptions written for buprenorphine has not meaningfully increased, according to C.D.C. data.

A counselor with patients at Road to Recovery, a group-therapy program for people with substance-use disorder just down the hall from the A.H.S. Bridge Clinic. Its manager stresses the importance of psychological support in addition to buprenorphine when treating addiction. Philip Cheung for The New York Times


In part, this might be because the D.E.A. still monitors buprenorphine through its Suspicious Orders Report System. Doctors may fear being investigated if SORS detects a spike in prescriptions, Paul Tonko, a Democratic congressman from New York who has worked to loosen regulation of the drug, told me. And many doctors simply remain unfamiliar with the drug because they never learned how to use it. “You have a whole generation of physicians who haven’t trained with this medicine,” Carmela Yomtoubian says. “Not everyone is comfortable with it.”

Some dire consequences of using buprenorphine that are caused by government bureaucracies may also be slowing down its acceptance. In some states, women taking buprenorphine or methadone to treat opioid addiction have had their children taken away by Child Protective Services after they tested positive for opioid use — even though the opioids had been legally prescribed for them.

Nearly everyone I spoke with mentioned one other obstacle to buprenorphine’s greater uptake: stigma. In the United States, the dominant view on how to manage addiction has traditionally been that abstinence is the best solution. This assumption persists, despite numerous studies’ showing that medication can reduce the risk of overdose far more than abstinence alone — and that in some cases abstinence may even increase the risk of overdose later. “We’ve long treated it as an issue of morality,” Wakeman says. “Embedded in that is the notion that people should just knock it off, pull themselves up by their bootstraps. And that frankly we should make it hard on them. Anything that makes it easier is actually viewed with skepticism or as a bad thing.”

Why do opioids produce such powerful feelings of well-being and euphoria in some people? Our own bodies produce opioids, it turns out, which is why many of our cells bristle with receptors that respond to these molecules in the first place. Scientists call this biomolecular lock-and-key mechanism the endogenous opioid system. Endorphins, released during exercise, are one type of endogenous opioid. They improve mood and your sense of well-being, and scientists think they’re partly responsible for the antidepressant effect of physical activity.

For highly social animals like humans and other primates, the native opioid system may also play a role in social bonding, according to one influential theory. It’s probably involved in not just the intense pleasures of sex and intimacy but also the more subtle sensation of warmth and belonging that comes simply from being part of a friendly group. Loving caresses, shared laughing and group singing release a flood of native feel-good opioids.

Scientists think that the endogenous opioid system evolved, in part, to push animals toward behaviors that aided the species’ survival. But chronic exposure to powerful exogenous opioids like heroin and fentanyl can overwhelm this delicately calibrated system and — counterintuitively — push people into a state of near-constant distress when they are not using.

George Koob, director of the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, has christened this state “hyperkatifeia,” an extreme dejection or dysphoria that can occur with long-term drug use. A cruel paradox of this condition is that the usual pleasures and joys of life — the activities and situations that evolution arguably shaped us to seek out — can stop feeling good altogether. Someone might begin taking opioids to manage pain or to induce euphoria, but chronic use can change the brain in ways that make it difficult to find much pleasure in daily life, ultimately driving more drug use to escape the misery. Many assume that people take drugs to feel good, Koob told me. But with long-term opioid use, he says, “people take drugs to not feel bad.”

This is one reason so many doctors have come to think that buprenorphine can be so useful as a treatment for opioid addiction. Not only can it can help stabilize someone whose life has become a harrowing ricochet between ever-more-unsatisfying highs and increasingly inescapable lows; it may also reverse some of the physiological changes caused by chronic opioid use.

Intense, chronic exposure to fentanyl or heroin can cause a decline in the number of opioid receptors on cellular surfaces. The body prunes these receptors — brings them inside its cells — possibly to protect against overstimulation. Scientists suspect that the resulting decrease in sensitivity underlies some opioid users’ reduced ability to feel good about much of anything, not to mention the agonizing withdrawal symptoms that initially attend abstinence. Yet buprenorphine can partly reverse those changes, animal studies suggest. After some time on the drug, opioid receptors can reappear where they had disappeared previously.

Herring often cites this science when faced with the inevitable question: How does replacing one opioid with another, one that is itself habit-forming — if you stop taking buprenorphine suddenly, you’ll experience withdrawal — really help people? The brain can heal on buprenorphine, he responds, at least partly reversing the damage wrought by chronic opioid use.

The deeper argument Herring and others are making rests on a particular view of addiction — namely, that opioid addiction is a disease and that, like diabetes, thyroiditis or any other chronic disorder, it’s a disease best treated with the appropriate medicine. This understanding of addiction was not always accepted widely. But scientists have spent decades describing the neurocircuitry and biochemical pathways involved in addiction with a goal in mind, Nora Volkow says: They hope to target the “disease processes” with drugs like buprenorphine (and maybe better ones to come). Along the way, they have been amassing the evidence that might enable doctors to wrest the management of addiction from law enforcement and bring it into medicine’s purview. “We have been dealing with people who are addicted as if they had moral failures,” she told me. Now doctors can point to the science and say: “No. That person is actually unable to control the urges.”

Even for those struggling with addiction, seeing it as a disease that requires long-term treatment can be hard to accept. Herring and Wakeman sometimes recommend that certain patients stay on buprenorphine indefinitely, and the patients themselves resist the idea. “It runs counter to romantic notions of independence or autonomy,” Herring says. They are often naturally — and for good reason, Wakeman adds — suspicious of doctors telling them to rely on an opioid when medical-grade opioids may have gotten them into difficulty to begin with. “There’s a very real and earned distrust of medication and the medical system and the pharmaceutical industry,” she says.

Andrew Herring in his emergency department. “This is why I became a doctor,” he says of buprenorphine’s effects on patients. “It really does feel like a restoration of health.” Philip Cheung for The New York Times


Yet because doctors still have nothing with which to “cure” addiction once and for all — nothing to immediately undo the changes that long-term opioid use causes in the brain and body — addiction specialists see ongoing medical treatment as the best option in many cases. The National Institute of Drug Abuse is funding a study to investigate how best to wean people off buprenorphine who have been on it for a least a year and want to stop taking it. The trial will also explore which strategies are most effective at avoiding relapse. Herring and Wakeman look forward to getting those results. But in the meantime, if addiction is a chronic, lifelong disease — and that’s often how it’s perceived even in abstinence-focused circles — they’re fundamentally arguing that you may have to take medicine for the rest of your life to treat it. Because when treatment is removed, Herring says, “that old wound is still there.”

This highly medicalized view of addiction has its critics. Proponents argue that seeing addiction as a disease like any other will lessen stigma, but some research suggests that it may also incur a cost. While framing addiction as a brain disease may reduce blame (the user is not at fault) and boost support for treatment, it may also increase the perception that those struggling with substance-use disorder are dangerous, leading to greater social rejection.

Critics also posit that thinking of yourself as bereft of agency can undercut your own sense of empowerment — of control in your life — which, they argue, is itself vital to lasting recovery. Indeed, one longstanding critique of the argument that addiction is a chronic, relapsing-remitting disease of the brain is that it fails to account for cases of seemingly spontaneous recovery.

Treating addiction as a medical problem and treating it as a socially influenced or psychological issue are not mutually exclusive approaches, of course. Jasmin Canfield, who is the manager of substance-use disorder treatment at A.H.S. and runs a group-therapy program called Road to Recovery just down the hall from Herring’s Bridge clinic, told me that it is “really difficult for me to do my job as a therapist without medication so that folks are not in withdrawal or having cravings.” But she warned against the idea that medication alone could fully address a problem as complex as addiction, which is so often related to pain and trauma. People need to understand why they feel compelled to take fentanyl or other opioids in the first place, she said. And a drug can’t provide that kind of illumination.

Over the course of a year, the tenor of my conversations with Andrew Herring shifted subtly but noticeably, from “look what’s possible” optimism toward “this won’t work unless” exasperation. There was a good medicine for opioid addiction and a model for delivering it in the emergency department, he said, but neither was being deployed fast enough. The only way buprenorphine would become widely and quickly adopted, he argued, was through a well-funded, top-down “program,” as he characterized it, that provided incentives for hospitals and other health care organizations to offer the treatment.

The idea of rules imposed from on high that accelerate the adoption of new standards has some precedent. The establishment of trauma care centers in the late 20th century, for instance, and the creation and acceptance of protocols for stroke care across the country resulted from a complex mix of carrots and sticks that encouraged health care organizations to adopt agreed-upon standards of care; ultimately, health outcomes for Americans improved. Herring was essentially contending that making buprenorphine widely available required more carrots, but also a few sticks.

Aimee Moulin, chief of addiction medicine within the emergency-medicine department at U.C. Davis and a Bridge founder, pointed out that a top-down approach could help in another way as well: by giving “institutional cover” to doctors who would otherwise be hesitant to prescribe buprenorphine. A directive from some authority could remove the burden of responsibility from physicians’ shoulders, she told me. “Then I’m doing what I’m being told to do,” she said. “These are the expectations.”

As I asked around, however, it was easy to find people who disagreed with anything that resembled a mandate. Representative Paul Tonko of New York, though he lamented to me the slow adoption of buprenorphine, nonetheless suggested that a directive pushing hospitals and doctors to provide the opioid risked sparking a backlash. A much sounder approach, in his view, would be to remove the remaining barriers to the medicine’s full rollout. The D.E.A.’s monitoring of the drug has a chilling effect, he argued, making even pharmacies reluctant to stock too much of it, because they don’t want to attract the agency’s attention. To reduce this “fear factor,” Tonko recently was a sponsor of a bill that would temporarily exempt buprenorphine from the D.E.A.’s oversight.

Then, in November, with the election of Donald Trump and the Republicans’ return to power in Congress, the question of how best to respond to opioid-use disorder was confronted with new uncertainty. For the past decade, the push to expand access to treatment for opioid addiction has enjoyed bipartisan support. But during his campaign, Trump outlined a draconian vision to address the opioid problem, threatening drug dealers and smugglers with the death penalty and promising to “seal” the border. On Feb. 1, he signed an executive order to levy tariffs against China, Mexico and Canada, in part to pressure these countries to halt the flow of fentanyl into the United States. (Soon after, he gave 30-day reprieves to Canada and Mexico.)

Keith Humphreys, a professor of psychiatry and behavioral sciences at Stanford who studies the opioid crisis, says the idea that beefed-up border control could halt or greatly curtail the flow of fentanyl into the country is simply misguided. Fentanyl is so concentrated that the amount needed to supply the entire country’s demand for a year is at most 10 metric tons, he estimates. Law enforcement has to find those 10 tons — the weight of few cars — among the more than seven million trucks carrying goods that cross the border annually. To meaningfully impede the flow of fentanyl, he thinks, you would have to completely close the border, at which point the country would inflict massive economic harm on itself. And even with the border shut, drones, planes and tunnels can easily continue supplying the market. A birthday-card-size letter mailed from abroad could carry a week’s supply of the opioid for someone. “You can’t really keep fentanyl out of such a big country,” he says.

Trump’s expressed desire to slash government spending also worries proponents of medication-for-addiction treatment. Some Republicans are actively seeking ways to cut Medicaid, along with other federal programs. Trump may also try to undo or simply undermine the Affordable Care Act, a favorite target. Either development could be disastrous for the distribution of medication to treat opioid addiction, reversing the gains, however tenuous, made under the Biden administration. Medicaid covers an estimated 40 percent of non-elderly adults with opioid-use disorder in the United States, some two-thirds of whom receive treatment for their addiction through the program.

It’s also possible, however, that Trump will expand the public-health approach he embraced during his first term, which was furthered by the Biden administration, and continue to encourage efforts to roll out M.A.T. Trump signed a law during his first term that removed some requirements for doctors who wanted to prescribe buprenorphine, notes Kassandra Frederique, the executive director of Drug Policy Alliance, a nonprofit that advocates for less-punitive drug policy. And uniquely among Republican presidents, Trump supported the use of some harm-reduction practices like making clean syringes available, according to his first-term surgeon general. Frederique told me she hopes that the current administration will continue to build on the work Trump and others have done to expand access to treatment.

What’s important to remember is just how much evidence exists indicating that buprenorphine can help people with opioid addiction. Sarah Wakeman often points this out as she pushes back against what she sees as a pervasive sense of pessimism around the opioid crisis. The problem is that this medicine isn’t getting to the people who need it quickly enough. “Most people think this is a terribly recalcitrant, untreatable, insurmountable problem,” she says. “That couldn’t be further from the truth.”
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Senator Ruben Gallego on the Democrats’ Problem: ‘We’re Always Afraid’
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Feb 15, 2025 at 05:15 AM

There has been an onslaught of political news over the past few weeks as President Trump and his billionaire backer Elon Musk try to remake America’s government. From dismantling federal agencies to firing federal workers, they have been testing the legal system and the Constitution. They have also been testing Democrats, who are struggling to figure out how to respond.

It’s a real moment of soul searching for the Democratic Party, to say the least. It must not only devise a strategy to oppose Trump’s agenda, but also win back the voters who moved toward him in the election. Over the next month, I’ll be having a series of conversations with influential Democrats to understand their internal debates about the way forward. My first is with Arizona’s junior senator, Ruben Gallego. Gallego’s win over Kari Lake was one of the few bright spots for Democrats in November. A former member of the House, Gallego won in a tight race by outperforming Kamala Harris among key demographics that Democrats have struggled with, especially men and Latinos.

Gallego is the son of parents who immigrated from Colombia and Mexico and was raised by his single mother. He grew up poor, went to Harvard, became a Marine, fought in Iraq and ultimately ended up in politics, where, he says, his story of overcoming adversity and class transition helped him connect with voters. He has a lot of advice and criticism for Democrats right now, as I discovered when I sat down with him earlier this week in Washington.

Video: Senator Ruben Gallego Thinks His Fellow Democrats Are Afraid

The Arizona lawmaker diagnoses what he thinks needs to change in the way his party communicates with men, Latinos and Trump voters.

Subscribe: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Amazon | iHeart | NYT Audio App

I almost don’t know where to start, because so much has happened in such a short amount of time. You’re a first-term senator, but you were in the House during the first Trump administration. Does this time feel different? It does. A lot of what you see Trump doing now is what he tried the first time around. But this time, we don’t have Republican allies. We’re basically fighting on our own.

Do you see a shift in how seriously the party is taking this moment? I do think that the party, at least talking to my colleagues, are starting to see that this is an existential threat if they keep going down this road. If we can’t rely on the judiciary to be part of those checks and balances, then what is left? What I’m seeing is a lot of people that are just kind of frozen. It’s something that happens when situations come out of the norm. People want to make something that’s not normal, normal, because if you actually have to accept the reality, it gets very, very scary.

The big question for Democrats is what it means to be an effective opposition party, and I think there are two issues here. One is what Democrats should actually do to counter Trump’s actions. And the other is how you communicate what you’re doing. On the first, there is talk of using government spending, which has to be negotiated by March 14, as leverage. The risk is that if there is a government shutdown, the Democrats will be blamed for that at a moment when the party is trying to reach voters, rebuild itself and communicate that it is a party worth voting for. Is the risk too high? The risk is always there. We can’t be afraid of failing. I think that’s the biggest mistake I’ve seen Democrats make. We’re always afraid of failing, so we don’t take risks. It’s OK for us to recognize that that is a potential fallback. But we could also be working to mitigate it. What does that look like? Making sure that we meet the moment where the American public is. Making sure that we’re showing them that we’re the ones that are trying to, No. 1, protect the Constitution. No. 2, fighting for you. Because all this BS that’s happening right now? Prices are still high. The cost of eggs is still high. People can’t buy homes. We need to figure out how to pivot back, because that’s where the Republicans are the weakest. They own this economy now, and they’re not doing … stuff for everyday Americans.

Ruben Gallego serving in the Marines in Iraq in 2005. From Senator Ruben Gallego


I could see you in your brain changing the word. My wife warned me before I left for work today not to swear. [Laughs.] The problem is we have to separate what we’re hearing from the D.C. crowd from what we’re hearing in the streets. I go back to Arizona — they’re actually not talking about USAID. And they’re not talking about the courts. They’re still talking about egg prices. They’re still talking about the cost of everything. So one of the things we have to be very mindful of is that we may engage in a fight, but the rest of the American public may not be with us because they don’t understand this fight. And we need to make sure that we’re matching our politics to what actually is happening in the real world, because sometimes when we have that disconnect, we miss really, really badly. And unfortunately, now we know, we can’t miss. The stuff that’s happening right now is because we entirely missed where the American public was during the 2024 election.

You outperformed Harris in your state, meaning that you won over some Trump voters. Why do you think that happened? Because I understand that not all Trump voters are actual straight-down-the-line Trump voters. I think there are a lot of people that voted for Trump because they were frustrated with what was happening in this country, and we weren’t afraid to reach out to them. We went to some of the hardest places in the state. We sat down with Trump supporters. We weren’t afraid to talk to them.

You think Democrats are afraid to talk to Trump voters? I think Democrats are afraid to talk to Trump voters. I think Democrats are afraid to talk to people that are going to criticize them. In a state like Arizona, there are 300,000 more registered Republicans than Democrats. I had no choice. It was either do it, or you’re not going to make it.

Why do you think Democrats are afraid to talk to Trump voters? I don’t know. Why aren’t they going into the reddest areas of the country? Donald Trump goes to Harlem. Do we go to the equivalent of Harlem for the red voter? No, we don’t.

I want to talk through some demographic groups that Democrats really need to win back if they want to be competitive. Everybody?

Men, for example. Yep.

You’ve been described to me as a bro. And not in a bad way. [Laughs.]

You won Latino men by 30 points in an election in which Trump dominated that group. I know men are a very broad group, but what do you think Democrats have misunderstood about them? That we could be working to make the status of men better without diminishing the status of women. A lot of times we forget that we still need men to vote for us. That’s how we still win elections. But we don’t really talk about making the lives of men better, working to make sure that they have wages so they can support their families. I also think some of this is purely psychological — like we just can’t put our finger on it. During my campaign, I noticed when I was talking to men, especially Latino men, about the feeling of pride, bringing money home, being able to support your family, the feeling of bringing security — they wanted to hear that someone understood that need. And a lot of times we are so afraid of communicating that to men, because we think somehow we’re going to also diminish the status of women. That’s going to end up being a problem. The fact that we don’t talk this way to them makes them think we don’t really care about them, when in fact the Democrats on par are actually very good about the status of working-class men. It was a joke, but I said a lot when I was talking to Latino men: “I’m going to make sure you get out of your mom’s house, get your troquita.” For English speakers, that means your truck. Every Latino man wants a big-ass truck, which, nothing wrong with that. “And you’re gonna go start your own job, and you’re gonna become rich, right?” These are the conversations that we should be having. We’re afraid of saying, like, “Hey, let’s help you get a job so you can become rich.” We use terms like “bring more economic stability.” These guys don’t want that. They don’t want “economic stability.” They want to really live the American dream.

Gallego at the Juntos por Arizona (Together for Arizona) Rodeo, a campaign event that he hosted in Phoenix in November. Rebecca Noble/AFP, via Getty Images


One of the difficulties for Democrats is that what you’re describing are more traditional values. But people vote on values!

Are you saying that Democrats should recognize that people want more traditional gender roles? Be less afraid of that? No, I think Democrats should recognize that people want to understand that they matter. It doesn’t necessarily mean that we’re going to say the single mom is less important than the father. That’s not what we’re saying. But just saying, “Yes, you matter too." Because as Democrats, we’re supposed to be fighting for everybody.

After the midterms in 2022, when Democrats did better than expected, many Democrats, you included, seemed to take away that there wasn’t this rightward shift among the Latino community. In fact, you said, and I’m quoting here, “There’s no effing realignment.” You said “effing.”

I said “effing.” That’s not the word you used. Why did you get it wrong? I was right then. In 2022 — this is when I was the head of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus — we had polling that showed that there was no slippage happening because men, especially Latino men, were frustrated, but they felt that things were getting better. And there was also an understanding, especially from women, that Democrats were better for them. With the recession — the personal recession, not necessarily the government’s recession — continuing on more and more and with housing prices not going down, that’s when things just started sliding. Economically, we weren’t meeting the demands of where they were. I think they were willing to be hopeful because Biden had just gotten in. A lot of the stimulus money still had not worn out. But starting around early 2023, a lot of the stimulus money went away, because we negotiated with the Republicans for it to go away. Interest rates stayed high. And for a lot of families, Latino families, buying a home is part of the American dream. And now it has gotten even further and further away. So the economics just did not improve. And as soon as some of us heard it, we started putting up the warning signs. But it just wasn’t heard.

What else is the difference is that the way Trump communicates is actually more apt to get younger Latino men voters, because where they gather their information, where they listen to politics, is where Trump is more often, versus where we are. He’s on podcasts all the time. He’s at U.F.C. fights. He’s at all these things where they actually see him being a real quote unquote man. I also warned Democrats about that. We needed to get out there. I had a lot of recommendations that weren’t listened to. I wanted President Biden to go to the Copa America game and sit next to some Latino celebrity. I love boxing. I’m like: “Let’s go to some boxing matches, right? Let’s take some Democrats to boxing matches where a lot of Latinos are.” We need to figure out how to get into that world.

I was shocked to learn that President Trump was the first sitting president to go to a Super Bowl game. That seems to me like a gimme for any president to go and do that. Yeah, and he’ll do everything. And why are we not doing it? I’ll tell you why, because I have heard this before. I’m not gonna tell you which politician was worried about this, but their staff told me, “I don’t want my guy getting booed.” So you don’t expose yourself to anybody. But then you also don’t expose yourself to anybody! And again, this is not just the president. This is everybody really running last year.

 Philip Montgomery for The New York Times


I interviewed JD Vance before the election, and it struck me that even though your politics are obviously very different, your backgrounds share some similar traits. Working class, raised by single mothers, military service in Iraq, went to the Ivy League. And that story of class transition does seem to resonate with voters. I think most voters want to believe and do believe in the American dream. I think when they see examples of that being true, that gives them some hope. And sometimes people miss that. I remember during my campaign, some of my advisers said, “You can’t talk about Harvard.” I’m like, “Why not?” “Well, you want working-class people to like you. If you tell them you went to Harvard, you’re going to remind them that you’re not part of that.” I’m like: “No, you’re not getting it. Working-class people appreciate kids going to college, especially kids that came from poverty going to college, because that’s part of the American dream. You need that kind of hope to hang on to, to get through those hard days, knowing that things will get better.” This is psychologically what people missed about this campaign: when people started feeling like it’s not going to get better. That should have been a big tell that things were going to go south.

Something I really struggle to reconcile is: On the one hand, you have voters saying that the economy and inflation are their top issues, and they feel the pain of price increases, which is completely understandable. On the other hand, under Trump, we now have the richest cabinet in modern history. The world’s richest person is gutting the federal government. Yet polls show the president starting his second term with higher approval ratings than when he began his first term. It sends this confusing message about what the electorate actually wants. I don’t think so.

Why don’t you think it’s a confusing message? Because people that are working class, poor, don’t necessarily look at the ultrarich as their competitors. They want to be rich someday. And so they don’t necessarily fault the rich for being rich. Where they do fault them is when it starts affecting them. So they’re going to give Elon and his little weirdos the benefit of the doubt, and they’re going to give Donald Trump the benefit of the doubt until it proves that it’s actually affecting them personally. The thing that finally started moving Donald Trump’s numbers away, before the 2018 elections, was when he gave a massive tax cut to the rich. So, I think that’s what’s going to end up happening. I think this administration is going to give a massive tax cut to the rich, and they’re going to do it by cutting Medicaid and other programs for the poor, and that’s when you’re going to see people saying, “No, no, no, that’s not what I want.”

So the message among some Democrats of “Eat the rich” — That’s not going to work. These people want to be rich. They want to be rich! And there’s nothing wrong with that. Our job is to expose when there are abuses by the rich, the wealthy, the powerful. That’s how we get those people that aspire to that to vote for Democrats.

So Elon Musk, Donald Trump: Are these the people who have actually figured out how to connect with the working class? Yes. We just had an election that proved that.

Why? They actually understand the consumer. They are engaged every day, one way or the other, in trying to talk to the consumer, and in this case it’s the voter.

They’re salesmen. Yeah, exactly. The client is the voter. He knows where the voter is, and he’ll get there however he can get there.

I want to ask you specifically about immigration, which was one of the central issues of the election and one that really hurt Democrats. Your first vote as a senator was for the Laken Riley Act. You were one of two Democratic co-sponsors of the bill — the other one being John Fetterman of Pennsylvania. Many in the immigrant-advocacy community were unhappy with that position. They have criticized the law. They say it raises due-process concerns for immigrants. Another big concern is that it will give states more control over immigration policy, essentially gutting federal authority. What was your thinking behind voting for it? Well, my thinking behind voting for it the second time, because I voted for it also in the House of Representatives, is that talking to voters — they wanted more immigration control and reform. What happened to Laken Riley was horrible. And look: These immigration groups have some very valid points in some areas. But where they’re moving is not necessarily in line with where the majority of voters or even the immigrant community are. I heard from them a lot, and the one thing I heard from them is: “This is not what Latinos want. They don’t want this bill.” I’m like, “That’s actually not true. I go home, and there is a lot of support for bills like this.” There’s a mismatch right now. The immigration groups have moved to a point where they say that they represent the voice of Latinos, and they don’t. They’re not even close. One of the things I’ve been telling senators is: Listen to the immigration groups, because they have good legal advice. Do not listen to immigration groups if they tell you that this is a representation of where Latinos are, because they are totally off.

This bill, though, does seem to want to change the nature of how immigration is done in this country. And the architect of this administration’s immigration policy is Stephen Miller, who in the past has promoted hard-line views by citing the work of white-nationalist websites, according to the Southern Poverty Law Center. There does seem to be a strain in this administration that wants to change the makeup of this country. Without a doubt.

Do you worry that voters’ legitimate concerns about our immigration system are being weaponized for ideological ends? Absolutely. But this isn’t new.

Was it hard for you to cast that vote knowing that context? No, because this has been happening for the last 20 years. The context that I worry about is how do we get the trust of people back to the point where we can actually bring the immigration conversation to a more normal frame. When the Democrats basically dropped the ball on the chaos on the border for many years, we essentially lost the debate on immigration reform for years, because the everyday voter doesn’t trust us. For years they saw that chaos on the border, and we did nothing. The Biden administration finally moved, but by then it had been so long and the damage had been done. And by the way, for those of us that care about immigration reform, and we truly do — I want to see undocumented families come out of the shadows; I want Dreamers to become citizens — we’ve been set back for years because we hesitated on asylum seekers when we knew in our guts that what was happening there was an abuse of the system, was unpopular with Democrats, but somehow we decided that we were going to essentially just give the issue to the Republicans. We could have had a very sane position on this.

Gallego speaking to reporters after a vote to proceed with the Laken Riley Act in January. Anna Rose Layden/EPA, via Shutterstock


Do you blame President Biden for that? I blame President Biden, but I also blame a lot of the people that were advising President Biden. A lot of these groups. You’re only as good as the advice that’s given to you. These immigration groups that I think are looking out for people ended up making the situation a lot worse.

Just to understand where you stand on specific issues: Should local law enforcement be helping ICE carry out deportations? No, because if you talk to local law enforcement, and especially in Arizona, talking to sheriffs and talking to the police, they don’t have the bandwidth. They don’t want to do this. They want to keep the community relationships. And police are there to actually enforce local laws.

Should migrants be sent to Guantánamo or to prisons in El Salvador? Not migrants that have their due process, and especially not ones that aren’t dangerous, but certainly ones that are severely dangerous, like people that have committed crimes but we can’t legally hold them here. I think there’s something to be said about that.

I’m surprised. For gang members? Criminals? Why would we want to keep gang members and criminals that don’t even have a legal right to be here and Venezuela won’t take them back?

I think there is a concern that people that get put into these systems — it’s sort of like a black hole. It’s a legal limbo. I mean, we’ve been having legal limbo for the immigrant community forever. Guantánamo has been used for refugees and asylum seekers prior to this.

But not ones that have been in the United States. They’re people who have been caught at sea — I see what you’re saying. Yeah. Look, at the same time, if there is a hard-core criminal that has gone through our judicial system but we can’t actually deport, what are we going to do? I’m not saying we do this for everybody, but there has to be some logical security that we should be thinking about, because they’re going to end up being criminals again, especially in these very, very vulnerable communities.

How have you seen the deportations working in the weeks since Trump has taken over? Talking to people in Arizona, talking to ICE agents, it’s caused a lot of fear. Some of the ICE agents are very frustrated, because they feel that they’re put on to make an artificial quota. That they first were sent to go after hard-core criminals, and now they’re being pushed to just grab anybody. So, for example, in Arizona, they have a quota of 75 people per day. The frustration, I think, is also in the fact that there just isn’t really any coordination of need. So, for example, they’re bringing investigators off A.T.F., D.E.A. and H.S.I., who are actually going after real criminals, both U.S. citizens and non-U.S. citizens, and they’re just being thrown in here to essentially do a show of force.

You think it’s ineffective? I think if Donald Trump actually wanted to get rid of these hard-core criminals, there is a way to do this, where you would have a lot of these undocumented families — the ones I’ve told you that have been here forever, the ones that have kids that are here — that will likely help you. But when you are trying to cast a wide net, you’re going to have everyone hide. And you’re going to end up probably making a lot of these criminals that are here illegally be able to get away with it.

Do you take Donald Trump and his administration at face value that what they’re interested in doing is deporting criminals as opposed to deporting immigrants? No, I don’t. What can we do to actually make them focus on these hard-core criminals is going to be the next really big fight.

As we’ve discussed, there are concerns about Democrats being too deferential to the more liberal parts of the party — yes, on immigration, but also gender, L.G.B.T.Q. rights, D.E.I., whatever it is. These are all things the right has been hammering Democrats on for a while, and it seems to be working. So how do Democrats stand for what they believe in without being seen by voters as outside the mainstream? It’s easier for us to be hit as being extremists if we’re not also known for something, if we’re not fighting to make someone’s life better, to bring down the cost of living, raise wages. If we’re not actively fighting for that, it’s going to be easier for people to take the most extreme positions and say, “Well, that’s actually what the Democrats are.” I think most Americans are very much pro-L.G.B.T. I think they are pro-women’s rights. I think they’re more aligned with Democrats than with where Republicans are. But when we aren’t identified as doing something for the grander America, they’re just going to be able to say, “They’re just so focused on these small little niche groups instead of you.” And that resonated.

I know someone’s going to say: “Well, the G.D.P. under Biden was the highest. And we had the lowest unemployment ever. Ruben Gallego is wrong.” Yes, that was all true. But people were not feeling it. People were just not feeling it. If we want to lie to ourselves and say, “Well, things were really good, the economy was really good” when people were telling us it was not, we’re going to continue having this problem. It’s going to be easier for people to take away some of these basic rights if we allow the middle of America to continue to suffer economically.

This interview has been edited and condensed. Listen to and follow “The Interview” on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, YouTube, iHeartRadio, Amazon Music or the New York Times Audio app.

Director of photography (video): Tre Cassetta
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As a White Man, Can I Date Women of Color to Advance My Antiracism?

The magazine’s Ethicist columnist on interracial dating as a sociopolitical strategy.
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I’m a straight white dude and recent college grad who has very progressive beliefs and is looking for a committed partner who, in time, can equitably raise a family with me. I have almost zero honest-to-goodness physical preferences. I’ve dated women of various shapes and sizes, various skin, hair and eye colors, etc., and have been attracted to all of them.

Here’s what’s controversial among my friends: I want to prioritize dating women of color. I’m after a cross-cultural relationship. I believe very strongly that one of the main ways to combat racism is through relationships. Part of me thinks that I will always be somewhat disappointed if what ends up becoming one of the most important relationships in my life is with another white person. If someone is a woman of color, that checks a box for me in a real way. I am seeking to be antiracist in all my relationships.

Part of the reason that I prioritize it is to combat implicit bias, having grown up in a fairly white, quasi rural place. I am dedicated to educating myself on issues of racism, sexism and other forms of kyriarchy while also learning from marginalized people. For me, principles lead the way to attractions. I start by eating a food or adopting a habit because it’s good for me, and after trying it enough times, I find I really like it for what it is. The same applies to people I’m considering dating.

Both I and my hypothetical partner of color would be choosing more learning and less comfort, to put forth greater effort and practice more listening, than we otherwise would in a culturally homogeneous committed relationship. And one of the main ways that I hope to combat racism individually is by leveraging my own privilege (economic, family connections, education) for people of color, including any biracial children we bring into this world. Here’s my question: Despite my well-meaning antiracist principles, is this preference (as friends have suggested) wrong, insensitive or somehow itself racist? — Name Withheld

From the Ethicist:

Your devotion to self-improvement is impressive. Like a dish of quinoa and kale that you may once have forced down and now actively enjoy, a woman of color could, you think, raise your game, supplying something like antiracist roughage. You’d be using your erotic ecumenism to level up. Where your shallower classmates have hookups, your dates would be teach-ins. ‘‘Do the work,’’ the slogan urges, and you’re rolling up your sleeves.

A few cautions. You may be a little hasty in conflating ‘‘interracial’’ with ‘‘cross- cultural’’; it sounds as if you’d prefer to make a life with someone who basically shares your values and doesn’t have to Google words like ‘‘kyriarchy.’’ (I see that it’s a coinage by the feminist theologian Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza to designate interconnected systems of domination on the basis of gender, race, religion and other identities.) And then treating a relationship like a seminar can lead to trouble: What happens when you’ve finished your fieldwork, read through the syllabus and are ready for a new instructor? If the model is, instead, a healthful dietary regimen, will you allow yourself cheat days?

That much-vaunted work ethic can, I fear, sometimes overspill its bounds. (‘‘Still working on that?’’ the waiter asks, as if we’ve been peering at our pastries through a welding hood.) Play, rather than work, may sometimes be the better approach in the romantic realm. Although you’re not objectifying your hypothetical partner, you are, just a little, instrumentalizing her. That’s not to say you aren’t entitled to pursue this campaign of strenuous self-optimizing. Just be transparent about your box-checking ambitions. Perhaps some prospects will be grateful for your offer to put your privileges at their disposal while you embark on your journey of uplift. But — how to put this? — I suspect that most would rather be your honey bun than your grain bowl.

Advertisement will go here, if sold. A horizontal rule will appear above the ad by default. Please place at a break in the content, where a horizontal rule exists below.

Readers Respond

The previous question was from a reader who was confounded about a common phrase. She wrote: “Having been betrayed by a partner years ago, I still don’t understand why cheaters use the phrase ‘(She/he) didn’t mean anything to me.’ How does one even respond to a statement like that? Do cheaters think that that’s supposed to somehow make the betrayed party feel better? Personally I found it demeaning and an even worse betrayal — as if infidelity is excusable because the connection was casual.”

In his response, the Ethicist noted: “That ‘didn’t mean anything’ line actually means a lot. This is how cheaters try to reassure their partners that their infidelity wasn’t going to lead to a serious relationship and needn’t spell the end of their existing one; that a fling was ‘just sex.’ … So why does the line backfire? In part because the cheated-on party doesn’t want to hear the cheater minimize the transgression: If the betrayal ‘didn’t mean anything,’ then your outrage is rendered unwarranted and inappropriate. And how penitent can someone be about such an affair? In just a handful of words then, cheaters demean the people they cheated with by dismissing them as meaningless, demean their partner by implying their pain is unjustified and demean their relationship by saying that they betrayed their beloved’s trust for a liaison they insist was insignificant.” (Reread the full question and answer here.·)

⬥

I think the Ethicist gets this response mostly right. I have never cheated or to my knowledge been cheated upon. Personally, if I learned that my partner cheated, I would want to know the circumstances. Was this a one time hookup on a business trip after one-too-many drinks? Or, was it a local friend or acquaintance and a relationship that evolved over time? To me, both state of mind and timing make a huge difference in determining the level of betrayal. Is fidelity absolute or are you accepting of the fact that people are human and sometimes stuff happens? As I get older, I find myself leaning more to the latter. Resilient and enduring relationships require some acceptance of your loved one’s faults and weaknesses. Does that include accepting the betrayal of their fidelity? For me, that depends. — Michael

⬥

I disagree with the Ethicist’s idea that “cheaters demean the people they cheated with by dismissing them as meaningless.” Cheaters minimize the relationship but do not demean the people involved. As I learned from long-married men and women both, there is such a thing as casual sex. For many, in my opinion, it helps preserve their marriages, but it is crucial that the events remain secret until death. If you can’t handle the guilt, then don’t go there. — Larry

⬥

Extramarital sex is never meaningless. It obviously does mean something to the person who seeks it out. Anyone who attempts to minimize the significance of their straying is simply avoiding taking responsibility for the behavior. If you want to do damage control after cheating on your partner, don’t claim that it didn’t mean anything. Instead, talk together about what you feel you are missing in the relationship. If you can address those issues, the desire to cheat will decrease. — Harvey

⬥

All relationships are a struggle to decide how much freedom and closeness both parties need. Sometimes it matches and sometimes not. — Justeen

⬥

Thirty-seven years ago my husband said those same words to me, as he lamented that our marriage had been destroyed by his infidelity. “It didn’t mean anything” was the grease that was supposed to lubricate his innocence and my reconsideration as we signed the divorce papers. My heart was broken, but all I could think, as he insisted we were meant to be together, was: Really? You thought so little of our bond that you were willing to throw it away for something that was meaningless? — Rebecca




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/14/magazine/interracial-dating-antiracism-ethics.html
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The Ethicist


My Partner Cheated and Said It ‘Didn’t Mean Anything.’ How Should I Feel?

The magazine’s Ethicist columnist on how to handle emotional manipulation from an unfaithful lover.

 Illustration by Tomi Um



By Kwame Anthony Appiah



Feb 12, 2025 at 11:57 AM

Having been betrayed by a partner years ago, I still don’t understand why cheaters use the phrase ‘‘(She/he) didn’t mean anything to me.’’ How does one even respond to a statement like that? Do cheaters think that that’s supposed to somehow make the betrayed party feel better? Personally I found it demeaning and an even worse betrayal — as if infidelity is excusable because the connection was casual. Of course, these days I can play ‘‘I See Red,’’ by Everybody Loves an Outlaw, to make myself feel better, but that song hadn’t been written when I needed it. — Name Withheld

From the Ethicist:

Far be it from me to quarrel with Everybody Loves an Outlaw — the talented couple Bonnie and Taylor Sims — and their fine revenge song, but that ‘‘didn’t mean anything’’ line actually means a lot. This is how cheaters try to reassure their partners that their infidelity wasn’t going to lead to a serious relationship and needn’t spell the end of their existing one; that a fling was ‘‘just sex.’’ If a romantic partnership is to move forward, it surely matters whether your unfaithful partner is pining for somebody else, and cheaters understandably think that their mates will be comforted to hear otherwise.

So why does the line backfire? In part because the cheated-on party doesn’t want to hear the cheater minimize the transgression: If the betrayal ‘‘didn’t mean anything,’’ then your outrage is rendered unwarranted and inappropriate. And how penitent can someone be about such an affair?

In just a handful of words then, cheaters demean the people they cheated with by dismissing them as meaningless, demean their partner by implying their pain is unjustified and demean their relationship by saying that they betrayed their beloved’s trust for a liaison they insist was insignificant. I don’t know how best to convey all this, but it might help if somebody set it to music.

A Bonus Question

I’m a teacher at a small international high school in an Asian country where Mandarin is widely spoken as a native language. Our students are almost all Mandarin speakers. About 70 percent of our teachers are foreign, most of them American and English speakers like me. The other 30 percent are native speakers of Mandarin. The students come to this school mainly to learn English from native speakers of it, and to get an education while immersed in the English language. Everyone who works at the school is fluent in English, which is how we communicate with one another and students. Teachers are paired up and given a group of students to advise informally; we eat lunch with this group every day. The teacher I was paired with is a native Mandarin speaker.

My dilemma: During lunch, my partner teacher speaks only in Mandarin to the students. It’s a language I’m trying to learn, but I am nowhere near able to understand or join their conversation. Now at lunch I sit at the table while seemingly robust conversations between this teacher and our students take place around me. I understand that speaking in a second language as they do all day is exhausting, but I feel left out. I wish I were able to chat with my students and hear about their day. I am sad that I do not get the same opportunity to bond with and advise the students that my partner teacher does. I know that everyone at the table can speak English, but it still feels rude to ask them to stop speaking Mandarin when I am the only one who can’t speak the language. Yet this is an international school where English is the norm. Is it selfish to have a conversation with my partner teacher about speaking in English during lunch so I can be included? — Name Withheld

From the Ethicist:

A big question here is whether lunch is viewed as part of the instructional day or as a break from it. Given that the school has a mission to provide English immersion, though, it would do well to maintain English as the primary language of communication even in informal settings — maybe especially in informal settings, which are richer in the peer-to-peer exchanges that build genuine fluency. If English is supposed to be the water in which the students learn to swim, they may not progress as fast if they’re handed floaties at lunch. The habit also means students don’t get the full benefits of whatever mentorship or advice you might be able to offer.

At the same time, it’s understandable that students find comfort and ease in speaking their native language. So you don’t need to arrive at an all-or-nothing outcome. Have an open conversation with your co-adviser, and discuss possible compromises. Maybe you’d have English-only days, or maybe English could be the primary language but students could feel free to use Mandarin to supplement. You could also talk with administrators about what approach is best aligned with the school’s mission. In the meantime, you might use the lunch hour to continue your Mandarin studies, possibly even asking the kids to help teach you. That could build bonds in another way.

Advertisement will go here, if sold. A horizontal rule will appear above the ad by default. Please place at a break in the content, where a horizontal rule exists below.

Readers Respond

The previous question was from a reader concerned about the ethics of reading a news outlet for free. He wrote: “I canceled my digital subscription to a daily newspaper a couple of months ago, but the company still gives me total access to its content. Is it ethical to keep reading it?”

In his response, the Ethicist noted: “Journalism is increasingly dependent on digital subscribers, and if a glitchy system causes the publication to lose out on subscription revenue, their business model could, as the Brits say, go pear-shaped. An honest person would send them a message telling them what has happened. Then, if the account remains open, you can use it in good conscience. Even so, the fact that you’re still checking the content suggests it has value for you. Could your cancellation be worth reconsidering? These have been brutal times for news organizations, with a very few notable exceptions. While citizen journalism has its place, professional journalism — with its skilled reporters, photographers, editors, illustrators and more — requires real investment. Their work shows us worlds beyond our own and can subject our institutions and systems of governance to critical scrutiny. We’re already seeing the consequences of diminished local reporting, and if more newspapers fold, we’ll all pay the price. The fruits of journalism don’t come free, and they nourish our democracy.” (Reread the full question and answer here.·)

⬥

I heartedly agree with the Ethicist’s position. If you read it and it costs to produce, you should be pay for it. — Milton

⬥

The newspaper’s content may still be relevant to the former subscriber, but financial circumstances may make it necessary to cancel. I completely agree with the Ethicist’s recommendation to notify the publication and then carry on if he continues to receive access to the newspaper’s content. But the letter writer should consider the local public library — it may have a digital subscription that members can access for free with a library card. (And if not, members can request periodicals, which the library may or may not be able to buy.) Libraries are in the business of sharing information, and they spend a considerable amount for online subscriptions, so it’s a good use of the letter writer’s tax dollars to utilize their resources. — Anne

⬥

The Ethicist is correct in his description of the bind that journalists are in. But the elephant in the room is the fact that the exorbitant cost of online (and print) news services discourages people from subscribing to many in order to get alternative points of view. It’s a luxury many cannot afford. If news outlets reduce the price, they might gain greater revenue and encourage a more informed populace. — David

⬥

I’m not sure if the letter writer’s situation is the same as mine, but I canceled my digital subscription to an outlet whose owner refused to let the editorial staff publish their presidential endorsement in the lead-up to the 2024 election. Many other patrons did the same. Several staff members resigned in protest. However, my subscription has not yet expired (I paid for a year, and the year is not up), so in this case I definitely feel justified in consuming the content I prepaid for. I’m also supporting several of the publication’s former employees by subscribing to their alternative endeavors, which is more expensive, but I feel that their individual efforts are more valuable to support than lining the pockets of an owner who decided that a free press wasn’t important after all. — Kat

⬥

Even if you don’t read articles that often, consider your subscription a contribution to independent journalism. We are in an environment of biased social media and unreliable government press releases. We are losing our independent and investigative journalists because newspapers don’t make enough money from classifieds and other advertising. An online subscription is the cost of a couple of beers a month. Well worth it just to know that you are saving a source of reliable information in a world of self-serving bloggers. — Keith

⬥

I’m 61, and for most of my life I have believed that good prevails. In recent years, I’ve begun to witness that this is no longer always the case, and it’s disappointing. We should always do the right thing, but unfortunately that’s not happening as much. I firmly believe that whether it’s a pear of the month or a newspaper subscription, the good and ethical thing to do is to notify and alert the provider of the potential error. “It’s only a pear … it’s only an article. … ” It’s a slippery slope. These “onlys” get more and more common, and we become more immune. I believe strongly in grace, and reaching out and kindly pointing to an error is just that — grace. Extend grace, and it will come back to you. We are running low on it these days. A simple call is all it takes. And I think that because the letter writer took the time to write this question (to a newspaper ethicist, no less), he already knows the answer. — Jean
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Eat


A Sheet-Pan Chicken Dinner With a Dash of Romance

The spice mix ras el hanout is known to contain various aphrodisiacs and always a bit of mystery. It stars in this dish that will sweep you off your feet.


By Yotam Ottolenghi



Feb 12, 2025 at 05:02 AM

 Photograph by Linda Xiao for The New York Times. Food Stylist: Monica Pierini. Prop Stylist: Sophia Eleni Pappas.


At the start of a new year, predictions are invariably made.

“Pistachios are in, hazelnuts are out,” I hear on a podcast on the BBC, while assembling a simple tray bake for dinner. It’s said with the conviction of a seer. Sauvignon Blanc is out, Bacchus grapes are back. Honey: out; peanut butter: in. Flavored gin: in the bin; creamed liqueurs are here! “Swicy” — sweet and spicy — is the new “swalty,” we’re told, as everyone looks for the next salted caramel. Who knew? I inspect my simple tray bake — chicken and chickpeas, potatoes and peppers: It’s familiarity, it’s timelessness. It seems almost quaint.



Recipe: Chicken and Chickpea Tray Bake



Predictions used to be something of a hunch, everyone’s best guess about what would take off in a given year. People traveled back and forth, saw something on television, read the latest cookbooks or looked things up online. Trends churned, at least to my mind, a bit more slowly.

Today it all spreads far faster, mostly on social media platforms. Somebody eats somewhere, and before you know it, a line forms around the corner. A dish, a diet, a tool can suddenly go viral and be seemingly everywhere. An air-fryer is great, I have no doubt, but what about the toaster?

When it comes to cooking, the internet can be a limitless source of information, but this sense of endless choice can be misleading. What you’re seeing amplified by the algorithm is just a very small number of dishes of the many, many in the world.

I’m no technophobe, but I want to hold on to the importance of the human hand in all this. Two cooks are never the same. We all bring a different set of memories and expectations to a dish. That we have our own memories of the same dish — roast chicken, chocolate cake — leaves space for the romance to come in: the thing an algorithm can never quite pin down.

These layers can be found in the ras el hanout spice mix I use in my chicken tray bake. Roughly translating as “head of the shop” or “top shelf,” this blend can have anywhere from eight to 80 (or more!) ingredients, depending on the region and on what the particular attar, or spice mixer, considers their own “best” version. The story behind it, according to Ghillie Basan in her “Flavours of Morocco,” claims that “a warrior, presumably one of the Arab invaders, created the mix with all the scents and flavors of the countries he has passed through. Rich in flavor and known to contain various aphrodisiacs, as well as several unknown ingredients, each spice merchant has his own recipe.”

So no two recipes are ever the same. My version, for example, has black pepper in it, cumin, cloves, allspice, coriander, nutmeg and cinnamon. Others see rose petals as crucial, but as Paula Wolfert writes in her “The Food of Morocco,” “Theoretically almost any addition is permissible.” This vast variation thwarts any attempt to find a definitive version.

It also makes every dish unique. Sprinkling ras el hanout over my chicken, before adding it to the other ingredients in an otherwise-familiar tray bake, means that what I make in my kitchen will be different from what is made in the next, and the next, and the next. It feels romantic, somehow, so different from the noise of social media, viral trends and predictions. It’s not either-or, I know: Algorithms are here, they’re there, they are everywhere and they are not going away. But so long as we still have shelves full of spices to reach for, we’ll always need a human being, standing on tiptoes to get to the top shelf, set to create a little bit of alchemy.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/12/magazine/ras-el-hanout-chicken-recipe.html
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The Interview


Denzel Washington Has Finally Found His Purpose (It’s Not Acting)

Video: 



By David Marchese



Feb 08, 2025 at 05:15 AM

So many of Denzel Washington’s greatest performances — from the majestic title role in “Malcolm X” to the unrepentantly corrupt cop Alonzo Harris in “Training Day” — have been defined by a riveting sense of authority, an absolute absence of pandering or the need to be liked. There’s an inner reserve deep down inside his characters that is unassailable, a little enigmatic, and that belongs to them alone.

The commanding qualities that have helped Washington become a cinematic legend are also, as I learned firsthand, the same ones that make him an unusual — and unusually complicated — conversationalist. The first of our two discussions was done remotely. He was at a photo studio in Los Angeles as the fires were still burning there, and I was at home in New Jersey. Even putting our physical distance aside, the discussion felt, well, distant. Or let me put it this way: We never quite figured out how to connect.

The second time we talked, it was different. I met Washington in person, at a spare, drafty room in a Midtown Manhattan building where he was rehearsing for an upcoming Broadway appearance. He’s playing the lead in a new production of “Othello” that goes into previews on Feb. 24; it co-stars Jake Gyllenhaal as Iago and is directed by the Tony Award winner Kenny Leon. I can’t with any certainty really say why, but things just felt easier on the second go-round. What I do know, though, is that the entire interview experience was, for me, as indelible as one of his performances.

Subscribe: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Amazon | iHeart | NYT Audio App

I saw that at the end of last year you were baptized and earned your minister’s license. I got baptized, and I have to now take courses to obtain a license. I’m not an ordained minister.

Can you tell me about the decision to go through that process at this point in your life? I went for a ride one day. I decided to get in my car and drive up to Harlem. I stopped in front of the church that my mother grew up in. The door was cracked, so I went in. They were celebrating young students, members of the church, that were going to college. And I got involved in that, and one thing led to another, and weeks later, months later I got baptized.

Your father was a preacher? Yes.

Do you feel like you’re following a family tradition? It was prophesied in my youth that I would travel the world and preach or speak to millions of people. I used to think that I was doing that through my work. Now I’m trying to be a bit more specific, speaking about my faith.

I’ve seen you refer to the prophecy. Can you tell the story? Well, a woman was sitting in my mother’s beauty shop in March 1975. The reason I was in there was I had flunked out of college — I was told to take a semester off to think about what I wanted to do. And every time I looked up, I saw this woman looking at me, and she said she was having a prophecy. She didn’t say anything about me being an actor, but I have traveled the world, and I am speaking more and more.

Do you think there might come a time when you move to speaking mostly through ministry and not through acting? I don’t know.

Denzel Washington with Sharon Washington and the director Robin Phillips during a rehearsal for the Shakespeare in the Park production of “Richard III” in 1990. Martha Swope/Billy Rose Theatre Division, the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts


This is a shot in the dark: There’s a book by James Baldwin called “The Devil Finds Work,” and in it he makes connections between the church and the theater. Does that comparison ring true for you? The universal stems from the specific, so you’ve got to be more specific.

He says both are about people experiencing an event together and communally creating the event as it happens. There is a spirit that, for him, was similar between the church and the theater. I agree with that.

The reason I ask about theater is because you’re going back to the theater to do “Othello.” Can you tell me about the rewards for you of doing Shakespeare? I think that still gives me the greatest joy: acting onstage as opposed to acting in movies.

I watched the commencement speech you gave at the University of Pennsylvania years ago, and you talked to the students about how you have to be willing to take risks. Are there ways in which doing “Othello” feels like a risk? In light of all that’s going on in our world, all that’s going on in our state, California, and our city specifically — it’s just a play. I’m grateful for the opportunity, but when put in perspective, it’s just a play.

What has your experience been with the fires? Just as a spectator and just being amazed — the scope and devastation. And then hearing about a lot of people in our industry who’ve been affected. It’s unbelievable.

Does it make you want to live somewhere else? You mean like run?

Well, just the reality of the danger in California — it’s scary. Nah, doesn’t make me want to live somewhere else.

Let me shift gears. I want to ask about family. Did having children change your perspective on the work? Yeah, it changed my perspective. Like, shoot, they’ve got to go where to school? It costs how much? How much do clothes cost? Yeah, it changed everything.

I’m always curious about actors, and artists generally, when they realize that their art is also a business. Does that affect how you approached the work itself? When I learned about my least favorite uncle, my Uncle Sam, that was the eye opener. I’m like, He takes what? That’s the reality of it, and a dollar is not a dollar. By the time agents, lawyer, business manager, Uncle Sam, everybody else gets finished with you, a dollar’s about 38 cents. So you’ve got to cobble those 38 cents together to make a real dollar.

 Devin Oktar Yalkin for The New York Times


But does that affect the work? If you know that something is a money job, do you go about that job any differently? You’re asking me, Did I ever take a job for money?

No, I’m asking — Because I was about to answer it.

OK. I’ve taken every job for money. There’s no job I’ve taken where I went: You guys just keep the money. I’m just so glad to be an actor. I don’t even want the money.

There’s got to be a difference in the calculus when you say yes to “Mississippi Masala" or “Malcolm X” as opposed to “Virtuosity” or “Ricochet.” Yeah, probably. Especially “Virtuosity.” I had some bills to pay. “Ricochet” was more like venturing down that road for the first time.

The action-movie road. Yeah, the action-movie road, which I didn’t really know. “Virtuosity” definitely had something to do with tuition [laughs], I’m sure.

Going back to the subject of your children, they all work in the business. Was that something that you felt you had to navigate with them? They got jobs before I knew they were in the business. John David was reading for “Ballers,” and I didn’t even know about it. Pauletta didn’t tell me, and so he got the job before I knew about it.

Your wife, Pauletta, is an actress. Yes, and singer and concert pianist. Are you familiar with the Van Cliburn competition?

The piano competition? Yeah. My wife was a Van Cliburn competitor. Juilliard. North Carolina School of the Arts. I married up.

What have you learned about being an artist from her? That it’s an art. Acting just sort of chose me, and I got going. But she’s an artist. I never looked at myself that way. I learned a lot about it, the discipline, the appreciation, from her.

Do you still not look at yourself as an artist? I try not to look at myself period. I’m not much for reflection.

Can I ask you about — I don’t have any money. [Laughs.]

That was my next question! Go ahead. You were going to ask me about what?

In the first-person piece you did for Esquire last year, tied to “Gladiator II,” you talked about your life and your career, and that was the first place, at least that I’ve seen, where you talked about drinking. You said there was this long period — from 1999 to 2014, when you put the beverage down — you were bitter. Bitter about what? I was bitter when I put it down, or I was bitter when I picked it up?

Well, in the piece you said — I was probably bitter when I picked it up, not when I put it down.

But what were you bitter about? Pick something. I don’t know. Any excuse will do, and no excuse is good enough.

Do you have insight into what the drinking was about? We don’t have that much time, brother.

Is it right that you used to carry around your acceptance letter from the American Conservatory Theater? Nah, I kept a letter from my English teacher.

Why was that something you kept? You just want to get all in my business. Because it made me feel good.

Spike Lee and Washington in “Malcolm X” (1992). Warner Brothers, via Everett Collection


I’m just trying to fish around for things that might be engaging. I’m not trying to get all up in your business. But you are all up in my business.

I apologize. And I don’t like it, man. [Pauses.] I’m joking!

Oh, thank God. That was a joke! Gee whiz. I know how to get you now. You’re easy.

I’m too easy. Can I be honest with you? Yeah, go ahead.

I don’t know where to go conversationally with you. Maybe I should ask you a question?

Sure! Why do you feel that way?

The answers have been short. And often in this sort of thing, people are a little more expansive. OK, ask me a question, and I’m going to give you an expansive answer.

OK. Not too long ago, you finished filming with Spike Lee. Yes. That was your answer. [Laughs.]

You tricked me again. And it was your first time working with him since “Inside Man” almost 20 years ago. How has your relationship with him changed over time? That’s a good question.

Finally! It didn’t feel like 20 years. It felt like we picked up where we left off, you know? I mean, Spike is Spike.

Meaning? Spike is consistently Spike, and I love that about him. And I love working with him, and I’d work with him again. I just like the way his brain works.

I like to ask philosophical questions about why people do what they do and the meaning of it — There’s nothing wrong with that.

When I’ve asked you those types of questions, it hasn’t seemed interesting to you. And as a result, I feel like I’ve been flailing — What about this? What about that? Well, here’s your opportunity to get back on track with your next question.

So, I’m always curious about the interplay between the life and the work. I just rewatched “Flight,” and in that you play an airline captain named Whip Whitaker, who is struggling with alcohol and manages to save a flight in semi-miraculous fashion. Did playing that character show you anything about your own situation? Not that I recall. First of all, I didn’t drink and work, never have. I’d work and then drink. Honestly, I don’t even remember whether I was drinking those evenings or not. But what was the question? Did it affect — did it what?

Did you learn anything about yourself from doing a role like that? I think when you’re in the middle of it, you’re not so self-reflective, because you’re still working out the character.

You gain understanding after the fact? Well, if you’re thinking about it. Which I probably wasn’t.

What kinds of things do you think I should — Ask me? I want to know more about you.

We can switch roles. I would love to do that. If you said to yourself, “I wish I was better at this,” what would that be?

Aside from interviewing Denzel Washington? Come on now, don’t deflect. We’re talking about you.

Washington in “Flight” (2012). Paramount Pictures, via Everett Collection


I’m not assertive enough, and I have a problem with conflict. And because I avoid it, rather than getting solved, problems linger. And that had something to do with your dad or what?

See, I should be taking lessons from you! Would you answer these types of questions if I asked you? Ask me.

What do you need to work on the most? “Othello.”

You said I can’t deflect, so you don’t deflect. OK, good point. What do I need to work on the most? I was going to mention my faith, but that sounds like deflection. I don’t know. I can’t think of something I need to really work on. Relationships, you can always do better there.

Ask me another one. Tell me the second thing that you love. Not the first thing — the second thing.

This is going to sound so corny: laughter. That’s a great thing.

OK, your turn. The opportunity to lift others up.

How have you done that? Every opportunity and every which way I can. Sometimes with a dime, sometimes with a dollar, sometimes with a good word. I love seeing people do well.

Last question for this time: What should I think about in preparation for when we talk again? Man goes down to the ocean and tries to fit all the knowledge of the ocean into his little brain instead of just jumping in the water and enjoying himself. Sometimes you just have to have faith in things bigger than our ability to understand them. Sometimes you have to just jump in the water and enjoy yourself and not try to figure it out.

All right, that is something for me to think about. Bring your bathing suit! We’re jumping in the water together next time!

Washington and I spoke again the following week.

Thank you for giving me another run at this. How much of our conversation from last week do you remember? None.

Good! At the end of our conversation, I asked if there was anything I could reflect on before we spoke again, and you told me this little parable. The way I was thinking about that parable was that I felt as if in our first conversation, I was too wrapped up in expectations of how the conversation was supposed to go rather than just being with you in the moment. But where did you learn that sometimes you’ve just got to jump in the water? Well, I’ve tried everything else! I was reading Matthew today, and he talks about the seed, and if you put it in rocky soil, it won’t grow and all those things. You have to have faith that it will grow. You can’t even figure out how it grows or why it grows or where the sun comes from. Here’s what I mean: Man tries to reduce everything down to his understanding, which is the ultimate in ego. If I don’t understand it, it doesn’t exist. Some people don’t understand God, so some say, therefore, he doesn’t exist. Or they say, “I’m God,” because that’s what they need. Well, how’s that working out?

You also spoke last time about the value for you of helping people. Does acting help people? At this point, everything I’m doing is through the lens of what God thinks, not what they think. I don’t know what they think. You go down that hole, you’ll never come out of that. When people say, “What do you want people to get from this movie?” or “What do you want them to get from this play?” I always say, “It depends upon what they bring to it.” There’s some interesting themes [in “Othello”] of jealousy and envy and pain and death. And Kenny, the brilliant director, he’s putting it in what he calls the near future. So all of those things — jealousy, envy — it takes on a whole new thing with the information age.

What’s your favorite line from “Othello”? I don’t know.

I’ve got two. One is Othello’s, one is Iago’s. Othello’s is: “Who can control his fate?” And then my favorite line in all of Shakespeare is Iago’s “I am not what I am.” He said it yesterday. He’s a complicated guy. He’s going to be brilliant in this.

Who? Jake Gyllenhaal, who’s playing Iago? He’s nuts. I love him. He’s complicated. But he’s already got a handle on it. I’m not worried about that, because I don’t like to learn the lines too soon. I was telling a young actor who asked, “Why don’t you like to learn them too soon?” I said: “Because then I’m the voice I’m listening to delivering the cues to myself. I want to hear it from you, and that’s going to affect how I say what I say.” For me, that works.

You said everything now is through the lens of what God thinks. How does acting fit into that? That’s why you pray every day. I’m like, OK, Lord, I’m here, I think this is what you wanted me to do. Now I’m not sure why, but one can say coincidence and serendipity and all those things. I bit my tongue almost half-off a few months ago. It’s affecting my speech. It forces me to slow down. I have to use it. I have a line: “Whither will you that I go to answer this your charge?” It’s hard because my tongue is swollen. It has affected everything.

But you’ve got to use it. Jump in the water and enjoy yourself, instead of worrying about drowning.

Washington and Molly Osborne during a recent rehearsal for the Broadway revival of “Othello.” Julieta Cervantes


I’ve been thinking a lot about David Lynch, who just died. “Blue Velvet”! Heck of a movie, man. I loved it. I went, “This guy is nuts.”

One of the reasons I’ve been thinking about him is that about 15 or so years ago, I was really low, and I was in a bookstore, and I saw that David Lynch had this book, “Catching the Big Fish,” about creativity. In it he says that one of the benefits of meditation is that it helps you become more you. Then I started meditating. That one sentence in one book by David Lynch changed my life. Have you ever had an experience like that? Where from afar someone changed your life? The prophecy. Changed my life completely. Going back to Matthew, it must have been a seed planted. But I wasn’t ready for it, or I didn’t understand it. I was 20 then; I’m 70 now. I’m on that 50-year journey to understanding.

Did an artist ever change your life? Yes. My English teacher, Bob Stone, who was in “Othello” with Paul Robeson. He wrote a recommendation letter for me for the American Conservatory Theater, which I still have. He basically said to them, “If you don’t have the ability to give this young talent what he needs, then don’t accept him.” I was like, “Wow, reverse psychology.” But he was, artistically, especially early on, the most important person, because he had been there. He understood the game.

This is a base question, but did you find that you cared about not getting an Oscar nomination for “Gladiator II”? I was sitting there smiling, going: Look at you. On the day you didn’t get a nomination for an Oscar, you’re working on “Othello” on Broadway. Are you kidding me? Awww. Oh, I’m so upset. Listen, I’ve been around too long. I’m getting wiser, working on talking less and learning to understand more — and that’s exciting.

Is there anything you want people to take away from this interview? Believe in something greater than yourself. Believe. Look at the world. What does it give you every day? Fires. Death. Murder. Politics. Dictators. Division. Look at the world we’ve created for ourselves. That’s all I’m going to say.

This interview has been edited and condensed from two conversations. Listen to and follow “The Interview” on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, YouTube, iHeartRadio, Amazon Music or the New York Times Audio app.

Director of photography (video): Aaron Katter
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The magazine’s Ethicist columnist on whether it’s fair to peek behind a publication’s paywall if you’re no longer a subscriber.
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Feb 08, 2025 at 05:02 AM

I canceled my digital subscription to a daily newspaper a couple of months ago, but the company still gives me total access to its content. Is it ethical to keep reading it? — Name Withheld

From the Ethicist:

If your subscription to the Pear of the Month Club lapses and the boxes of pears keep coming — fragrant Forelles, blushing Bon Rouges, Weston-ready Williamses — your gain is someone’s loss. But for a news outlet, the marginal cost of supporting an online subscriber is close to zero. What might impose a cost is the task of cutting off your lingering access; someone will have to spend time looking into what has happened.

You should still alert the newspaper. For all you know, the site routinely leaves accounts open for a period — possibly because it takes a while for the system to revoke access, or because they want to remind you of the value of what they provide, or, less honorably, because they want to maintain user-engagement stats for advertisers. But maybe it’s just a glitch which the newspaper needs to fix. Journalism is increasingly dependent on digital subscribers, and if a glitchy system causes the publication to lose out on subscription revenue, their business model could, as the Brits say, go pear-shaped. An honest person would send them a message telling them what has happened. Then, if the account remains open, you can use it in good conscience.

Even so, the fact that you’re still checking the content suggests it has value for you. Could your cancellation be worth reconsidering? These have been brutal times for news organizations, with a very few notable exceptions. While citizen journalism has its place, professional journalism — with its skilled reporters, photographers, editors, illustrators and more — requires real investment. Their work shows us worlds beyond our own and can subject our institutions and systems of governance to critical scrutiny. We’re already seeing the consequences of diminished local reporting, and if more newspapers fold, we’ll all pay the price. The fruits of journalism don’t come free, and they nourish our democracy.

Advertisement will go here, if sold. A horizontal rule will appear above the ad by default. Please place at a break in the content, where a horizontal rule exists below.

Readers Respond

The Ethicist recently answered questions about sex and love as part of a special magazine issue on relationships.

Readers responded enthusiastically (rather passionately, actually) to the conundrum of a happily married woman seeking sex with another man. In her letter, she wrote: “I am a healthy, physically fit woman in my late 50s, married for more than two decades. My marriage remains fun, engaging, compassionate and passionate; we still have a very active sex life. Our children are grown and thriving. While my husband has been unfaithful a few times over the years (many years ago now), I chose forgiveness and relationship work. I have, however, developed a menopausal sex drive that has increased rather than withered — and a rather deep desire to experience sex with one other man before I die or get too old. … I have researched a plan as follows: 1) Fly to a major coastal city; 2) Hire an escort from a reputable service and have sex with him in a nice hotel; 3) Fly home and get an S.T.I. screen (although I’d obviously have practiced safe sex). I have never been unfaithful to my husband. In fact, I had sex with only two other men before I met him. This desire is definitely not the result of latent hostility for his long-ago indiscretions (I’ve thought it through for several years now), and, according to my husband, I do have two opportunities to even the score with impunity. Nevertheless, I don’t want him to know because I don’t want to hurt him, and it would. … What do you think?”

In his response, the Ethicist noted: “I won’t quibble with your statements of fact or your careful plans. … We’re still left with the questions of what you owe yourself, your husband and your marriage. … Your strongest argument is that your husband, presumably apologizing for his own infidelities, told you that he wouldn’t blame you if you strayed a couple of times yourself. But that’s not exactly consent: It isn’t the proverbial ‘‘hall pass,’’ granting permission in advance. Instead, it’s a pledge of forgiveness for a wrong. I appreciate your wanting to protect his feelings, and sometimes people do prefer ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ situations. The trouble is that you can’t know what he’d prefer without giving him the chance to tell you. If you proceed with your off-the-books booty call, you’d be making a choice for both of you about what information he gets to have concerning his own marriage, denying him agency in the situation. It would be a betrayal of marital trust, something you’ve had painful experience with yourself. Secrets in a marriage, meanwhile, can carry emotional costs for the secret-keeper. I wonder if you could find a path to work through these feelings together, and maybe come up with other ways to add excitement to your relationship. Whatever you choose, make sure you can wake up the next morning at peace with who you are, both as a lover and as a partner.” (Reread the full question and answer here.)



⬥

I take issue with the Ethicist’s advice to the woman who would like to have a sexual encounter with a man outside her long-term marriage. Do the math: The letter writer has been married for more than two decades. She is in her late 50s. She probably married in her 30s and she says she had only two sex partners before getting married. This restraint netted her … what? A third partner who turned out to be unfaithful. Because of gender expectations, it is probable that her husband wasn’t equally restrained before marriage, and it is clear that he was not after they married. Now the Ethicist advises her that she should share her desire for variety with her previously unfaithful husband. To what end? Either he agrees to the experimentation (which will bring up future complications, like guilt), or he convinces her to repress her desires, which will curtail her own wishes, no doubt causing the attendant frustration. She has figured out a way to satisfy herself, while minimizing the damage to her relationship. This woman owes herself the experience. If it turns out badly, tant pis. If it turns out well, she is very likely to return to her husband satisfied that she has fulfilled those wishes. And if she wants to give it another go, then it speaks more of her general dissatisfaction with the marriage than this specific desire. In any case, it is doubtful that putting this longing “on ice” will quell any of the fire, and I find the Ethicist’s advice to be tinged with wishful thinking and more than a bit of bias. — Froster

⬥

Sorry, but this is not for a man to answer. The letter writer is not alone in her desire to have sex with another man. My response is this: Turn off the guilt switch, and go ahead with your plan. It may be great, it may be mediocre, it may be awful. It doesn’t matter. You can’t spend the rest of your life wondering how it would have been. You’re obviously a smart woman. You’ll deal with the outcome. Take it from one who knows. — Lindsay

⬥

Mostly, I agree with the Ethicist’s response, however, I think he missed the opportunity to share a reasonable suggestion. Sometimes after a very long and happy relationship, partners need more variety in their sex life. A sex counselor can help, and role-playing is terrific too. The husband can pretend to be a stranger on the beach, and they can live out the fantasy with new tools. — Z

⬥

I can offer a little insight because I experienced the same thing, but from the husband’s perspective. My wife and I had been married for more than 30 years when she started going through menopause and her libido increased drastically. Our sex life was similar, although we started having relationship problems, and she was depressed a lot of the time. Looking back, I realize I could never give her the excitement of someone new. She had a texting affair, and it all blew up. We had to work through a lot. It was very painful, and we managed to keep our relationship, but there’s no erasing the damage. There will always be scars. We had a come-to-Jesus moment and decided that we did love each other and would work together to repair our relationship. We had an enormous (and I do mean enormous) amount of sex, which was wonderful and satisfying for both of us. So for the author of the letter, it does sound as if she has been thinking intensely about it and has it all planned out. Unfortunately, plans don’t always work out, and the consequences can be tragic. I would not be surprised if one encounter did not meet her needs, and things could easily spiral out of control. And ironically, after my wife got through menopause, her sex drive went to zero, and mine did not. I would suggest that an open and frank conversation with her husband and a counselor would be helpful. I am sure it will be hurtful for her husband to discuss her issue, but not nearly as painful or damaging for both of them if she proceeds with her plans and her husband finds out.— Bill

⬥

No question. Just a congrats on this series of sex questions. I’m impressed with the Ethicist’s responses. These are all interesting scenarios that I imagine many have faced. His direct and compassionate responses are admirable. — Kate
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Trump Joins a Global War on ‘Gender Ideology’

He’s allying with a movement that stretches to Hungary and Poland — one that looks with skepticism not just on trans rights but on feminism itself.




By Elisabeth Zerofsky
Elisabeth Zerofsky is a contributing writer for the Magazine who has written extensively on the far right in Europe and the United States.


Feb 08, 2025 at 05:02 AM

In an executive order dated Jan. 27, President Trump declared that the Department of Defense was renewing its “singular focus on developing the requisite warrior ethos.” That mission, it argued, could not be diluted by accommodating “radical gender ideology” — and therefore transgender people were not qualified to serve.

Rhetorical and institutional brawls over “gender ideology” are, at this point, an international phenomenon, a feature of current and former anti-liberal regimes across the world from Moscow to Budapest to Warsaw to Rome — and now in Washington, D.C. The phrase “gender ideology” is often a shorthand for transgender and nonbinary people but also serves as a kind of catchall for anything associated with the idea that gender is a social construct and therefore malleable. Using the phrase is a way for the right to assert that there is a gap between how things really are and how liberals — and the institutions they seized hold of — describe sex and gender.

A pair of ads the Trump campaign ran last October showed just how effective deploying transgender issues could be in gathering support from some American voters. Using footage of Kamala Harris in 2019 promising access to surgery for every transgender inmate in the prison system, the ad, which ran during Sunday night football, proclaimed, “Kamala is for they/them. President Trump is for you.”

The radio host Charlamagne tha God expressed disbelief about the ad on his show, which is popular among Black listeners, a clip the Trump campaign quickly scooped up and put into another ad. Although Charlamagne sent a cease-and-desist order to the Trump campaign, complaining that his remarks had been taken out of context, the ads shifted the race 2.7 percentage points in Trump’s favor, according to analysis by a Harris super PAC.

The gains came largely from Black and Latino men and from suburban women, who the Trump campaign said might be concerned about the participation of transgender athletes in girls’ and women’s sports. (On Wednesday evening, Trump issued another executive order barring transgender student athletes from women’s and girls’ sports.)

The Trump campaign tapped into the feeling among some Americans that society has changed too much too quickly. In an article from 2022, the political scientists Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way cited results from a 2018 survey showing that nearly 60 percent of respondents who identified as Republican said that they felt “like a stranger in their own country.”

Many Republican voters, Levitsky and Way noted, “think the country of their childhood is being taken away from them.” They experienced recent social changes as a loss of social status, which “had a radicalizing effect.” A survey from 2021 sponsored by the American Enterprise Institute found that “a stunning 56 percent of Republicans agreed that the traditional American way of life is disappearing so fast that we may have to use force to stop it.”

Around the world, many conservatives view “liberal creep” — feminism, gay rights, the legalization of same-sex marriage, trans rights and gender-affirming care for minors — as a civilizational threat. For them, new social mores, which they regard as having been set by the mainstream media, Hollywood and the so-called administrative state, have upended supposedly time-tested values. Within the span of a decade, they claim, these norms have been rendered not just retrograde but also bigoted — the concept of the nation is racist; the traditional family is sexist; the conservative church is backward.

As Giorgia Meloni, the popular prime minister of Italy, put it in a speech in 2019 that was widely shared: “Why is the family an enemy? Why is the family so frightening? There is a single answer to all these questions. Because it defines us. Because it defines our identity. Because everything that defines us is now an enemy.”

Taking Aim at Liberal Institutions

Trump is arguably the leading light of a spate of illiberal leaders and parties flourishing in democracies around the world, in Poland and the Netherlands, India, France and Germany, Italy, Brazil, Hungary, and beyond, of whom the most extreme example is Vladimir Putin. Russia has served, intentionally so in the last 20 years, as a beacon to Europe’s far right, a countermodel to the so-called decadence of Western civilization.

In 2006, small Russian cities began passing laws prohibiting “homosexual propaganda,” bans that became federal law in 2013. Russia was selling itself as the “family values” capital of the world, as M. Gessen, now a columnist for the New York Times Opinion section, wrote at the time. Conservative Russian pundits declared L.G.B.T. Russians to be “creatures who have declared open war” on Russian society, aiming to destroy its “traditions and social institutions.”

Hungary’s prime minister, Viktor Orban, has long drawn inspiration from Moscow. In 2022, Orban held a referendum aimed at “stopping gender insanity” and restoring our “common sense,” a phrase that will sound familiar to Americans. The referendum was on a child protection law that banned distribution of any materials “promoting homosexuality,” meaning anything containing L.G.B.T.Q. content, to minors. “Hungary is a free country where adults can decide how they want to live,” Orban said at the time, “but children — that’s a red line.” He added, “We expect teachers and schools not to re-educate our children.” The logical endpoint of such policies is a ban on gender-affirming care for minors, addressed in one of Trump’s first executive orders.

Central European countries like Hungary and Poland eagerly joined the West after 1990. Poland, in particular, had long considered itself to have been prevented from embracing liberal democracy and the rule of law not by ideological conviction but by the misfortunes of history. Yet its reaction against liberalism mirrors certain dynamics in the United States.

During the Cold War years, Poles looked to the West and saw societies that still cherished tradition and believed in God. By the 2000s, as the scholars Stephen Holmes and Ivan Krastev have written, some felt “cheated when they found out that the conservative society they wanted to imitate had disappeared, washed away by the swift currents of modernization.” Identity, Holmes and Krastev posited, is a “compact with one’s dead ancestors,” and for conservative Catholic Poles “zealously opposed to legalizing abortion and gay marriage, accepting liberalism feels like self-betrayal.”

Jaroslaw Kaczynski, the leader of Poland’s right-wing nationalist Law and Justice party, which held power for eight years until losing elections in 2023, differs from some of his strongman counterparts in ways that are instructive. Kaczynski does not enjoy the riches that Orban or Putin (or Trump, for that matter) do. He is unmarried, lives in a small house in Warsaw with his cats and didn’t have a bank account until 2009. He worked out of a shabby office and had traditional Polish lunches brought to him, which he ate alone.

This seeming ideological steadfastness may help explain the merciless march of Kaczynski and his party through Polish institutions between 2015 and 2023. He set out to remake them according to his moral code, railing against “weak public institutions and the cronyism of the liberal elites” and promoting a project of national “rejuvenation,” as Dariusz Kalan wrote in Foreign Policy. Kaczynski’s party pushed a vigorously contested abortion ban through the Polish courts and sought to take control of the judiciary through radical reforms. As Dariusz Stola, a historian at the Polish Academy of Sciences, told me a few years ago, “If you really believe that there is a horrible threat facing Western civilization, anything you do is justified.”

Law and Justice also mounted a campaign that demonized L.G.B.T.Q. individuals as aggressors and corrupters of “the nation,” whose moral order, according to Kaczynski, came from the Catholic church. More than one hundred municipalities around Poland declared “L.G.B.T.-free zones” in homes, schools and workplaces and passed motions to stop the spread of “L.G.B.T. ideology.”

Declining birthrates have long been a major concern in Eastern and Central Europe, a trend that leaders have blamed on Western liberalism. Orban banned gender-studies programs in Hungary because he claimed they were teaching girls not to have babies. This, Holmes says, is an attack on “a key liberal principle, which is that a woman without babies (maybe she has cats) is just as valuable as a woman with babies.” Many officials now being elevated in the Trump administration appear to agree with Orban.

‘Feminine Needs and Feminine Methods’

For all their similarities, the culture wars of Trump and Meloni diverge in telling ways from those of Putin, Orban and Kaczynski. Post-Communist societies in Central and Eastern Europe differ significantly from the United States, where liberalism has brought certain changes that many people don’t want to see rolled back. The Trump administration includes two of the highest-ranking openly gay officials in American history: the Treasury secretary, Scott Bessent, and Trump’s envoy for special missions, Richard Grenell. These appointments have not caused any special stir within Trump world.

Trump himself is hardly a picture of traditional family values. Neither is Meloni, a single woman who is separated from her former partner, with whom she had a child. Meloni has never been a regular churchgoer, despite frequently proclaiming that she is a Christian. And she hasn’t restricted Italy’s abortion laws, much as Trump has said he won’t address abortion at the national level but will leave it to the states instead. Christianity, in this regard, is more a matter of identity than religion.

Another figure who fits into this frame is the newly confirmed Secretary of Defense, Pete Hegseth, who has been married three times and whose nomination was nearly derailed by sexual assault allegations, which he denied. Whatever the facts of his personal life, his rhetoric puts him in step with the “neo-manliness” that is part of the new administration’s ethos.

Hegseth has written extensively about the “helplessness, resignation and outrage” that he said “veterans and patriots” felt because of the defeatism regarding Iraq and Afghanistan coming from Washington. The problem, Hegseth has argued, is that men were not allowed to be men, soldiers were not allowed to be soldiers.

The military, after all, is supposed to be the one American institution where being a tough guy is the norm. Instead, Hegseth and other Trump-aligned conservatives argue, it has been feminized and emasculated like every other American institution. It is clear, Hegseth argues, that having women in combat roles weakens our fighting forces, but that the top brass overlooks this because it isn’t politically correct. “There was always some lame ‘elitist’ defense for the performance of women,” he writes in his book “The War on Warriors.”

As Hegseth’s critique shows, the attempt to root out “gender ideology” ultimately cuts to fundamental questions about the values of American institutions. One of the most influential concepts to emerge in the last few years among the intellectual right (in online circles that have been influential on Vice President JD Vance) is the “Longhouse.”

The “Longhouse,” according to one of its foremost proponents, the far-right publisher Jonathan Keeperman, known by the pseudonym L0m3z, is “at once politically earnest and the punchline to an elaborate in-joke.” It refers to the kind of communal hall that was once used in many traditional agrarian cultures as the “social focal point” of the tribe. Among the online right, it symbolizes a place where women get together and “chatter” under the “ubiquitous rule” of the “Den Mother.”

As L0m3z writes: “More than anything, the Longhouse refers to the remarkable overcorrection of the last two generations toward social norms centering feminine needs and feminine methods for controlling, directing and modeling behavior. In 2010, Hanna Rosin announced ‘The End of Men.’ Hillary Clinton made it a slogan of her 2016 campaign: ‘The future is female.’ She was correct.”

L0m3z derides the triumphalist tone with which such books and slogans were deployed, even as real changes with real consequences were taking place: institutions of higher education — including law schools, medical schools and doctoral programs — became majority female. So did Human Resources departments, through which women, he claims, have exercised “an outsized influence on professional culture, which itself has an outsized influence on American culture more generally.” These departments remade the workplace in their image, enforcing “the distinctly feminine values of its overwhelmingly female work force” — the liberal, progressive, secular values that “pervade all major institutions.”

This has resulted in what L0m3z describes as feminized “conflict resolution,” in which social resources are mobilized to “ostracize the alleged offender,” because, he says, female-dominated groups favor indirect and hidden force. “To be ‘canceled,’” L0m3z says, “is to feel the whip of the Longhouse masters.” Hegseth’s appointment might be seen, then, as an exit from what L0m3z calls the “soft authoritarianism of the Longhouse’s weepy moralism.”

As the concept of the “Longhouse” makes clear, the new administration’s use of “gender ideology” rhetoric isn’t just about trans people; it’s about the upending of traditional gender roles. In the words of Darren Beattie, who was fired from the White House in 2018 after speaking at a conference attended by white nationalists and recently appointed acting under secretary of public diplomacy in the State Department: “Competent white men must be in charge if you want things to work. Unfortunately, our entire national ideology is predicated on coddling the feelings of women and minorities and demoralizing competent white men.” Of course, another way to understand the rules of the “Longhouse” is as the type of informed deliberation and compromise that are at the heart of liberal democracy — rules that exist, or used to, for a reason.
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Does My Wife Need to Know About My Porn Habit?

The magazine’s Ethicist columnist on self-pleasuring secrets and the pressures of living up to one’s sexual orientation.
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This is the fifth and last installment in a series for this column, answering readers’ thorniest questions about sex and love as part of a special magazine issue on relationships.



My wife and I have been together for almost 10 years. We met in college, and our relationship is wonderful overall. Our sex life is generally good, but we have mismatched libidos — I have a much higher sex drive than she does. We’ve talked about this discrepancy but never articulated a formal compromise on it. Early in our relationship, I confessed that I struggled with watching pornography on a regular basis; she was upset, but I assured her that I was working on it. Unfortunately, I still watch pornography and masturbate to it almost daily.

I am aware that the mainstream pornography industry is widely seen as one that preys on people who are vulnerable, or that takes advantage of women, and that there are questions surrounding the ethics of porn more broadly. To that end, I restrict my viewing almost entirely to amateur and homemade pornography, so I don’t feel that I am being unethical in the act of viewing it.

My wife is unaware of my porn consumption, but I view it as a compromise between upsetting her or having a conflict over our sex drives. What do I owe to her and to myself? — Name Withheld

From the Ethicist:

You seem to have come up with a successful coping mechanism; if you thought it interfered with your enjoyment of sex with her, or her enjoyment of sex with you, I’m sure you would have said so. And many would consider this solo activity as within the realm of personal privacy, even in marriage.

But though you have assured yourself that the pornography you watch is basically fair-trade, ethically sourced and cruelty-free, she may consider your engagement with it to be a form of marital disloyalty. That’s not an idea one can prove or disprove. Still, you can speak to your own feelings with some authority, and it matters that you evidently don’t feel that watching porn dilutes your devotion to her. Indeed, you seem to think that it’s helpful in your relationship.

So the question is whether it really should be classified as a matter of privacy, rather than as a matter of secrecy — whether it’s in the realm of the justly unmentioned or the wrongly concealed. If the activity starts to weigh on you like a secret, you might try having an open discussion about your different sex drives and how to handle that difference in a way that works for both of you, which could include talking about boundaries around porn and masturbation. That she doesn’t like your viewing pornography, though, doesn’t mean she’s automatically entitled to police your consumption. With or without the visual stimulus, your mental fantasies are your own. Nor must every orgasm be shared.

Which suggests that the activity might properly belong in the zone of privacy. Private matters are ones you’re free simply not to discuss, which is different from active deception. (Saying you were ‘‘working on it,’’ far from a promise that you’d given it up, is an acknowledgment that you hadn’t.) If we agree that your off-duty eruptions are a matter of bodily privacy, what you owe your spouse is respectful discretion.



I’m a Bisexual Woman with a Male Partner. Should We Bring in a Woman?

 Illustration by Tomi Um


I’m a young woman in an eight-year-long heterosexual relationship. I came out as bisexual almost four years ago, despite having only had sexual encounters with men. I constantly worry if I’m ‘‘bisexual enough’’ to use the label, given that I’ve never had sexual experiences with women — and part of me worries that I never will. My partner has been supportive of me through this entire process. He’s even brought up the prospect of polyamory, but him staying monogamous. I worry that I’m forcing him into a lifestyle he wouldn’t have chosen had he ended up with a straight woman. With him worrying I’ll meet someone else, and me worrying I’m going to harm him just to fulfill my own desires, how can we safely enter into polyamory? — Name Withheld

From the Ethicist:

First, the label ‘‘bisexual’’ doesn’t come with performance metrics; all that matters is that both women and men can be objects of desire for you. Don’t let an identity label take command of your life. With openness and honesty, you and your partner can certainly explore the scenario you describe in a loving and respectful way; what you can’t do is banish the emotional risks.

Before you proceed, then, take care that you aren’t being guided by a questionable assumption. There are countless people other than your partner you could enjoy being sexual with. Because you’re bisexual, some will be women. Even if you were completely straight, though, there would be plenty of new erotic experiences you could have. You have missed out on sex, let’s suppose, with men who are bigger, smaller, hairier or smoother than your long-term mate; also sex with free-solo rock climbers, soccer forwards trained in tantra and puka-necklace-wearing surfer dudes who smell of ganja and cocoa butter. Whatever your orientation, a relationship like the one you currently enjoy will always involve cutting out a world of sexual possibilities.

If you do find yourself captivated by a particular woman, you’ll have to decide whether the model of polyamory really works for you. It could put your same-sex couplings, in some sense, under your male partner’s supervision. Maybe this isn’t a journey you can take him on.

But these aren’t choices to be settled in the abstract. If you want to pursue polyamory, do it because it genuinely suits you better than monogamy, not because you think the life script of a bisexual requires it. Your sexuality is about who catches your eye, not who belongs in your bed.
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I’m H.I.V.-Positive but Undetectable. Do Casual Sex Partners Need to Know?

The magazine’s Ethicist columnist on medical disclosure and marital malaise.

 Illustration by Tomi Um



By Kwame Anthony Appiah



Feb 06, 2025 at 05:03 AM

This is the fourth installment in a series for this column, answering readers’ thorniest questions about sex and love as part of a special magazine issue on relationships.



I’m a young gay man who is H.I.V.-positive. I learned of my status more than a year ago and started taking medicine the day I was diagnosed. Since then, I have been continuously undetectable, meaning I cannot transmit the virus to others through sexual activity. But even though I pose no risk to my partners, my status still weighs heavily on my mind.

I’m certain that if I were to start dating someone seriously, I would disclose it before getting down to business. With random casual hookups, it has been my practice to tell people — though I would rather not. It feels private, it often kills the mood and, most of all, since I’m undetectable, it feels unnecessary. After all, if I can’t transmit the virus, it feels about as relevant to casual sex as my cholesterol levels.

To be sure, H.I.V. is a scary virus, so it makes perfect sense that people would want to know if their partner is positive — and a right to know clearly arises in some cases. I don’t think it’s controversial to say that a person with untreated H.I.V. is ethically obligated to disclose their status to their prospective sexual partners. But if I’m incapable of infecting others (since I take my medicine every day) does the obligation remain? — Name Withheld

From the Ethicist:

When it comes to the H.I.V. status of people who have multiple sex partners, some know that they’re positive, some believe that they’re negative based on past tests and some don’t know one way or another. As a person who is undetectable and regularly monitored, you present a lower transmission risk than people in the second two categories — who won’t feel that they have anything to disclose.

In the slogan of the global health campaign, “U = U” — that is, “Undetectable = Untransmittable.” (Obviously, there are other S.T.I.s to be concerned about, and to take precautions against.) And so there isn’t the assumption that you must be negative unless you say otherwise. For that matter, many sexually active people realize that any partner’s claimed negative status comes with some uncertainty.

If you’re asked, you should tell the truth. But given the expectations people have in these casual encounters, you don’t need to volunteer your status. With a serious relationship, as you recognize, the expectations are different — you’ll properly share the ongoing medical realities that shape your life. (You wouldn’t keep a diabetes diagnosis to yourself, either.) The aim is to be truthful while recognizing the different expectations of casual hookups and committed relationships. Commendably, you’re doing everything right to protect both your health and that of your partners. Behaving morally here requires not that you reveal everything but that you share what matters, when it matters.



My Husband Can’t Have Sex. What Are My Options?

 Illustration by Tomi Um


My husband and I have been together for six years and married for five. In that time, he has never been sexually functional, an issue that we believe to be a result of both medical and medication-related issues. We married with the understanding that we wanted to have children and (obviously) have a normal sex life. To that end, we have been to see multiple doctors about his sexual dysfunction. The usual medications have proven ineffective for him. One doctor prescribed him an injectable medication, which he claims to have tried on his own and found too uncomfortable to use.

The end result has been a sexless and childless marriage. Years on, my husband refuses to seek out new treatments. He also refuses to look into alternative ways to have children, and he’s even expressed an unwillingness to engage in other forms of sexual play with me. As a woman in my 40s, I still have strong sexual urges, and I’m not content to live out a life sentenced to self-gratification. I also love my husband, however, and I know that an open marriage is not tolerable to him. I’m curious what advice you have on the ethics of navigating a situation like ours. What obligations do two spouses have toward each other in a loving but sexually mismatched marriage? — Name Withheld

From the Ethicist:

Your husband’s problems mean that your marriage lacks two big things that you expected and planned for: a sex life and children. I do have questions about those expectations. Do you think that he misled you — that he concealed the nature of his condition — or that he simply hadn’t anticipated that it would persist? You might have decided to refrain from premarital sex, but if you hadn’t, and he was sexually dysfunctional before you married, why did you assume that you would have a normal sex life?

It’s possible that he was honestly mistaken about his future sexual functioning but had been less than candid about his interest in having children. What’s disheartening is that he seems to have ruled out parenthood without discussion. Even if he were opposed to adoption and would consider only children who were biologically his, urologists have techniques for extracting sperm from sexually impaired men. So he doesn’t seem to be taking your wishes here seriously. His refusal of any kind of sexual play, even if he himself can’t experience arousal, similarly sets his concerns above yours.

At this point, you’re basically friends without benefits. Although you describe your marriage as “loving,” he hasn’t behaved the way a loving husband ought to. Someone else in his condition might be able to learn to take pleasure in giving sexual pleasure. Someone else in his condition could talk with you earnestly and openly about the prospects of parenthood. What ails your marriage, then, goes way beyond physiology. I hope he’ll agree to join you in some form of counseling, and come to take your desires seriously. What he finds ‘‘tolerable’’ has to be responsive to your legitimate expectations and needs. That means exploring a range of possibilities, maybe even your finding sexual satisfaction with another partner while maintaining what you value in your marriage with him. You won’t know what can work if you don’t seek to find out together. What threatens your marriage, in the end, isn’t so much his incapacity as his unwillingness to address it.
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Is It OK That I’m Withholding Sex Until My Husband Sorts Out His Invoices?

The magazine’s Ethicist columnist on quid pro quo and navigating serious medical changes in a marriage.

 Illustration by Tomi Um



By Kwame Anthony Appiah



Feb 05, 2025 at 05:02 AM

This is the third installment in a series for this column, answering readers’ thorniest questions about sex and love as part of a special magazine issue on relationships.



My husband of four decades runs his own business. When I retired three years ago, I discovered significant billing issues behind our sporadic ‘‘cash-flow problems,’’ and set to work organizing his accounting and creating invoices. While he submitted many invoices, he refused to bill his largest customer — one whom I overheard joking that my husband must be rich because he never receives bills from him.

When my husband wouldn’t submit these invoices, I warned him I would deliver them myself. I did, but he called the company the next day and told them not to pay. That was two years ago, and the customer still owes over $80,000 for work done in 2020.

I’ve tried explaining how betrayed I feel discovering he was running his business with our household funds, and I’ve suggested both accounting help and personal counseling. Last year, at wit’s end, I cut off sexual relations with him until he delivered the 2020 invoices, thinking that would motivate him. We’re still at an impasse a year later. My husband says I’m being cruel (and I would like our sexual relations to resume, too), but I find it hard to believe he hasn’t taken action. Am I being unreasonable? — Name Withheld

From the Ethicist:

A married couple is economically interconnected — when one falls into debt, the other is affected. So your husband’s business is your business. He has failed in his responsibilities to you. Now, maybe there’s something about his relationship with his indebted client you don’t know about. Is the guy a crime boss? Or is the guy (who notably hasn’t tried to pay up) such a hard-luck case that your husband feels bad for him? I can imagine all sorts of client-specific explanations for why your husband hasn’t sent him an invoice. If there’s more going on than you’ve been told, there’s a failure of candor here. Your husband would be keeping something from you. But the fact that he’s generally failed to keep current with his invoicing points to a psychological issue.

Unlike the sex strike led by Lysistrata and the women of the warring Greek states in Aristophanes’ comedy, yours clearly hasn’t brought peace. This suggests a problem not just in your husband’s ability to manage his business but in your relationship, too. Those peacemaking women of antiquity negotiated with the men during their strike; the way you describe the situation, you essentially issued an ultimatum and the conversation stopped. Making sex a quid for some quo can be, as in “Lysistrata,” a dramatic strategy, but it probably isn’t the best one. In marriage, as in much of life, it’s usually better, as St. Paul told the new Christians of Ephesus, not to let the sun go down on thy wrath.

The urgent question now is how to get your husband the psychological help he needs. Because he’s plainly reluctant to acknowledge his problems, you could take a different tack. Why not ask him to come with you to couples therapy? There you can try to get him to see how this all feels to you, and he can try to explain his own understanding of the situation. All that requires is his recognizing that his marriage is in trouble, which is surely not in doubt. Any therapist will at least give you a space for speaking about love and money and trust. Also, an invoice.



My Wife Has a Condition That Will Lead to Dementia. When Should We Stop Having Sex?

 Illustration by Tomi Um


My wife was diagnosed with a rare brain disease that causes dementia and death. Though the situation is complex, my question is simple: Ethically, when should I stop having sex with her? — Name Withheld

From the Ethicist:

Your question is simple, but your situation isn’t. Morally, sex requires the consent of both parties, and at some point your wife may not be able to consent meaningfully. It isn’t inconceivable, for instance, that she could continue to initiate and take physical pleasure in sex while, for example, believing that she is having sex with someone other than you. Before her condition worsens, you might see whether you can talk with her about the issue; you might also confer with her neurologist about it. There won’t be a date certain when she can no longer appreciate what she is doing in a way that allows for genuine consent. But the time will come, and you’re the person best placed to make the call. In moments like these, ethics takes the shape of the untrumpeted decisions we make, guided by love, about what it means to honor both the person we knew and the person before us now.
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The L.A. Fire Where Something Went Right

While some Angelenos cast around for someone to blame, a whole cooperative emergency-response system whirred to life.

 Photo illustration by Jordan Bohannon



By Ryan Francis Bradley



Feb 05, 2025 at 05:01 AM

“There is an arsonist here in LA,” Henry Winkler posted on X. It was 10:36 p.m. on Wednesday, Jan. 8. Almost as soon as the blaze in Pacific Palisades had broken out, the assignment of blame began. The president-elect was blaming the governor. A billionaire mall owner was blaming the mayor. Now, a full day into Los Angeles’s burning, responsibility for the fires had been distilled to its purest form: the arsonist. No actual cause for the fires had been determined, but arson was simple: All we had to do now was find this person and stop them.

Just hours before Winkler’s post, a little before 6 p.m., a new fire, the Sunset Fire, broke out on a steep hillside between Runyon and Nichols Canyons in the Hollywood Hills, a few blocks north of Hollywood and Sunset Boulevards — a famous slice of the Santa Monica Mountains that juts right into the thick of Los Angeles. The night before, across town in Altadena, embers from the Eaton Fire were carried by howling winds and ignited buildings as far as three miles away from the fire line. The Sunset Fire could easily have done much worse: It was burning a stone’s throw from a swath of L.A. that is among the county’s most dense, filled with apartment buildings, commercial blocks, major museums and even L.A.’s most famous mall, the Grove, which reputedly has more visitors per year than Disneyland.

But the Sunset Fire did not burn the city down. Instead, less than 24 hours after it started, it was stopped. It had torched 43 acres of brush surrounded by homes, but it was fully contained and suppressed without destroying a single structure. Not even a car. A day after two huge and ultimately cataclysmic burns erupted on opposite ends of the city — after a full 24-hour shift spent trying to firm up defense lines — firefighters not only suppressed the new burn in the Hollywood Hills but were also combating three other major, named fires, as well as smaller brush fires throughout the city.

There is an app called Watch Duty that tracks wildfires and the response to them; it has, over the past few weeks, been installed on the phones of many, many Angelenos. Anyone who had paid for the members’ version would have seen something remarkable that Wednesday. When the Sunset Fire broke out, there were already more than a dozen firefighting craft in the air — by the Pacific Ocean, fighting the Palisades Fire, and to the east, around the San Gabriel Mountains, fighting the Eaton Fire. The sky was quickly darkening, visibility was worsening and the winds were gusting harder and harder. A fixed-wing “air attack” platform flew overhead directing aerial traffic; it most likely spotted the smoke from Sunset almost immediately. The pilot would have known that the window to make effective drops was shrinking fast. Suddenly, Watch Duty displayed many of those aircraft rerouting: They were heading toward Sunset.

Because it was put out quickly, it could be forgotten quickly.
These were aircraft from all over Southern California and beyond, piloted by crews that rushed in from across the Western United States. There were trucks and crews from the Bureau of Land Management and the Forest Service; from Nevada, Utah and Oregon; from well over 20 California cities and seven counties. Orchestrating this kind of ad hoc, real-time response is a devilishly complex task, and pulling off such a quick pivot to suppress another new fire is a true feat of modern management. The system behind it is called NIMS, the National Incident Management System. It is what allowed so many different fire crews to make that quick adjustment and save a significant swath of Los Angeles.

The system that led to NIMS was invented here in Southern California. In 1970, a series of fires raged throughout the area. This “fire siege,” as it came to be known, required agencies to fight a series of fires — a complex fire — across the region’s unique blend of wild and urban environments. But the agencies were unable to communicate well; they couldn’t coordinate an effective response. The fires burned for 13 days, torching more than 500,000 acres, destroying at least 700 homes and killing 16 people. Two years later, Congress agreed to fund the Firefighting Resources of Southern California Organized for Potential Emergencies project, known as FIRESCOPE, and the Forest Service began working with Southern California fire agencies to fix the fire problem. FIRESCOPE would grow into NIMS, carrying with it one of the fundamental findings of the whole project: In a fire-siege situation, departments needed to pool resources, and quickly. And to do that, they needed to set up mutual-aid agreements.

Yes, at the heart of a federal management system is “mutual aid,” a concept developed by the Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin. Mutual-aid agreements are common, and not only among firefighters — they crop up across almost every agency and at every level of government. They are so common that FEMA publishes an entire guide for mutual aid. The essential nature of these contracts isn’t all that different from what Kropotkin identified: Groups that work together, that share and shift their resources toward those most in need, are more successful than groups that do not. Sharing like this is particularly vital in emergency situations, because almost no one — and no one department — is fully prepared for an enormous crisis. As FEMA dryly puts it: “Most jurisdictions do not maintain sufficient resource levels to handle extreme events independently.”

The rapid shift of resources required to suppress the Sunset Fire is a perfect example of the sort of sharing Kropotkin envisioned. But its success creates an absence; it is seen mostly in things that didn’t happen. We can’t know how many homes or lives it saved. The Sunset Fire was put out quickly, and because it was put out quickly, it could be forgotten quickly. And yet the mutual-aid agreements that rendered the Sunset Fire forgettable tell us infinitely more about how we are going to go on living here, alongside fire and in its aftermath, than any assignment of blame, arson or otherwise.

Whom did we envision as the arsonist? Some leaped to report on the homeless and previous fires that started in their encampments. Others were tempted by theories involving energy weapons, D.E.I. practices or Diddy. Those disgusted by tech posted infographics about the amount of water necessary to run A.I. servers. In our need for the fire to be personal, to be someone’s fault, to be a thing someone did to us, we revealed any number of our own hypocrisies. Rick Caruso — the billionaire mall owner who quickly went on TV to blame Mayor Karen Bass — hired a private fire crew to protect his Brentwood home and other properties. But in hiring firefighters away from their own departments, he broke the very chain of mutual aid that ended up beating back the Sunset Fire — a fire that was prevented from ever threatening the Grove, one of Caruso’s own malls.

Blame is an easier, more visceral and seemingly actionable emotion than grappling with the fact that monumental fire is a thing that happens, and has been happening for millions of years, throughout Southern California. I never really understood what it is to live in a place that is predestined to burn until recently, when I became a gardener and got into propagating native seeds. To germinate the seeds of certain lupines, it helps to put them “to fire” — that is, to heat them up, even under a flame. This is because the plants have evolved to follow fire. Lupines have lived in California some 4.6 million years; humans, as little as 15,000. They have figured out how to use fire’s heat as a signal, sprouting aggressively in its wake. For us, the fire is similarly revealing. The fire is a mirror: It lays bare our best and our worst, our need for one another.



Ryan Francis Bradley is a writer based in Los Angeles. He has previously written for the magazine about the director Ti West and the band Khruangbin.
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We Still Don’t Know How to Be Normal on Slack and Zoom

Experts shared five strategies to make things easier.

 Illustration by Matt Chase; Photographs by Shutterstock



By Jancee Dunn



Feb 14, 2025 at 05:04 AM

I was once trapped on a video call that was supposed to take 10 minutes but stretched to an hour. I couldn’t get a word in to wrap things up. My stomach growled as the tuna sandwich I’d made sat uneaten on my desk. I kept wondering: Is there a way to sneak a chomp?

Then we finished and exchanged goodbyes.

“Finally,” I said aloud. The other person had not yet hung up.

It seems like everyone has a tale of a cringey exchange on a messaging or video platform. Or they’ve endured a Zoom meeting where dead-eyed participants called to mind a supermarket fish counter.

Even though the pandemic forced us all to get more comfortable online, virtual communication can still be awkward. Apps like Slack and Microsoft Teams can strip away our nonverbal and social cues, so we are more prone to misunderstanding, said N. Sharon Hill, a professor of management at the George Washington University School of Business.

Video calls can be uncomfortable, too, said Andrew Brodsky, a professor of management at the University of Texas at Austin and author of “Ping: The Secrets of Successful Virtual Communication.” Seeing yourself onscreen can result in what’s called “mirror anxiety,” he said, which is the stress that arises from viewing your reflection for long periods of time.

I asked experts how we can make these encounters a little less awkward.

Do some preparation.

First, let people decide how they’d like to communicate, Dr. Brodsky said: “Taking a couple of seconds to ask the other person, ‘Hey, how do you want to do this?’ can eliminate awkwardness.”

Head off fumbling at the beginning of a video call by joining the meeting few minutes early, said Matt Abrahams, a lecturer at Stanford Graduate School of Business. That gives you time to compose yourself and make sure everything’s turned on.

A hard-won lesson, he added, is that “it’s always embarrassing for the professor of communication to have his darn Zoom on mute when he is teaching.”

Be aware of eye contact.

Video calls often feel discomfiting because you don’t know where to look, Dr. Brodsky said. Research suggests, however, that participants are perceived as more likable and trustworthy when they gaze at their webcam instead of their monitor, he said.

“Eye contact matters in person, and it matters in video calls,” Dr. Brodsky said.

If the call is just you and another person, Abrahams added, you can head off awkwardness by saying, “‘I always find it really difficult to stare at the camera. So pardon me if I look away sometimes.’”

Pause before hitting ‘send.’

Several studies show that people on the receiving end of written communication like emails and texts tend to interpret the message more negatively than the sender intended, Dr. Hill said. So err on the side of pumping up the positivity, she advised.

Before sending that message, Dr. Brodsky added, ask yourself: “If this email — or text or direct message — was forwarded to my entire department, would I be OK with it?”

You can also appoint an “accountability buddy” to vet your tone, Dr. Brodsky said. “I often use my wife for this,” he said.

Skip the ‘jargon monoxide.’

When you’re using modes like text or Slack, don’t use complicated insider lingo that could sow confusion, Abrahams said. This tendency was termed “jargon monoxide” by Hayagreeva “Huggy” Rao, a professor at the Stanford Graduate School of Business.

And because there’s a big difference between “have a lovely birthday” and “have a lonely birthday,” check for typos, Dr. Brodsky said. His research found that typos make you look less intelligent, and they can amp up the perceived emotion — in angry emails, for example, typos make you seem angrier.

There are ways to cover yourself. Dr. Brodsky cited a study that found that, when you have typos, including “Sent from my iPhone” in your email signature helps you retain your credibility. “People say, ‘Oh, it’s because they’re on a mobile device,’” he said.

Don’t hesitate to ask for clarification.

Instead of making assumptions about what a message sender meant, just ask, Dr. Brodsky said. He once had an adviser who ended every email with an ellipsis.

“It would be, ‘Great work, dot, dot, dot,’” Dr. Brodsky said. “And I’m like, ‘Man, he hates what I do.’”

Finally, he asked his adviser about the ambiguous punctuation. His response: “It means, ‘I want to continue the conversation.’” Rather than a reproach, the ellipses, it turned out, were an invitation to keep talking.

And if you’re the recipient of a blunder, a little humor can smooth things over, Dr. Brodsky said. I once made plans to meet a new co-worker and texted that I understood if she was “too busty” to grab a coffee.

“No, I’m comfortable with my body,” she wrote back.
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Chickpeas aren’t peas — they’re beans. And they’ve got numerous health benefits.

Here’s what nutrition experts have to say about protein-rich chickpeas, along with some delicious suggestions for how to prepare them from New York Times Cooking.

Read the article: How Healthy Are Chickpeas?·



New research suggests that weight-loss surgery could benefit patients with fatty liver disease.

Nearly four in 10 American adults are estimated to have a liver condition commonly known as fatty liver disease that can lead to serious complications and death. A new study finds that bariatric surgery can help even patients with an advanced form of the condition.

Read the article: A Promising Development for the Millions of People with Liver Disease·
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Here are some stories you don’t want to miss:



	Ozempic has a surprising side effect. The evidence is mounting it can curb alcohol cravings·.


	Do you work the night shift? Learn how to protect your health·.


	Expecting your partner to be your best friend is a fairly new concept. Is it a good idea?


	Should dinner be the smallest meal of the day? Experts weigh in·.



Let’s keep the conversation going. Follow Well on Instagram, or write to us at well_newsletter@nytimes.com. And check out last week’s newsletter about inexpensive gifts to get your loved one for Valentine’s Day.
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Chronic Illness Can Affect Every Part of Life. How Do You Talk About it at Work?

Opening up can unlock much-needed support, but it also comes with risks.

 Nhung Le



By Fortesa Latifi



Feb 13, 2025 at 01:00 PM

The flare-up started like all of the others: intense diarrhea, cramping and other gastrointestinal symptoms that left Christopher French in the bathroom for long periods.

Mr. French, who stocked shelves at a big box hardware store, was dealing with ulcerative colitis. But this was his very first job, and it required moving heavy fertilizer sacks, which only worsened his symptoms.

Mr. French called out sick for three weeks straight and was eventually fired from his job. Now 47, he still remembers his manager’s words. “‘I wish you had been upfront about it,’” his supervisor told him. “‘We could have worked something out.’”

Opening up about a medical condition can unlock support at work; laws like the Americans With Disabilities Act create pathways and protections for people to do so. But disclosure isn’t without risk. In a 2023 survey conducted by the Society for Human Resource Management, nearly half of U.S. workers with invisible disabilities, which are medical conditions that are not readily apparent to others, said they had chosen not to share the information; those who did were more likely to report rude or insensitive behavior.

Mr. French later changed careers and started discussing his condition during job interviews. But he acknowledged that wouldn’t be a safe choice for everyone. The Times asked experts for their advice on how to disclose a chronic health condition and what to do if you’re met with pushback.

‘A civil rights law doesn’t change people’s attitudes.’

Since its passing in 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act has aimed to shield people with disabilities from discrimination in public life, including at work. Under the law, employers with 15 or more employees must provide reasonable accommodations to those who request them. Reasonable accommodations are defined as “a modification or adjustment to a job, the work environment, or the way things are usually done in the hiring process.”

An employer is obligated to do more than “open the door,” for people with disabilities, said Susan Mizner, the director emeritus of the Americans for Civil Liberties Union Disability Rights program. They must “build a ramp to it,” she explained.

But the A.D.A. isn’t a panacea. A study published in 2001 suggested that nearly 10 percent of disabled adults experienced workplace discrimination within the five-year period after the A.D.A. passed; a third of respondents exited the workplace entirely. More recent data indicates that people with disabilities are more likely to be unemployed, and when they do have jobs, they’re often paid less than their counterparts who don’t have disabilities.

Rachelle Bloksberg, a therapist in Grass Valley, Calif. who treats people with chronic illnesses, said that most of her patients know they’re protected under the law. Still, she said, they fear that opening up will harm their careers: “They worry, ‘will people treat me differently?’”

Kailey Townsend, a 29-year-old who works in social media management, kept her endometriosis diagnosis to herself for several months. “I wanted to ensure that I was protected in the workplace,” she said, adding that as a Black woman, she feels even more pressure to prove herself.

These worries aren’t unfounded, Ms. Mizner explained: “A civil rights law doesn’t change people’s attitudes,” she said. “It doesn’t change people’s comfort levels.”

‘There are no magic words.’

Samantha Rosen’s chronic pain makes work a challenge. The 34-year-old writing tutor needs to use a special chair and monitor to ease her symptoms, but she has struggled with how to ask her employer for accommodations.

Instead of explaining her history of chronic pain, Ms. Rosen told her manager that she had some neck and back issues. She got the accommodations she requested, but she often wonders if she should have been more forthright. “I did try to diminish it,” she said.

When it comes to disclosure, “there are no magic words that you have to use,” said Aaron Brock, a lawyer in Los Angeles who specializes in disability discrimination cases. What’s important, he explained, is that you start the conversation. In his practice, he has seen employees who didn’t disclose their conditions “punished for conduct that was clearly related to the disability,” he said.

Here are a few other things to keep in mind:

Decide who you’d like to tell. Ms. Mizner suggests approaching your human resources representative; you can inform H.R. without letting your supervisor know. If you don’t have a human resources department, you can share requests with a supervisor as they are held to the same standards by the A.D.A. as employers.

Share only what you feel comfortable disclosing. It’s legal for your employer to request medical documentation that verifies your diagnosis and outlines potential accommodations, but you still have a right to privacy. You don’t have to share every detail, Ms. Mizner said.

Have a plan for pushback. Employers aren’t required to grant reasonable accommodations if it would impose “undue hardship” on their business. So, if your employer suggests alternative accommodations, engage in that discussion, said Linda Batiste, a lawyer and program leader at the Job Accommodation Network, a service provided by the United States Department of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy.

And if they deny your accommodations without offering an alternative, try to find out why. You might be able to offer additional information or get them to reconsider, Batiste said. If the discussion reaches an impasse, Ms. Mizner said that JAN offers one-on-one consultations.

Ms. Townsend, the social media manager, eventually opened up to her supervisor and was comforted by her reaction. She believes she “lucked out” with the amount of support she received, but she doesn’t think she’ll divulge sooner going forward: “It takes time to build openness in the workplace,” she said.
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Ask the Therapist


I Was a Bad Father. How Do I Live With the Regret?

Obsessing over the past is taking over my life.

 Marta Monteiro



By Lori Gottlieb
Lori Gottlieb, a psychotherapist and best-selling author of a memoir about her work as a therapist, offers readers advice on life’s tough questions.


Feb 13, 2025 at 05:01 AM

At 60-something, I am often troubled by regret over interactions with my three children when they were young. During their preteen and teen years, I would lose my temper as a result of their doing something I now recognize as insignificant. For example, my son accidentally threw away $10 in change when he was getting ice cream with his friends, which resulted in my screaming at him in anger.

I am a surgeon, and I’ll think about my ridiculous behavior at various times — sometimes when I’m operating on a patient — and have an overwhelming sense of regret.

Can you suggest any strategies to resolve this problem?

As an aside, my father bailed out on our family when I was 8. We were moving to a foreign country, and he never came to the airport. As you can imagine, my subsequent relationship with him was spotty and dysfunctional.

From the Therapist: Regret is as painful as it is common; however, it can also be a positive force, depending on how we respond to it. It can shackle us to the past, or it can serve as an engine for change.

So, let’s look at what you can do with yours.

First, some context. We all come into parenting informed by the parenting we received. Regret around parenting mistakes cuts especially deep because most parents enter that role intending to create the best possible childhood for their children, and vowing not to repeat the missteps of their own parents. But as you wrestle with your regret, try to remember that there’s no such thing as a perfect parent. Healing from past parenting mistakes is a process that starts with self-compassion and leads to self-awareness and intentional repair — with oneself and, when possible, your children.

Sometimes parents who harbor regret resist self-compassion because they believe they don’t deserve it given the pain they caused. They might also think that self-compassion implies a lack of remorse. But neither is true. Self-compassion helps us take responsibility, which paves the way for accountability and healing.

Consider how young you were when your father abruptly abandoned you as your family prepared to move to a foreign country. I think you’re realizing how profoundly this loss affected you and, by extension, your experience as a father. Children who experience parental abandonment often develop a deep need for control, which can emerge as explosive anger when they feel vulnerable or threatened.

Being a surgeon, where control is paramount, is likely to have provided a stark contrast with the unpredictability you experienced as a child. But the fact that these memories interrupt you during surgery — at a moment of peak focus — suggests that your mind is essentially saying: I can’t compartmentalize this pain any longer.

You can do one of three things with your pain: run from it (denial, compartmentalization), drown in it (rumination) or make friends with it. Making friends with your pain means letting it sit next to you, and starting a conversation with it. This internal dialogue might sound something like:

You: Welcome, old friend. I remember meeting you at the airport nearly 60 years ago. You came rushing into my life, but I pushed you away. I thought I could get rid of you by plowing forward, creating a more stable family than the one I had and excelling at my career. But I’m tired of running from you. So sit with me. Maybe I can learn something from you after all?

Your pain: Perhaps I can help you see that your father’s actions weren’t a reflection of how worthy of love you were, but instead of his inability to properly love. That must have been very hard to understand at 8 years old. You deserved to have a loving, present father. And while you wish you had been able to control your anger with your children, I can see how anyone with your background might have struggled in this way. I hope you’ll show yourself some compassion and consider that exploring this now gives you the opportunity to relate to yourself and others differently. I’m not here to hurt you — I’m here to help you move forward.

Engaging in this kind of dialogue and acknowledging the context in which you lost your temper will help you to feel less ashamed and take action. That action might include working with a therapist to make meaning of your childhood through an adult lens, gain tools for self-regulation in your relationships and work through your grief about your own childhood and that of your children.

You can also begin a dialogue with your children — not to seek their forgiveness, but to offer a sincere apology and invitation to learn how you can be there for them. You could start with something like:

I want to talk to you about something important. I now recognize that, during your childhood, I responded to situations with anger that was disproportionate and hurtful. The incident with the $10 — and other moments like it — were never truly about the mistake, but about my own unresolved pain and fears, which I am working through. I’m deeply sorry I didn’t recognize this earlier, and I apologize for the times I made you feel scared, small, criticized or unworthy. I’m not asking for anything from you, but the opposite — if I can be there for you, as the father you need now, or can help heal something between us, that will be my top priority.

I don’t know what your current relationships with your children are like, or what they will do with this. But the point is less about their response and more about transforming regret from a source of torment into a new opportunity to be the best possible father to them, in whatever way they feel comfortable, and also the best father you never had to yourself. The most profound healing often comes from acknowledging that we are not defined by our worst moments, but by our capacity to learn, grow and repair.

Want to Ask the Therapist? If you have a question, email askthetherapist@nytimes.com. By submitting a query, you agree to our reader submission terms. This column is not a substitute for professional medical advice.
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Flu Cases Are Surging

At least 24 million cases have been reported so far this season — and the virus is still spreading widely.

 Getty Images



By Dani Blum



Feb 12, 2025 at 03:17 PM

This flu season has been particularly brutal, and it isn’t showing signs of letting up.

Since October, there have been at least 24 million cases in the United States. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has estimated that there have been as many as 650,000 hospitalizations, which would make it the highest hospitalization level since 2017. Many parts of the country are reporting “high” or “very high” flu rates.

The high case counts right now are striking, given that this is the time of year when flu typically starts to slow down, said Dr. Susan R. Russell, medical director at the medical intensive-care unit at Northwestern Memorial Hospital in Chicago. But Dr. Russell said she was still seeing a flood of patients in the hospital sick with the flu.

Dr. Donald Dumford, an infectious-disease doctor at the Cleveland Clinic, said, “A couple of weeks ago, I was saying, ‘Oh, we’ve hit our peak, it’s going to start going down.’”

“And then I got fooled,” he added.

It’s not entirely clear why the current flu season has been so severe. Doctors said vaccination rates have not been as high as they would like to see: Roughly 46 percent of children and a similar share of adults have received a flu vaccination so far this season, according to preliminary C.D.C. data. Flu shots reduce the chance of infection, and might also help limit the spread of the virus to others.

And some share of the cases could be a lingering consequence of pandemic lockdowns, when transmission of many common viruses slowed down as people practiced social distancing, Dr. Russell said. Our immune systems may still be out of practice after not having to fend off respiratory diseases during that time.

Some people are at high risk of becoming seriously ill and developing complications from an infection from the flu. This includes people who are very young or very old, or who have underlying lung or neurological disorders. Those with obesity, heart disease or high blood pressure are also at increased risk of severe illness, as are pregnant women.

Emergency department visits linked to flu have spiked in recent weeks among children under the age of 4. Rates of hospitalization for the flu are increasing among all age groups, but adults 65 and older are going to the hospital in particularly high numbers.

Dr. Brad Uren, an emergency medicine doctor at University of Michigan Health, said that his own child was at home sick with the flu this week. “That created extra child care burdens,” he said. “But knowing that it could have prevented some other kid from getting sick and bringing it home to their grandparent — that’s why you do it.”

Flu season typically ends in May, which means it isn’t too late for a flu shot. (Just remember that it takes a couple of weeks for antibodies to kick in.) Vaccination can reduce the risk of being hospitalized for the flu, and it can make symptoms less severe.

Common sense precautions — like washing your hands frequently, or wearing a mask in crowded, poorly ventilated areas — can also reduce your risk, doctors said. The flu spreads through tiny droplets filled with the virus that spray into the air when an infected person talks, sneezes, coughs or even laughs. Those droplets can cling to surfaces like doorknobs and countertops, where they can infect people who touch them and then touch their nose, eyes or mouth.

You should also stay home when you don’t feel well, to prevent potentially spreading the virus.

After you’re exposed to the flu, it generally takes one to four days to start feeling sick. Sometimes people are contagious starting on the day before they develop symptoms, which can include fever, chills, coughing, headaches and muscle aches. A bout of flu can leave you feeling wiped out, and might also make your nose clogged or runny. People with the flu are typically contagious for around a week.

The symptoms of flu may sound similar to those caused by another viral infection: Covid-19. New combination at-home tests can help determine which virus you have. And while Covid remains a threat, the United States is experiencing its mildest winter wave of the virus yet. Preliminary data from the last week of January, in fact, shows that a slightly greater percentage of people may have died from the flu than from Covid.

“The dominant virus infection that we’re seeing this year is the flu,” Dr. Russell said.
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Ozempic Can Curb Drinking, New Research Shows

Scientists have several theories about how the drug might reduce alcohol cravings.

 Ricardo Tomás



By Dani Blum



Feb 12, 2025 at 11:03 AM

Some people who take drugs like Ozempic have noticed a surprising but welcome side effect: They drink less.

A paper published Wednesday offers the strongest evidence yet that this is more than just anecdote, or a placebo effect: It found that semaglutide, the substance in Ozempic and the weight loss drug Wegovy, could in fact help curb alcohol cravings. It is the first randomized controlled trial on semaglutide and alcohol consumption.

The study followed 48 adults who met criteria for alcohol use disorder, a condition often characterized by difficulty controlling alcohol consumption. Half of the patients took low doses of semaglutide, and half received placebo shots. The participants spent two hours in a lab room stocked with their preferred alcoholic beverages — once before they started taking the drug, and once after. People in the study also reported how much they drank every day for nine weeks.

Those who took semaglutide still drank about as often as those who took the placebo. But by the second month of the study, people taking semaglutide were drinking nearly 30 percent less, on average, on days they consumed alcohol — compared to an average reduction of about two percent in the placebo group. People who took semaglutide were also more likely to report fewer days of heavy drinking than those on the placebo, and to say that their cravings for alcohol had diminished.

The effects on alcohol consumption were larger than the researchers anticipated, given previous data on other medications for alcohol use disorder, said Christian Hendershot, director of clinical research at the University of Southern California Institute for Addiction Science and the lead author on the study.

There has been so much research on drugs like semaglutide and alcohol, “you can’t even keep up,” said W. Kyle Simmons, a professor of pharmacology and physiology at Oklahoma State University who is currently conducting a trial on the medication’s effects on alcohol use disorder.

One such paper, published last month, examined records from over two million people with diabetes who received medical care from the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. The paper found that those who took a drug in the same class of medicines as Ozempic had a lower risk of developing substance use disorders, including alcohol use disorder, than people who took other diabetes drugs.

And last May, a study examining a large database of medical records found that people with both alcohol use disorder and either obesity or Type 2 diabetes who took semaglutide were less likely to relapse.

Joseph Schacht, an associate professor of psychiatry at the University of Colorado who is also conducting a study on semaglutide and alcohol cravings, said scientists have still not determined how the drug might be tamping down the desire to drink.

But a leading hypothesis is that the drug impacts reward pathways in the brain. Just as the medication can make food seem less appealing, it may also make alcohol less enticing. In addition, studies in animals have shown that drugs related to semaglutide seem to inhibit the release of dopamine associated with alcohol exposure, which in theory could reduce the motivation to drink.

“I think it’s going to turn people who struggle with their ability to control their drinking into, potentially, people who can control their drinking,” Dr. Schacht said.

Researchers have theorized that effect might extend to a range of addictive behaviors. That could explain why, among a small subset of people in the study who smoked cigarettes, those who took semaglutide saw a greater decline in the average number of cigarettes they smoked each day.

But there are a number of questions about semaglutide and alcohol left to answer — including whether the drug could be safe and effective for people who have alcohol use disorder but not obesity or diabetes.

Doctors often call medications like Ozempic “forever drugs,” because they stop working if someone stops taking them. It’s not clear yet whether someone with alcohol use disorder would need to take the medication for the rest of their lives — or what would happen to their cravings when they got off the medication.

And “no one drug works for everybody,” Dr. Simmons pointed out. Larger studies may show that some patients with alcohol use disorder respond better to the medication than others, he said.

Dr. Simmons, along with Dr. Hendershot, Dr. Schacht and other researchers, have warned in a scientific journal that there is not enough data yet to prescribe the drug for alcohol use disorder.

“I’m optimistic, don’t get me wrong,” Dr. Simmons said. “But I just don’t feel comfortable saying that patients should seek out these medications for addiction yet.”
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Working the Night Shift? Here’s How to Take Care of Yourself.

Researchers have linked shift work to a variety of health and sleep issues. Experts have ideas on how to prevent them.

 Nicolas Ortega



By Eric Berger



Feb 12, 2025 at 05:00 AM

When Samantha Shaw took a new job as a research technician for a sleep-related study at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in 2021, she was excited to work on a cause that felt personal.

Since high school, she said, she had trouble falling and staying asleep, so she jumped at the chance to work with experts in the field.

The researchers were looking into whether a medication could help with excessive daytime sleepiness in people who worked night shifts, often in transportation or construction, that started between 3 a.m. and 7 a.m.

Ms. Shaw, 27, found the work enjoyable. She also became a shift worker herself — often clocking in between 2 a.m. and 4 a.m., heading home in the early afternoon and then slinking into bed around 6 p.m. Despite her exhaustion, she’d struggle to fall asleep, sometimes getting fewer than four or five hours before it was time to wake up. She began drinking up to six cups of coffee a day, developed frequent colds and had little time to make friends.

Insomnia, poor sleep quality and short sleep duration are common among the 11 million people in the United States who work night shifts, according to federal officials. And shift workers often struggle to follow healthy diets or maintain relationships with family and friends.

That can have serious long-term consequences for health, said Jeanne F. Duffy, a professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School who co-led the study at Brigham and Women’s Hospital.

How shift work affects you

Research suggests that shift workers have higher risks of developing various health conditions like gastrointestinal disorders, mood disorders and cardiovascular disease. They are also more likely to be involved in car crashes and to develop infections like colds, flus and stomach viruses.

“Our whole physiology is oriented to being asleep at night and awake during the day,” Dr. Duffy said. “So when you try to stay awake at night to work, you’re fighting this internal biology.”

Shift workers are also at higher risk for obesity and Type 2 diabetes, said Michelle Drerup, director of the Behavioral Sleep Medicine Program at the Cleveland Clinic. That’s in part because it’s challenging to eat healthfully while working at night, she said.

When “lunch time” comes around at 12:30 a.m., for example, what is available for a worker to eat? “Well, it’s stuff in the vending machine if they haven’t prepared food,” Dr. Drerup said.

Night shift hours have also been described as “unsocial” in the scientific literature because they conflict with the usual rhythms of society. That can strain family dynamics and, as in Ms. Shaw’s experience, put a damper on socializing.

If a worker then tries “to keep up with social and health responsibilities” at the cost of their own rest, they’re left with “less time to recover from work,” said Imelda Wong, an occupational hygienist and epidemiologist who works for the Ministry of Health in British Columbia.

What to do during and after work

Sleep experts make many of the same health recommendations for shift workers as they do for everyone else.

Maintaining a healthy diet is key for preventing some of the chronic diseases shift workers are at risk for. When working unusual hours, try to prepare healthy foods that are easy to bring to work, like vegetables, hummus, fresh fruit and almonds, Dr. Drerup said.

“Planning ahead is essential,” she added, such as doubling recipes and freezing individual portions on the weekend or your days off.

If your energy is flagging during a shift, even just a 15 to 20 minute power nap (if you can find a quiet spot to take it) can help you feel more alert and refreshed, Dr. Duffy said.

To make falling asleep easier when you get home, be mindful of how much caffeine you consume throughout your shift. Dr. Drerup recommended limiting yourself to no more than two cups of coffee within the first few hours of your shift, and to avoid drinking any for the last four to five hours.

Once you’re home, dim the lights around your house. Bright lights cue your body to wake up, which can make it harder to fall asleep, Dr. Wong said.

Then, get to sleep as quickly as possible, she said.

Blackout curtains, sleep masks and white noise machines can help create a sleep-conducive environment, Dr. Drerup said.

If you have daytime responsibilities that you can’t sleep through, such as meeting your kids at the school bus, Dr. Drerup said, try to schedule naps before and after such interruptions.

A shared responsibility

While there are many things you can do to make shift work a little less hard on your body, some of that responsibility falls on employers, too, Dr. Wong said. They can help night shift workers by avoiding scheduling them for consecutive nights, keeping shifts to eight hours or less and providing meal and rest breaks, according to the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health.

As for Ms. Shaw, the more than two years of overnight work heightened her appreciation for how disruptive shift work can be. The study she was working on ended in April, and she said it took her about four months to return to her normal sleep pattern.

When asked if she would work those hours again, she was hesitant. It would depend on the project, Ms. Shaw said, “because it did take a toll on my physical health and my mental health.”
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A Promising Development for Millions of People With Liver Disease

Recent research suggests that a new approach could help even patients with advanced forms of fatty liver disease.

New research suggests that bariatric surgery could benefit patients with cirrhosis, an advanced form of a liver disease that is often driven by obesity. Getty Images



By Nina Agrawal



Feb 11, 2025 at 05:00 AM

Nearly four in 10 American adults are estimated to have a liver condition that can lead to serious complications and even death. Commonly known as fatty liver disease, the illness often goes undiagnosed until a patient has progressed to permanent scarring and damage to the liver, called cirrhosis.

Until recently, doctors could only hope to intervene by suggesting diet and lifestyle changes, or by helping patients manage related conditions like diabetes or high cholesterol. But those efforts often haven’t been enough. Now a promising new study shows that weight-loss surgery could reduce the chances of severe complications, even in some patients with cirrhosis.

In the study, published in Nature Medicine, researchers looked at data on patients with obesity and cirrhosis related to an advanced form of fatty liver disease called metabolic dysfunction-associated steatohepatitis, or MASH. Obesity is one of the major risk factors for MASH. At the 15-year mark, patients who had bariatric surgery were 72 percent less likely to have developed major complications like liver cancer than similar patients who didn’t have surgery.

The findings, together with emerging research on the benefits of weight-loss drugs, have given doctors new hope for addressing fatty liver disease.

MASH begins with fat buildup on the liver. In some patients, that leads to inflammation and liver fibrosis, or scarring. Research has shown that significant weight loss can reverse fibrosis and improve patients’ long-term outcomes. But research on cirrhosis was much more limited.

“Most people assume that cirrhosis is a death sentence,” said Dr. Rotonya Carr, who is the division head of gastroenterology at the University of Washington. But the emerging data suggest otherwise.

In the new study, researchers at the Cleveland Clinic went back through patient records and identified 168 adults who had obesity — defined as a body mass index of 30 or greater — and cirrhosis caused by MASH. (Cirrhosis can also be caused by long-term alcohol use and hepatitis.) The researchers included only patients who had “compensated” cirrhosis, meaning they had not developed major complications from it. 

Among the patients who underwent surgery, 21 percent had at least one “major adverse liver outcome” by 15 years, compared with 46 percent of those who did not have surgery. These outcomes included fluid buildup, confusion caused by toxins in the brain, bleeding in esophageal veins and liver cancer.

Dr. Ali Aminian, director of the Cleveland Clinic’s Bariatric and Metabolic Institute and the lead author of the paper, said the research suggests that significant, sustained weight loss can prevent the downstream consequences of MASH even in some of the sickest patients.

“We have been trying to show, if we take care of obesity and if we help people lose weight, how can we change the trajectory of the disease?” Dr. Aminian said. The study was not funded by drug or device makers, but Dr. Aminian has previously consulted for weight-loss drugmaker Eli Lilly and for companies that make equipment used in bariatric surgery.

Dr. Vandana Khungar, an associate professor of medicine and associate medical director of liver transplant at the Yale University School of Medicine, noted that patients with cirrhosis are at higher risk of complications from surgery. But the results of this study were impressive, she said, in that they showed some patients could have “good safety outcomes and excellent liver outcomes” with surgery. Dr. Khungar was not involved in the study.

She cautioned that individual risk and access to a center with experience treating patients with cirrhosis should still determine whether surgery is a good option.

The study had several limitations. It relied on past patient data rather than patients randomized into treatment groups and followed over time. The sample size was relatively small and included mostly white patients. And although the investigators tried to account for factors that might skew the data, it’s possible that the patients in the two groups were different in some key way.

Still, experts expressed optimism about the study’s implications, particularly if weight loss from new medications proved to have a similar effect on cirrhosis.

In the last several months, a handful of preliminary trials of weight-loss drugs have shown that patients on the medications often see important features of MASH, including liver inflammation, resolve. 

Early results from a Phase 3 study of semaglutide (known by the brand names Ozempic and Wegovy) presented at a medical conference in December showed striking effects: 63 percent of patients taking the drug saw their MASH resolve, compared with 34 percent of those taking the placebo. Patients on semaglutide were also more likely to see their fibrosis — which is categorized by Stages 0 to 4 — drop by at least one stage.

None of these trials studied the effects of weight-loss drugs on cirrhosis, which is considered Stage 4 fibrosis. But experts said they’re hopeful that better treatments for it — including, potentially, bariatric surgery — could be on the horizon.
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She’s Trying to Stay Ahead of Alzheimer’s, in a Race to the Death

In the Netherlands, doctors and dementia patients must negotiate a fine line: Assisted death for those without capacity is legal, but doctors won’t do it.

Irene Mekel, who seeks medical assistance in dying, was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease a year ago.



By Stephanie Nolen
Stephanie Nolen is examining medically assisted death around the world. She reported this article from Amsterdam, Groningen and Castricum, the Netherlands.


Feb 16, 2025 at 05:00 AM

Soon, Irene Mekel will need to pick the day she dies.

She’s not in any hurry: She quite likes her life, in a trim, airy house in Castricum, a Dutch village by the sea. She has flowers growing in her back garden, and there is a street market nearby where vendors greet villagers by name. But if her life is going to end the way she wants, she will have to pick a date, sooner than she might like.

“It’s a tragedy,” she said.

Ms. Mekel, 82, has Alzheimer’s disease. It was diagnosed a year ago. She knows her cognitive function is slowly declining, and she knows what is coming. She spent years working as a nurse, and she cared for her sister, who had vascular dementia. For now, she is managing, with help from her three children and a big screen in the corner of the living room that they update remotely to remind her of the date and any appointments.

In the not-so-distant future, it will no longer be safe for her to stay at home alone. She had a bad fall and broke her elbow in August. She does not feel she can live with her children, who are busy with careers and children of their own. She is determined that she will never move to a nursing home, which she considers an intolerable loss of dignity. As a Dutch citizen, she is entitled by law to request that a doctor help her end her life when she reaches a point of unbearable suffering. And so she has applied for a medically assisted death.

In 2023, shortly before her diagnosis, Ms. Mekel joined a workshop organized by the Dutch Association for Voluntary End of Life. There, she learned how to draft an advance request document that would lay out her wishes, including the conditions under which she would request what is called euthanasia in the Netherlands. She decided it would be when she could not recognize her children and grandchildren, hold a conversation or live in her own home.

But when Ms. Mekel’s family doctor read the advance directive, she said that while she supported euthanasia, she could not provide it. She will not do it for someone who has by definition lost the capacity to consent.

Flowers on Ms. Mekel’s sill. Melissa Schriek for The New York Times

Ms. Mekel’s diary, which she writes in every day, on her writing desk. Melissa Schriek for The New York Times


A rapidly growing number of countries around the world, from Ecuador to Germany, are legalizing medical assistance in dying. But in most of those countries, the procedure is available only to people with terminal illness.

The Netherlands is one of just four countries (plus the Canadian province of Quebec) that permit medically assisted death by advance request for people with dementia. But the idea is gaining support in other countries, as populations age and medical interventions mean more people live long enough to experience cognitive decline. 

The Dutch public strongly supports the right to an assisted death for people with dementia. Yet most Dutch doctors refuse to provide it. They find that the moral burden of ending the life of someone who no longer has the cognitive capacity to confirm their wishes is too weighty to bear.

Ms. Mekel’s doctor referred her to the Euthanasia Expertise Center, in The Hague, an organization that trains doctors and nurses to provide euthanasia within the parameters of Dutch law and connects patients with a medical team that will investigate a request and provide assisted death to eligible patients in cases where their own doctors won’t. But even these doctors are reluctant to act after a person has lost mental capacity.

Last year, a doctor and a nurse from the center came every three months to meet with Ms. Mekel over tea. Ostensibly, they came to discuss her wishes for the end of her life. But Ms. Mekel knew they were really monitoring how quickly her mental faculties had declined. It might seem like a tea party, she said, “but I see them watching me.”

Dr. Bert Keizer is alert for a very particular moment: It is known as “five to 12” — five minutes to midnight. Doctors, patients and their caregivers engage in a delicate negotiation to time death for the last moment before a person loses that capacity to clearly state a rational wish to die. He will fulfill Ms. Mekel’s request to end her life only while she still is fully aware of what she is asking.

They must act before dementia has tricked her, as it has so many of his other patients, into thinking her mind is just fine.

Dr. Bert Keizer, who will fulfill Ms. Mekel’s request to end her life only if she still is fully aware of what she is asking. Melissa Schriek for The New York Times


“This balance is something so hard to discover,” he said, “because you as a doctor and she as your patient, neither of you quite knows what the prognosis is, how things will develop — and so the harrowing aspect of this whole thing is looking for the right time for the horrible thing.”

Ms. Mekel finds this negotiation deeply frustrating: The process does not allow for the idea that simply having to accept care can be considered a form of suffering, that worrying about what lies ahead is suffering, that loss of dignity is suffering. Whose assessment should carry more weight, she asks: current Irene Mekel, who sees loss of autonomy as unbearable, or future Irene, with advanced dementia, who is no longer unhappy, or can no longer convey that she’s unhappy, if someone must feed and dress her.

More than 500,000 of the 18 million people in the Netherlands have advance request documents like hers on file with their family doctors, explicitly laying out their wishes for physician-assisted death should they decline cognitively to a point they identify as intolerable. Most assume that an advance request will allow them to progress into dementia and have their spouses, children or caregivers choose the moment when their lives should end.

Yet of the 9,000 physician-assisted deaths in the Netherlands each year, just six or seven are for people who have lost mental capacity. The overwhelming majority are for people with terminal illnesses, mostly cancer, with a smaller number for people who have other nonterminal conditions that cause acute suffering — such as neurodegenerative disease or intractable depression.

Physicians, who were the primary drivers of the creation of the Dutch assisted dying law — not Parliament, or a constitutional court case, as in most other countries where the procedure is legal — have strong views about what they will and will not do. “Five to 12” is the pragmatic compromise that has emerged in the 23 years since the criminal code was amended to permit physicians to end lives in situations of “unbearable and irremediable suffering.”

Ms. Mekel with her son Melchior. Melissa Schriek for The New York Times


A Shock

Ms. Mekel, petite and brisk, had suspected for some time before she received a diagnosis that she had Alzheimer’s. There were small, disquieting signs, and then one big one, when she took a taxi home one day and could not recognize a single house on the street where she had lived for 45 years, could not identify her own front door.

At that point, she knew it was time to start making plans.

She and her best friend, Jean, talked often about how they dreaded the idea of a nursing home, of needing someone to dress them, get them out of bed in the morning, of having their worlds shrink to a sunroom at the end of a ward.

“When you lose your own will, and you are no longer independent — for me, that’s my nightmare,” she said. “I would kill myself, I think.”

She knows how cognition can slip away almost imperceptibly, like mist over a garden on a spring morning. But the news that she would need to ask Dr. Keizer to end her life before such losses happened came as a shock.

Her distress at the accelerated timeline is not an uncommon response.

A clock on Ms. Mekel’s living room wall. Melissa Schriek for The New York Times

A neighbor’s cat in her garden. Melissa Schriek for The New York Times


Dr. Pieter Stigter, a geriatric specialist who works in nursing homes and also as a consultant for the Expertise Center, must frequently explain to startled patients that their carefully drawn-up advance directives are basically meaningless.

“The first thing I tell them is, ‘I’m sorry, that’s not going to happen,’” he said. “Assisted dying while mentally incompetent, it’s not going to happen. So now we’re going to talk about how we’re going to avoid getting there.”

Patients who have cared for their own parents with dementia may specify in their advance directive that they do not wish to reach the point of being bedridden, incontinent or unable to feed themselves. “But still then, if someone is accepting it, patiently smiling, it’s going to be very hard to be convinced in that moment that even though someone described it in an earlier stage, that in that moment it is unbearable suffering,” Dr. Stigter said.

The first line people write in a directive is always, “‘If I get to the point I do not recognize my children,’” he said. “But what is recognition? Is it knowing someone’s name, or is it having a big smile when someone enters your room?”

Five-to-12 makes the burden being placed on physicians morally tolerable.

“As a doctor, you are the one who has to do it,” said Dr. Stigter, a warm and wiry 44-year-old. “I’m the one doing it. It has to feel good for me.”

Conversations about advance requests for assisted death in the Netherlands are shadowed by what many people who work in this field refer to, with a wince, as “the coffee case.”

In 2016, a doctor who provided an assisted death to a 74-year-old woman with dementia was charged with violating the euthanasia law. The woman had written an advance directive four years earlier, saying she wished to die before she needed to enter a care home. On the day her family chose, her doctor gave her a sedative in coffee, and then injected a stronger dose. But during the administration of the medication that would stop her heart, the woman awoke and resisted. Her husband and children had to hold her down so the doctor could complete the procedure.

The doctor was acquitted in 2019. The judge said the patient’s advance request was sufficient basis for the doctor to act. But the public recoil at the idea of the woman’s family holding her down while she died redoubled the determination of Dutch doctors to avoid such a situation.

Dr. Pieter Stigter in the garden of the Euthanasia Expertise Center in The Hague. Melissa Schriek for The New York Times


A Day Too Late

Dr. Stigter never takes on a case assuming he will provide an assisted death. Cognitive decline is a fluid thing, he said, and so is a person’s sense of what is tolerable.

“The goal is an outcome that reflects what the patient wants — that can evolve all the time,” he said. “Someone can say, ‘I want euthanasia in the future’, but actually when the moment is there, it’s different.”

Dr. Stigter found himself explaining this to Henk Zuidema a few years ago. Mr. Zuidema, a tile setter, had early-onset Alzheimer’s at 57. He was told he would no longer be permitted to drive, and so he would have to stop working and give up his main hobby, driving a vintage motocross bike with friends.

A gruff, stoic family man, Mr. Zuidema was appalled at the idea of no longer providing for his wife or caring for his family, and he told them he would seek a medically assisted death before the disease left him totally dependent.

His own family doctor was not willing to help him die, nor was anyone in her practice, and so his daughter Froukje Zuidema found the Expertise Center. Dr. Stigter was assigned to his case and began driving 30 minutes from his office in the city of Groningen every month to visit Mr. Zuidema at his home in the farming village of Boelenslaan.

“Pieter was very clear: ‘You have to tell me when,’” Ms. Zuidema said. “And that was very hard, because Dad had to make the decision.”

When he grasped that the disease might impair his judgment, and thus cause him to overestimate his mental competence, Mr. Zuidema quickly settled on a plan to die within months. His family was shocked, but for him the trade-off was clear: “Better a year too early than a day too late,” he would say.

Dr. Stigter pushed Mr. Zuidema to define what, exactly, his suffering would be. “He would say, ‘Why is it so bad to get old like that?’” Ms. Zuidema recalled. “‘Why is it so bad to go to a nursing home?’” She said the doctor would tell her father,  “ ‘Your idea of suffering is not the same as mine, so help me understand why this is suffering, for you.’ “

Her reticent father struggled to explain, and finally put it in a letter: “I don’t want to lose my role as a husband and a father, I do not want to be unable to help people any longer … Suffering would be if I could no longer be alone with my grandchildren because people did not trust me any longer: even this thought makes me crazy … Do not be misled by a moment in which I look happy but instead look back at this moment when I am with my wife and children.’”

The progress of dementia is unpredictable, and Mr. Zuidema did not experience a rapid decline. In the end, Dr. Stigter visited each month for a year and a half, and the two men developed a relationship of trust, Ms. Zuidema said.

Dr. Stigter provided a medically assisted death in September 2022. Mr. Zuidema, then 59, was in a camp bed near the living room window, his wife and children at his side. His daughter said she sees Dr. Stigter “as a real hero.” She has no doubt her father would have died by suicide even sooner, had he not been confident he could receive an assisted death from his doctor.

Henk Zuidema’s chair. Melissa Schriek for The New York Times

Froukje and Grietje Zuidema, Henk’s daughter and mother, in their garden. Melissa Schriek for The New York Times


Still, she is wistful about the time they didn’t have. If the advance directive had worked as defined in the law — if there had been no fear of missing the moment — her father might have had more months, more time sitting on the vast green lawn between their houses and watching his grandchildren kick a soccer ball, more time with his dog at his feet, more time sitting on a riverbank with his grandson and a lazy fishing line in the water.

“He would have stayed longer,” Ms. Zuidema said.

Her sense that her father’s death was rushed does not outweigh her gratitude that he had the death he wanted. And her feeling is widely shared among families, according to research by Dr. Agnes van der Heide, a professor of end-of-life care and decision making at Erasmus Medical College, University Medical Center Rotterdam.

“The large majority of the Dutch population feel safe in the hands of the doctor, with regards to euthanasia, and they very much appreciate that the doctor has a significant role there and independently judges whether or not they think that ending of life is justifiable,” she said.

For five to 12 to work, doctors should know their patients well and have time to track changes in their cognition. As the public health system in the Netherlands is increasingly strained, and short of family practitioners, that model of care is becoming less common.

Ms. Mekel’s physician, Dr. Keizer, said his lengthy visits to patients were possible only because he is mostly retired and not in a hurry. (In addition to his half-time practice, he writes regular op-eds for Dutch newspapers and comments on high-profile cases. He is a bit of an assisted-dying celebrity, and, Ms. Mekel confided, the other older women at the right-to-die workshops were envious when they learned that he had been assigned as her physician.)

Now that he is clear on her wishes, the tea parties are paused; he will resume the visits when her children tell him there has been a significant change in her awareness or ability to function — when they feel that five to 12 is close.

Ms. Mekel in her living room. Melissa Schriek for The New York Times


An Intolerable Price

Ms. Mekel is haunted by what happened to her best friend, Jean, who, she said, “missed the moment” for an assisted death.

Although Jean was determined to avoid moving to a nursing home, she lived in one for eight years. Ms. Mekel visited her there until Jean became unable to carry on a conversation. Ms. Mekel continued to call her and sent emails that Jean’s children read to her. Jean died in the nursing home in July, at 87.

Jean is the reason Ms. Mekel is willing to plan her death for sooner than she might like.

Yet Jean’s son, Jos Van Ommeren, is not sure that Ms. Mekel understands her friend’s fate correctly. He agrees that his mother dreaded the nursing home, but once she got there, she had some good years, he said. She was a voracious reader and devoured a book from the residence library each day. She had loved sunbathing all her life, and the staff made sure she could sit in the sun and read for hours.

Most of the last years were good years, Mr. Van Ommeren said, and to have those, it was worth the price of giving up the assisted death she had requested.

For Ms. Mekel, that price is intolerable.

Her youngest son, Melchior, asked her gently, not long ago, if a nursing home might be OK, if by the time she got there she wasn’t so aware of her lost independence.

Ms. Mekel shot him a look of affectionate disgust.

“No,” she said. “No. It wouldn’t.”

 Melissa Schriek for The New York Times


Veerle Schyns contributed reporting from Amsterdam.


Read by Stephanie Nolen



Audio produced by Tally Abecassis.
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The New Old Age


New Insights Into Older Hearts

Heart disease is more common in people over 65, but treatments are better than ever. That can complicate decision-making for older heart patients.

Implantable cardioverter defibrillators can deliver a shock to the wearer’s heart in the case of sudden cardiac arrest. Ann Johansson for The New York Times



By Paula Span



Feb 15, 2025 at 05:02 AM

It turns out that the Isley Brothers, who sang that 1966 Motown hit “This Old Heart of Mine (Is Weak for You),” were onto something when they linked age to an aching and flagging heart.

Heart disease, the nation’s leading cause of death and disability, has been diagnosed in about 6 percent of Americans ages 45 to 64, but in more than 18 percent of those over 65, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Old hearts are physiologically different. “The heart gets stiffer as we age,” said Dr. John Dodson, director of the geriatric cardiology program at NYU Langone Health. “It doesn’t fill with blood as easily. The muscles don’t relax as well.”

Age also changes the blood vessels, which can grow rigid and cause hypertension, and the nerve fibers that send electrical impulses to the heart. It affects other organs and systems that play a role in cardiovascular health, too. “After age 75 is when things accelerate,” Dr. Dodson said.

But in recent years, dramatic improvements in treatments for many kinds of cardiovascular conditions have helped reduce both heart attacks and cardiac deaths.

“Cardiology has been blessed with a lot of progress and research and drug development,” said Dr. Karen Alexander, who teaches geriatric cardiology at Duke University. “The medications are better than ever, and we know how to use them better.”

That can complicate decision-making for heart patients in their 70s and beyond, however. Certain procedures or regimens may not markedly extend the lives of older patients or improve the quality of their remaining years, especially if they have already suffered heart attacks and are contending with other illnesses as well.

“We don’t need to open an artery just because there’s an artery to be opened,” said Dr. Alexander, referring to inserting a stent. “We need to think of the whole person.”

Recent research indicates that some frequently used medical approaches don’t pay off for older patients, while too few of them take advantage of one intervention that does.

Here’s some of what researchers are learning about old hearts:

A Shock to the Heart

An implantable cardioverter defibrillator, or I.C.D., is a small battery-powered device that is placed under the skin and delivers a shock in the case of sudden cardiac arrest. “It’s easy to sell these things to patients,” said Dr. Daniel Matlock, a geriatrician and researcher at the University of Colorado. “You say, ‘This can prevent sudden cardiac death.’ The patient says, ‘That sounds great.’”

In 2003, Medicare expanded coverage of I.C.D.s in patients with heart failure, even those without high-risk arrhythmias, and “it just took off,” Dr. Matlock said.

From 2015 through September 2024, surgeons implanted 585,000 such devices in patients’ chests, according to the American College of Cardiology’s registry. That’s probably an undercount, as not all hospitals participate in the registry.

But in 2017, among patients with nonischemic heart failure (meaning that the heart isn’t pumping effectively but there is no blocked artery), another influential study showed that I.C.D.s did not reduce mortality for patients over 70. The device only prevented sudden cardiac deaths, the authors noted — and those occur more frequently in younger patients.

Moreover, “at 85 or 90, sudden death is not necessarily the worst thing that can happen,” Dr. Matlock said, compared to death from “progressive heart failure, which can go quickly or last for years; it’s unpredictable.” The wallop of an I.C.D. shock can also frighten and distress older patients, who often are unaware that the device can be deactivated with a computer.

Cardiologists and researchers still debate how much I.C.D.s benefit older patients. But because cardiac drugs have grown so much more potent since 2005, a major multisite study is underway to determine, among patients at lower risk of sudden death, whether medications alone might now be more effective.

Invasive procedures

Medications alone already appear to be at least as effective in treating older people who have suffered the kind of heart attacks not caused by a suddenly and completely blocked artery. (Technically these are referred to as NSTEMI, for non-ST-segment elevation myocardial infarction.)

Half of these occur in people over 70, said Dr. Vijay Kunadian, a professor of interventional cardiology at Newcastle University in England and the lead author of a recent study in The New England Journal of Medicine.

“Older people often are underrepresented in research,” Dr. Kunadian said. “There are a lot of preconceived biases.” So her team recruited an older-than-typical sample (average age 82) in which to compare the benefits of conservative and invasive treatment.

Half of the 1,500 patients in the study began a regimen of cardiac medications that included blood thinners, statins, beta blockers and ACE inhibitors. The other half had more invasive treatment, starting with an angiogram (an X-ray of the blood vessels). Then, roughly half of that group received a stent or, in much smaller numbers, underwent bypass surgery. These patients were also prescribed the same kinds of medications as the patients who were treated with drugs alone.

Over four years, the team found no difference in the patients’ risk of cardiovascular death or a nonfatal heart attack. Although surgical risks generally rise with age, complications were low in both groups.

Facing such situations, older patients and their families need to ask important questions, Dr. Alexander said: “How is this going to help me, and what are the other options, especially if it’s invasive? Is it necessary? What if I don’t do this?”

Dr. Kunadian agreed. “One size does not fit all in this group,” she said. Invasive treatment did not benefit patients, but it didn’t harm them, either.

Still, Dr. Kunadian said, “if they’re very frail, living in a nursing home with dementia, with a number of other conditions, it’s reasonable to say it’s in their best interest to use medical therapy alone.”

Cardiac Rehabilitation

One intervention known to benefit patients with heart disease is cardiac rehabilitation: a program of regular, supervised exercise that significantly reduces heart attacks, hospitalization and cardiovascular deaths.

But cardiac rehab remains perennially underused. Only about one-quarter of eligible patients participate, Dr. Dodson said, and among older adults, who could benefit even more, the proportion is lower still.

“There are barriers for people in the 70s and 80s,” he said. They have to show up at a facility to exercise, so sometimes “transportation is a problem.”

And, he added, “people can get deconditioned or afraid of activity. They may worry about falling.”

The in-person NYU Langone program involves three exercise sessions a week for three months, with nutritional and psychological counseling. Since enrollment among seniors had been disappointing, researchers tried replicating it with a remote program.

They offered it to patients (average age 71) with ischemic heart disease (caused by narrowed arteries, which impede blood and oxygen flow to the heart) who had suffered a heart attack or undergone a stent procedure. Each received a tablet computer and broadband access so that they could undertake a rehab program at home. An exercise therapist checked in by phone weekly.

At-home participation fell off over time, however. After three months, those assigned to remote rehab showed no greater functional capacity — measured by how far they could walk in six minutes — than a similar group who followed the usual care.

Was that because seniors struggled with the technology? Or feared exercising with heart problems? Would working out in person, alongside others on treadmills and elliptical trainers, inspire more engagement?

“We need to figure out the delivery system that’s most effective,” Dr. Dodson said. “What’s most motivating for older patients?” He’ll be trying again.
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Texas Judge Fines New York Doctor and Orders Her to Stop Sending Abortion Pills to Texas

It is the first ruling in a case challenging “shield laws” intended to protect doctors in states that support abortion rights who send abortion pills to states with bans.

The Texas civil case is the first legal challenge to telemedicine abortion shield laws, adopted in eight states to protect doctors who prescribe and mail abortion pills to patients in states with abortion bans. Adria Malcolm for The New York Times



By Pam Belluck and Mary Beth Gahan



Feb 13, 2025 at 05:14 PM

In a case that could have major implications for abortion access in the United States, a Texas judge on Thursday ordered a New York doctor to stop prescribing and sending abortion pills to patients in Texas and to pay a penalty of more than $100,000 for providing the medication to one woman.

The case is widely expected to reach the Supreme Court and become a pivotal test in the escalating battle between states that ban abortion and states that support abortion rights. It essentially pits Texas, which has a near-total abortion ban, against New York, which has a “telemedicine abortion shield law” intended to protect abortion providers who send medications to patients in other states.

These shield laws have become a key abortion rights strategy since the Supreme Court overturned the national right to abortion in 2022. The laws, enacted in eight states so far, stipulate that officials and agencies will not cooperate with civil suits, prosecutions or other legal actions filed against health care providers who prescribe and send abortion medication to patients in other states.

Such laws represent a stark departure from typical interstate practices of extraditing, honoring subpoenas and sharing information. Under telemedicine abortion shield laws, which have been in use since summer 2023, health care providers in states where abortion is legal have been sending more than 10,000 abortion pills per month to patients in states with abortion bans or restrictions.

The Texas lawsuit was filed in December by the Texas attorney general, Ken Paxton, against Dr. Margaret Daley Carpenter of New Paltz, N.Y., who works with telemedicine abortion organizations to provide pills to patients across the country. The suit alleges that Dr. Carpenter, who is not licensed in Texas, supplied abortion pills to a woman in Texas.

The order signed on Thursday by Judge Bryan Gantt of Collin County District Court said that Dr. Carpenter “is permanently enjoined from prescribing abortion-inducing drugs to Texas residents.” Violating an injunction can result in a contempt order from a judge, which could carry additional financial penalties or a jail sentence. The judge also ordered a $100,000 fine and about $13,000 in attorneys’ fees and court costs plus interest.

With New York’s shield law prohibiting cooperation with out-of-state legal actions, Dr. Carpenter and her lawyers did not respond to the Texas suit or appear in court on Wednesday for a hearing before the judge.

The 40-minute session in the court north of Dallas was notably quiet and sedate for an issue of such controversy and national significance.

Two lawyers for the attorney general’s office asked the judge to issue a default judgment in their favor, essentially a ruling against a defendant who has not shown up or provided any response. 

The attorney general’s lawyers argued in court filings that because Dr. Carpenter did not respond within a certain period of time, Texas law deems that “defendant by her non-answer has admitted all of the plaintiffs’ allegations of fact establishing liability.”

The defense table was empty. About 30 minutes into the hearing, Judge Gantt said, “I noticed she is not here.” He asked the attorney general’s lawyers if they had heard from Dr. Carpenter that morning.

When they said no, the judge asked the bailiff to “call the hall” and announce Dr. Carpenter’s name in the corridor outside the courtroom. Less than a minute later, the bailiff returned and said, “Your honor, I called Margaret Daley Carpenter three times with no response.”

Texas was the first state with an abortion ban to initiate legal action against abortion providers in states with shield laws. But other states with abortion bans are expected to follow suit.

In January, the first criminal charges against a shield-law abortion provider were filed. In that case, a state grand jury in Louisiana issued a criminal indictment, also against Dr. Carpenter, accusing her of violating Louisiana’s near-total abortion ban by sending pills to that state.

On Thursday, Louisiana’s governor, Jeff Landry, said he had signed a warrant seeking to extradite Dr. Carpenter to his state to stand trial. New York’s governor, Kathy Hochul, responded by citing the state’s shield law and saying, “I will not be signing an extradition order that came from the governor of Louisiana, not now, not ever.”

The Texas and Louisiana cases are each expected to lead to court battles with the state of New York. 

New York’s refusal could lead Louisiana to ask the federal courts to order extradition, experts said. The potential outcome is unclear, but Mary Ziegler, a law professor and abortion expert at the University of California, Davis, said there was legal precedent for extradition not being required for defendants who were not in the state where the alleged crime was committed and did not flee from that state.

In the civil case, Texas is considered likely to file a petition in a state court in New York to try to collect the financial penalty. If New York were to cite its shield law to argue against the Texas penalty, as expected, the case could transform into a battle in federal court or the Supreme Court over whether the shield law is constitutional in allowing one state to refuse to cooperate with another state’s legal actions.

Dr. Carpenter has not been reachable for comment about either the Texas or Louisiana case. The Abortion Coalition for Telemedicine, an organization she co-founded, has issued statements in response to the cases. “Shield laws are essential in safeguarding and enabling abortion care regardless of a patient’s ZIP code or ability to pay,” the coalition has said. “They are fundamental to ensuring everyone can access reproductive health care as a human right.”

The Texas lawsuit accuses Dr. Carpenter of providing a 20-year-old woman with the two medications used in a standard abortion regimen, mifepristone and misoprostol. Typically used up through 12 weeks into pregnancy, mifepristone blocks a hormone needed for pregnancies to develop, and misoprostol, taken 24 to 48 hours later, causes contractions similar to a miscarriage.

According to a complaint filed by the Texas attorney general’s office, the woman, who had been nine weeks pregnant, asked the “biological father of her unborn child” to take her to the emergency room in July “because of hemorrhage or severe bleeding.” In court on Wednesday, Ernest C. Garcia, chief of the administrative law division in the attorney general’s office, said that at the hospital, the woman’s partner “ended up finding out that she had been pregnant” and that “he then started to suspect that maybe she had not been truthful about it.”

When the man returned to the house, he found the medications and realized that they had been taken to induce an abortion, Mr. Garcia said, adding “that individual then filed a complaint with the Texas Attorney General’s Office.”

The Texas case is an example of an increasing pattern in states with abortion bans: men reporting to the authorities that their female partners had abortions. There have been other such cases in Texas, and John Seago, the president of Texas Right to Life, said in an interview that, in the coming weeks, several men plan to file suits for wrongful death against doctors, organizations or people who assisted in arranging abortions for the men’s female partners.

Emily Cochrane contributed reporting.
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C.D.C. Study Finds Silent Bird Flu Infections in Dairy Veterinarians

The vets had no symptoms, and one worked only in states where no dairy infections had been reported.

Since the bird flu outbreak in dairy cows was first reported last March, the virus has been confirmed in more than 950 herds in 16 states. Tim Gruber for The New York Times



By Emily Anthes



Feb 13, 2025 at 01:00 PM

Three dairy veterinarians, including one who worked only in states with no known bird flu outbreaks in cows, had recent, undetected bird flu infections, according to a new study from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The results are based on antibody testing of 150 veterinarians working in 46 U.S. states.

The findings were not entirely surprising, experts said, but did suggest that the virus, known as H5N1, could be infecting cows and people in more states than have been officially reported.

“We do not know the extent of this outbreak in the U.S.,” said Seema Lakdawala, a virologist at Emory University. “There are clearly infections happening that we’re missing.”

Since the bird flu outbreak in dairy cows was first reported last March, the virus has been confirmed in more than 950 herds in 16 states. It has also been detected in 68 people, 41 of whom had contact with sick cows. Most people have had mild symptoms.

The new study, which was published in the C.D.C.’s flagship Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, was initially slated for publication several weeks ago but was delayed by the Trump administration’s pause on public communications from health and science agencies.

“It’s important for public health preparedness that we have this data,” said Dr. Nahid Bhadelia, the director of the Boston University Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases.

The study was conducted at a veterinary conference last September; participating vets practiced in 46 different states, as well as in Canada. Of the 150 veterinarians enrolled in the study, 25 of them reported having worked with cows who were either known to have or suspected of having bird flu.

Three of the vets tested positive for antibodies to the virus. None of those three vets had reported working with cows believed to have bird flu. (One had worked with infected poultry.) None recalled any flulike symptoms.

One of the vets worked with cows only in Georgia and South Carolina, states that had not reported any affected herds.

“I think we’ve all suspected that there are many more states, potentially, where the virus is that are not being detected,” Dr. Bhadelia said.

Dr. Lakdawala said that she was surprised that none of the 25 veterinarians who knew that they had worked with infected cows had tested positive for antibodies. But it’s possible that those who knew they were working with infected animals “were taking more precautions,” she said.

None of the three vets who tested positive for antibodies reported wearing masks or goggles. Such precautions are not recommended when working with healthy animals in unaffected regions, the study notes.

Precisely how veterinarians are being infected remains unclear, and vets may have less contact with virus-laden milk than the farm workers who spend their days in milking parlors, Dr. Lakdawala said.

“The vets that we’ve talked to on these farms are involved in all aspects of care for these animals,” she said. “They’re all over these cows, looking at everything.”

The findings highlighted the need for far more testing, experts said, including testing of asymptomatic dairy workers and bovine vets, as well as expanded testing of the nation’s milk supply.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture announced a national program to test bulk samples of milk in December. As of Feb. 7, 40 states were enrolled and actively conducting testing. In Nevada, the bulk testing of milk recently revealed that dairy herds had been infected with a new version of the virus, distinct from the one that had been spreading in dairy cows over the past year.

“The states that haven’t onboarded bulk milk testing should do that, just not assume that because they haven’t had infected herds reported that they have a little bit of leeway,” Dr. Bhadelia said.

When the study was conducted last fall, the virus had been detected in dairy herds in 14 states, as well as in 14 people, four of whom had contact with dairy cows.

Apoorva Mandavilli contributed reporting.
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After Abortion Bans, Infant Mortality and Births Increased, Research Finds

The findings showed the highest mortality occurred among infants who were Black, lived in Southern states or had fetal birth defects.

Anti-abortion activists rallying in front of the Supreme Court in 2022. Shawn Thew/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Pam Belluck



Feb 13, 2025 at 11:30 AM

Infant mortality increased along with births in most states with abortion bans in the first 18 months after the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, according to new research.

The findings, in two studies published Thursday in the journal JAMA, also suggest that abortion bans can have the most significant effects on people who are struggling economically or who are in other types of challenging circumstances, health policy experts said.

“The groups that are most likely to have children as a result of abortion bans are also individuals who are most likely, for a number of different reasons, to have higher rates of infant mortality,” said Alyssa Bilinski, a professor of health policy at Brown University, who was not involved in the research.

Overall, infant mortality was 6 percent higher than expected in states that implemented abortion bans, said Alison Gemmill, one of the researchers, who is a demographer and perinatal epidemiologist in the department of population, family and reproductive health at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health. That number reflected increases in nine states, decreases in four and no change in one.

Dr. Gemmill said that among non-Hispanic Black infants, mortality was 11 percent higher after abortion bans were implemented than would have been expected. Also, there were more babies born with congenital birth defects, situations in which women have been able to terminate their pregnancies if not for abortion bans.

 Overall, the researchers found that in the states that implemented near-total abortion bans or bans after six weeks’ gestation during that period, there were 478 more deaths of babies in their first year of life after the bans were implemented than would have been expected based on previous years’ data.

Birthrate increases were higher among communities with socioeconomic disadvantages and in states that have the worst maternal and child health outcomes.

“What happens when you ban abortion is that you create enormous inequality in access to abortion,” said Caitlin Myers of Middlebury College, who studies similar abortion data but was not involved in the new research.

The studies evaluated data from birth and death certificates and census records for all 50 states from January 2012 through December 2023. That time frame allowed researchers to compare trends in births and infant mortality in the years before the Supreme Court overturned the national right to abortion in June 2022 with data in the 18 months afterward.

At the time, 14 states had implemented near-total abortion bans or bans after six weeks’ gestation during that period. Now 16 have.

While national data has shown that, because of factors like telemedicine and out-of-state travel, overall abortion rates have actually increased since the Supreme Court’s ruling, that does not mean that everyone who needed or sought an abortion could obtain one, Dr. Myers said.

She said the research showed that two dynamics were behind the increase in infant mortality. One aspect is that when women are not allowed to end pregnancies of fetuses with congenital anomalies, the babies often die within days or weeks after birth.

The other aspect is that women who cannot obtain abortions by traveling to other states or by ordering pills by mail are “more likely to be poor, more likely to be women of color, and those populations have higher rates of maternal morbidity and mortality, infant complications, infant mortality,” Dr. Myers said.

Much of the overall increase was driven by data from Texas, said Suzanne Bell, a co-author of the studies and a professor in the same department at Johns Hopkins as Dr. Gemmill. Dr. Bell said all but 94 of the additional 478 infant deaths were in Texas, which has a much larger population than any of the other states with bans.

Infant mortality in Texas was 9.4 percent higher after abortion bans were implemented than would have been expected, the research found. In the eight other states with bans that showed increases, that rate ranged from a 1.3 percent increase in Mississippi to an 8.6 percent increase in Kentucky.

The researchers attributed the dominant influence of Texas on the data partly to the fact that in September 2021, about nine months before the Supreme Court’s Dobbs decision, Texas implemented a strict ban on abortions after six weeks of pregnancy. Another factor, Dr. Bell said, was that before that time, a relatively high proportion of Texas women seeking abortions were able to obtain them from health care providers there, but after the bans, clinics and other abortion services closed, forcing women to travel long distances across that sprawling state.

In many of the other states, Dr. Bell said, there were already very few abortion providers before the bans, so women “were already traveling out of state or were already unable to obtain abortion.”

Five states with bans did not show higher infant mortality than expected. In Louisiana, the rate did not change. In Idaho, Missouri, West Virginia and Wisconsin, the rate decreased. The researchers said that was most likely because neighboring states, including Illinois, Washington State and Maryland, were providing expanded access to abortion.

In addition, they said, the demographics and relatively low socioeconomic status of residents in most of the Southern states contributed to higher infant mortality and higher birthrates after abortion bans were imposed.

“There are just very longstanding disparities in these outcomes that are shaped by state policies,” Dr. Gemmill said.

Abortion opponents said they had a different interpretation of the data.

“All of these ‘excess’ children who were born would have been killed in induced abortions,” said Dr. Donna Harrison, who is director of research at American Association of Pro-Life Obstetrician and Gynecologists. “This means that anyone lamenting the results of this study isn’t really concerned that these babies died; rather, they wish they would have been killed earlier: in the womb.”

The analysis of birth data found that in the states with abortion bans, the rate of births per 1,000 women of reproductive age increased by 1.7 percent more than would be expected from previous years’ data.

“It might seem like a 1.7 percent change in the fertility rate isn’t a big deal, but it’s actually a very big deal,” Dr. Gemmill said. She said that demographers considered such an increase very significant and noted that it was higher than the 1.4 percent increase in birthrates related to the Covid pandemic.

In states with abortion bans, that increase translated to 22,180 more births than expected, the researchers said.

Dr. Bilinski, who wrote an editorial accompanying the studies, said that the findings presented an opportunity to galvanize efforts to improve support systems and funding for pregnant women and infants — regardless of one’s views on abortion.

“These papers are not going to resolve disagreements about abortion in this country,” she said. “People are going to look at these papers, and particularly the results about birthrates, and I think have very different reactions.”

But nobody is in favor of infants dying. “We should want to prevent infant mortality, and in many cases infant mortality is preventable,” she said. She added, “If we are in a world where more people who perhaps didn’t plan to and didn’t feel prepared to become parents are becoming parents, we should think about what it means to be supporting those families in a real and tangible way.”

Dr. Bilinski said the study results underscored the need for policies and programs like Medicaid, the child tax credit, parental leave and affordable child care.

“I would hope that as a country, looking at these results,” she said, “we can all kind of agree that those children and families should have an opportunity to thrive.”
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Measles Outbreak Hits Town in Texas

As of Tuesday, 22 children and two adults had been infected, all of whom were unvaccinated, local officials said.

A color-enhanced transmission electron micrograph of a measles virus particle. Ami Images/Science Source



By Teddy Rosenbluth



Feb 12, 2025 at 05:57 PM

A worsening measles outbreak has taken root in Texas, sickening two dozen and hospitalizing nine on the western edge of the state, where childhood vaccination rates have dwindled in recent years.

As of Tuesday, 22 children and two adults had been infected, all of whom were unvaccinated, local health officials said. The outbreak comes as Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a staunch critic of childhood vaccines, has been nominated to be the country’s next health secretary, causing public health experts to worry that similar upticks of preventable illnesses will become more frequent.

“There’s a feeling this is going to be more and more common,” said Dr. Cameron Wolfe, an infectious disease expert at Duke University.

The Texas outbreak has so far been limited to residents of Gaines County, which borders New Mexico and has roughly 20,000 residents. Last year 82 percent of kindergarten students received the measles, mumps and rubella vaccine, according to state data. That figure is roughly 10 percentage points lower than the average vaccination rate in Texas public schools and far below the federal target of 95 percent for measles vaccination.

Vaccination rates have been declining nationwide since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 and now sit below 93 percent. An estimated 280,000 kindergartners in the United States do not have documentation of an M.M.R. vaccine, according to federal data.

Texas public schools require children to have received certain vaccines, including the M.M.R. shot, but parents can apply for an exemption for “reasons of conscience,” including religious beliefs.

Last year, more than 13 percent of K-12 students in Gaines County received a vaccine exemption, according to state health department data. That is one of the highest exemption rates in the state.

Lara Anton, a spokeswoman for the Texas Department of State Health Services, said that the cases had been concentrated in a “more insular” community in the county, among people who attend church and private schools together. Many of the children are also home-schooled, Ms. Anton said.

Local health departments have set up drive-through vaccination clinics in Seminole, a city at the center of Gaines County known for its large Mennonite community. So far, these have been well attended, Ms. Anton said.

The most common side effects of measles — a high fever and a blotchy red rash — typically resolve on their own within a few weeks. But serious complications, including pneumonia and brain swelling, are possible, especially for children younger than 5.

Roughly one in five unvaccinated people who become infected with measles is hospitalized, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Ms. Anton said that all nine of the hospitalized patients were school-age children, and that many of them had spent time in the intensive care unit.

“It is a serious disease,” she said. “We are trying to impress that upon the community, that you need to take steps now to protect yourself.”

State health officials warned that cases would likely pop up in surrounding communities because of the “highly contagious nature of this disease.”

The New Mexico Department of Health reported this week that a teenager who lived in a county bordering Texas tested positive for measles, though the child did not have any known exposure to the Gaines County outbreak.
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How to Fall (and Stay) in Love

And an update to the famous Modern Love story “To Fall in Love With Anyone, Do This.”


Hosted by Anna Martin
Produced by Reva Goldberg, Emily Lang, Davis Land, Christina Djossa, Amy Pearl and Sara Curtis
Edited by Jen Poyant
Engineered by Daniel Ramirez
Original music by Dan Powell and Marion Lozano



Listen to and follow Modern Love
Apple Podcasts | Spotify | Amazon Music | YouTube |iHeartRadio

‘A lot of what I struggled with when I was dating was anxiety over whether the person I was interested in was interested in me. And it felt very much out of my control. And there was something about doing the 36 questions that I just didn’t feel that way.’

 Illustration by Brian Rea


The Modern Love team asked you to share with us the moment you knew you were falling in love, and you delivered. Your stories took us to so many places — dinner dates, subway rides, sunsets, concerts — and showed us the many shapes of love. There were so many that we could not list them all.

In this episode, we listen back to your voice messages. Then, Daniel Jones, the editor of Modern Love, joins us to discuss the “36 Questions That Lead to Love” and what they reveal about how we fall in love. And Mandy Len Catron, the writer who popularized the 36 questions in her Modern Love essay, “To Fall in Love With Anyone, Do This,” reads her essay and tells us whether she’s still in love with the same man 10 years later.

Here’s how to submit a Modern Love essay to The New York Times.

Here’s how to submit a Tiny Love Story.

Unlock full access to New York Times podcasts and explore everything from politics to pop culture. Subscribe today at nytimes.com/podcasts or on Apple Podcasts and Spotify.

Links to transcripts of episodes generally appear on these pages within a week.



“Modern Love” is hosted by Anna Martin and produced by Reva Goldberg, Emily Lang, Davis Land, Amy Pearl and Sara Curtis. The show is edited by Jen Poyant, our executive producer. Production management is by Christina Djossa. The show is mixed by Daniel Ramirez and recorded by Maddy Masiello and Nick Pitman. It features original music by Marion Lozano and Dan Powell. Our theme music is by Dan Powell.

Special thanks to Larissa Anderson, Dahlia Haddad, Lisa Tobin, Brooke Minters, Sawyer Roque, Daniel Jones, Miya Lee, Mahima Chablani, Nell Gallogly, Jeffrey Miranda, Isabella Anderson, Christine Nguyen, Reyna Desai, Jordan Cohen, Victoria Kim, Nina Lassam and Julia Simon.

Thoughts? Email us at modernlovepodcast@nytimes.com.

Want more from Modern Love? Read past stories. Watch the TV series and sign up for the newsletter. We also have swag at the NYT Store and two books, “Modern Love: True Stories of Love, Loss and Redemption” and “Tiny Love Stories: True Tales of Love in 100 Words or Less.”
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Ask Well


Should Dinner Be the Smallest Meal of the Day?

Experts explain how the size of your meals — and the time you eat them — can affect your health.




By Alice Callahan



Feb 11, 2025 at 05:00 AM

Q: I’ve heard that it’s bad for dinner to be your biggest meal of the day. Is that true?

The maxim has been around for decades: “Eat breakfast like a king, lunch like a prince and dinner like a pauper.” It’s not bad advice, experts say. It’s also the opposite of how most people in the United States eat, with dinner often being the largest meal of the day.

Marta Garaulet, a professor of physiology at the University of Murcia in Spain, spends several months a year in the United States. She has noticed that many Americans are often so busy that they don’t have time to eat a substantial meal until the evening. It’s a striking contrast to eating habits in Spain (and other European countries), where lunch is typically the largest meal. A traditional dinner is light, consisting of something like vegetable or fish soup, a slice of bread with cheese, and a salad.

Scientists are still untangling how meal size and timing might affect health. But they do know one thing: It’s probably best to avoid making dinner your largest meal, Dr. Garaulet said.

Why Meal Size and Timing Matter

For decades, nutrition researchers have focused on what — not when — people eat, so we don’t have many large or long-term studies on the influence of meal timing on health, said Nour Makarem, an assistant professor of epidemiology at the Columbia University Mailman School of Public Health.

But, she said, the studies that do exist show some consistent links. People who consume a greater percentage of calories in the evening tend to be at higher risk for obesity, Type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure and higher levels of inflammation.

Your body’s internal clock, which regulates how your cells function, may be at least partly to blame, said Frank A.J.L. Scheer, the director of the medical chronobiology program at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston.

In the morning, he said, your body is primed to handle a big meal. It is ready to absorb nutrients and distribute them to your cells to fuel the day’s activities. But gradually, as the day wears on, the organs that help you metabolize nutrients, like your liver and pancreas, start to respond more sluggishly.

Researchers see these effects most clearly in blood sugar levels. If you consume two identical meals, one in the morning and one in the evening, your blood sugar spike will be larger and will stay elevated for longer after the evening meal, Dr. Scheer said.

And when your levels of melatonin — a hormone that signals it’s time to sleep — rise an hour or two before bedtime, that suppresses insulin secretion from the pancreas, Dr. Garaulet said, making it harder for your body to regulate your blood sugar.

If your blood sugar is frequently elevated from large evening meals, Dr. Garaulet said, your risk of developing high blood pressure, chronic inflammation, obesity and Type 2 diabetes may rise.

Research also suggests that consuming large meals at night can increase the activity of certain metabolic pathways that lead to fat storage while you’re sleeping, Dr. Scheer said.

In fact, in a 2022 review of nine weight loss trials, researchers found that those who consumed the most calories at breakfast or lunch lost slightly more weight than those who consumed the most calories at dinner. They also had better insulin, glucose and LDL (or “bad”) cholesterol readings.

In another recent study, researchers found that people were less hungry throughout the day when their largest meal was breakfast than when it was dinner, said Alexandra Johnstone, a professor of nutrition at the University of Aberdeen in Scotland who led the study.

Advice From the Experts

Dinner doesn’t necessarily have to be your smallest meal of the day, Dr. Makarem said. But ideally it shouldn’t be the largest, and it’s best to avoid eating late into the evening. She suggested looking for small ways to consume more calories earlier in the day.

Start by prioritizing a nourishing breakfast, one that incorporates protein-rich and sating foods like Greek yogurt, eggs or beans, Dr. Johnstone said. People sometimes tell her that they’re not hungry in the morning, but that may be because they had a large dinner the night before, she said.

Also try to make time for a substantial lunch, Dr. Garaulet added. When dinner comes around, you’ll be less hungry and less likely to consume a bigger meal. And you may be less enticed by late-night snacks.

If you do find yourself ravenous at dinner or later in the evening, Dr. Makarem suggested steering clear of processed foods and those high in added sugars and sodium. Instead, prioritize lower calorie foods that will fill you up without spiking your blood sugar, like legumes, grilled fish, chicken breast, vegetables, fruits and whole grains.
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The Physicians Really Are Healing Themselves, With Ozempic

At cardiology conferences and diabetes meetings, doctors can’t help noticing that thin seems to be very in.

grid




By Gina Kolata



Feb 10, 2025 at 05:00 AM

When Dr. C. Michael Gibson, a cardiologist at Harvard Medical School, goes to heart disease meetings, he can’t help noticing a change.

“We will sit around at dinner and halfway through the meal, we will simultaneously push our plates away,” Dr. Gibson said. “We look at each other and laugh and say, ‘You, too?’”

They share what is becoming an open secret: They tried for years to control their weight but are now taking the new obesity drugs manufactured by Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk.

Dr. Robert Califf, the former chief of the Food and Drug Administration, says he hardly recognizes his colleagues. So many are now so thin.

“Looking good,” he says he tells his fellow cardiologists at conferences and meetings.

There are no studies documenting the percentage of doctors taking the drugs. But physicians “are a good litmus test for drugs that are highly effective,” Dr. Califf said. If doctors who read the papers describing clinical-trial results are rushing to get a new drug, that is an indication that it’s really promising.

His colleagues’ use of Wegovy and Zepbound reminds him of the use of statins, drugs that lower cholesterol, in their early days. Cardiologists, who were most familiar with the consequences of high cholesterol levels, were among the first to take the drugs in large numbers.

Many newly thin cardiologists and diabetes specialists, like so many of their patients, had risk factors for heart disease. Or their blood sugar was creeping up. Or just the physical strain of carrying excess weight made everyday life burdensome. They say they like their new looks but also their new health and energy. In a way, they feel like members of a club.

Four years ago, Dr. Darren McGuire, a cardiologist at the University of Texas Southwestern, was struggling with obesity and Type 2 diabetes. Then he started taking Ozempic, the Novo Nordisk diabetes drug that is sold under the name Wegovy for obesity. He later switched to Mounjaro, from Eli Lilly, which is sold as Zepbound for obesity.

He lost 30 percent of his weight and got his blood sugar under control. Now, he said, he’s “feeling better than ever.”

He is also struck by the number of colleagues who seem to be using the medications.

“People look pretty different,” said Dr. McGuire, who is on advisory boards for Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly. “It is amazing.” He described one prominent diabetes specialist, Dr. John Buse of the University of North Carolina, who “has shrunk away.”

Not quite, Dr. Buse said. But, he said, “I lost 25 percent of my body weight and it totally changed my life.” He had struggled with his size since childhood, gaining, losing and then gaining weight again.

When he dieted, he “would get crazy hungry,” Dr. Buse said. With Wegovy, he said, his weight dropped effortlessly until he reached his goal. Then his appetite returned, which was scary. But instead of regaining pounds, he maintained a consistent weight as he continued to take the drug.

Like other patients, he found that taking the drugs eliminated most of his desire to drink alcohol. Before he started Wegovy, he often would have two or three drinks with dinner. Now he has one, or none.

Dr. Buse, who is a consultant for Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, said that he did not often ask people at diabetes meetings if they were taking one of the drugs but that “there are people who have changed a lot.” He said he would “bet dollars to doughnuts” that they were on weight-loss medication.

Some cardiologists are still “in the closet,” Dr. Gibson said.

One is a cardiologist in Boston. She said the person who prescribed Ozempic for her was also a female cardiologist who was taking it. She asked not to be identified because she had told only a few people she was on the drug. She was trying to keep her medical information private, although she suspected that her colleagues might have guessed. She added that she was pretty sure she knew who else was taking one of the drugs.

“Yes, you can definitely tell,” she said. “And when you go to dinners, you can definitely see. We eat, like, an eighth of our meal. I know what’s going on here.”

The doctors know they are privileged.

At first, Dr. Buse’s health insurance paid for his Wegovy. But soon North Carolina stopped paying for obesity drugs for state employees, so he paid out of pocket. With a list price of $1,349 a month, it was a major expense.

Then, at a meeting in Europe, he asked a colleague to prescribe Wegovy for him and got a six-month supply. Dr. Buse was able to purchase Wegovy for a quarter of what it cost in the United States.

The doctors also know how to advocate for themselves and navigate the medical system better than many of their patients do.

Dr. McGuire’s insurer initially declined to pay for his drugs. “I had to appeal,” he said. “I have a relationship with a primary care physician and know when to keep pushing.”

His insurer agreed to pay.

Dr. Gibson said that his insurer had paid without issue and that he wanted to discuss his decision to take Wegovy openly. (He recently switched to Lilly’s Zepbound, also covered by his insurance, because it elicits an even greater weight loss.)

“A lot of people are of the mind-set that it is shameful, that it is cheating to use a drug,” Dr. Gibson said.

But the obesity drugs changed his life, he said: “It’s the greatest thing I ever did.”

And even Zepbound, powerful as it is, is just the beginning, Dr. Gibson said.

“There are 120 new agents coming along,” he noted, referring to drugs in clinical trials. “I look forward to ones that may have even better safety and effectiveness.”
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3 Ways to Track Your Fitness Over Time

To reach your strength and cardio goals, experts recommend building a road map. Here’s how to do it.

 Gritchelle Fallesgon for The New York Times



By Jen Murphy



Feb 10, 2025 at 05:00 AM

Maintaining your enthusiasm for a long-term fitness goal is challenging for any exerciser. Whether you are hoping to run a marathon or do your first pull-up this year, you need a plan to get there. That means setting up a series of benchmarks, like how many push-ups you can do, with assessments along the way to track your progress.

“I like to think of a benchmark as a snapshot of your fitness at a specific time,” said Dr. Tamanna Singh, co-director of the Cleveland Clinic Sports Cardiology Center. “Having an objective measure of current strength and cardiovascular health is key to building a safe exercise program.”

But the first step is knowing and accepting your starting point, she said. It’s easy to overestimate.

Plan to track progress, and adjust accordingly. Albert Matheny, a strength and conditioning specialist and co-founder of SoHo Strength Lab in New York, said a good timeline to retest your benchmarks is every four to eight weeks. 

How quickly you progress depends on your current fitness level and how often you work out, but it often takes six to 10 workouts to see lasting improvement, Mr. Matheny said. So if you train three times a week, you could see improvement in just two weeks.

It isn’t always a steady progression though; jumps and plateaus are normal. “It’s a waste of time if you aren’t pushing your body,” Dr. Singh said. “Discomfort is where we grow.”

If you’re new to exercising and have never used fitness benchmarks, below are three simple progressions, designed by Mr. Matheny.

If level one feels too easy, find one that feels challenging, but can still be performed with good form. When you can complete an exercise in the allotted time or do all of the reps without fatigue, move on to the next level.

Below are three sets of benchmarks, designed by Mr. Matheny, for lower and upper body strength, and cardiovascular fitness: a squat, push-up and running. Start at a level that feels just beyond your ability.

Lower Body Strength: Squat

 Gritchelle Fallesgon for The New York Times


Take the sit-to-stand test and count the number of repetitions you can do. If you can only do 10 in 30 seconds, or cannot get up out of the chair without using your hands, start at level 1.

Level 1: Start seated in a chair. Stand and then sit back down without using your hands. Perform 10 times in 30 seconds.

Level 2: Do a full body weight squat. Start with one round of 10 repetitions. Increase to three rounds of 10, with 60 to 90 seconds rest in between.

Level 3: Add weight — be it a dumbbell, kettlebell or backpack with books. Select a load where you can do five squats with good form. Work up to 15. Progress to three sets of 15 with a two-minute rest between sets.

Level 4: Increase by no more than 10 percent of the weight you had been lifting, Mr. Matheny said. Build up to three rounds of 15 reps, with two-minute rests.

Keep going: You can continue to increase the weight. Or try a sumo squat, where your stance is wider and toes are turned out, to target your glutes and inner thighs. Challenge your balance with single-leg variations like a split squat; build power by doing jump squats.

Upper Body: Plank to Push-Up

 Gritchelle Fallesgon for The New York Times


Level 1: Place your hands about shoulder-width apart on a table. The higher the surface, the easier it will be. Step your feet back until your arms are completely straight. Build up to holding for 30 seconds.

Level 2: Place your hands on the seat of a chair and hold for 30 seconds. Work up to 60 seconds.

Level 3: Hold a plank on the floor with straight arms for 30 seconds. Work up to three rounds of 60 seconds with 60 to 90 seconds rest in between sets.

Level 4: Start with three kneeling push-ups. Build up to three sets of 10 with 60 to 90 seconds rest in between sets.

Level 5: Aim to do three regular push-ups. Work up to three rounds of 10 reps with 60 to 90 seconds rest.

Keep going: Elevate your feet on a short stool, about one foot off the ground, then a chair and eventually a stability ball, which will challenge your core. Target your triceps with narrow, or diamond push-ups, where you hold your hands together with your thumbs and forefingers touching; add weight by wearing a weighted vest or placing a small weight on your back.

Cardiovascular Endurance: Walk to Run

 Peter Garritano for The New York Times


Level 1: Progress to walking for 10 minutes with no rest. Continue until you can do this at a pace where you can hold a conversation without losing your breath.

Level 2: Continue adding walking increments of five minutes. Aim to walk continuously for 30 minutes.

Level 3: Maintain the same time or distance but add a weighted vest or backpack. Or walk hills or an incline on a treadmill.

Level 4: Walk-jog on a flat surface. Start with 30 seconds of jogging and one minute of walking. When you can do this at a conversational pace for five minutes, try jogging for one minute and walking for 30 seconds. Aim to do this at a conversational pace for 30 minutes.

Level 5: Jog for five minutes and walk for one and repeat four times. Add time or take out the walking.

Keep going: Challenge your fast-twitch muscle fibers by incorporating sprints. Try hills and stairs or running with a weighted pack.
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How Healthy Are Chickpeas?

If you want to incorporate more plants into your diet, these legumes are a good place to start.




By Isobel Whitcomb



Feb 10, 2025 at 05:00 AM

Chickpeas aren’t peas; they’re beans. And more broadly, they’re pulses — a category of legumes celebrated for their copious health benefits.

Here’s what nutrition experts have to say about chickpeas, along with some delicious ways to prepare them from New York Times Cooking.

They’re a good source of plant-based protein.

One cup of chickpeas has 14.5 grams of protein, around 20 percent of the recommended daily amount for an average 185-pound adult. Protein is the main building block of our muscles, tissues, virus-fighting antibodies and more.

Experts are increasingly touting the importance of incorporating plant-based sources of protein in one’s diet. People who eat more plant-based foods, and less red and processed meats, tend to have lower rates of cardiovascular disease, obesity, high blood pressure and other chronic conditions. Recently, a committee of leading nutrition experts recommended that the next version of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans place pulses in the same category as meat to encourage people to eat more of them.

Their fiber helps keep cholesterol in check.

Chickpeas have something that animal-based protein sources lack: fiber. One cup of chickpeas contains 12.5 grams, roughly half the recommended daily amount.

Among its numerous health benefits, fiber can help lower LDL cholesterol — the “bad” form of cholesterol that can build up in arteries, increasing the risk for heart attack and stroke. Soluble fiber, which is abundant in chickpeas, creates a gummy gel in the intestine, said Julia Zumpano, a dietitian at Cleveland Clinic Center for Human Nutrition. The gel traps bile, a substance that our liver produces from cholesterol to help digest fat, and prevents the body from reabsorbing it. “It naturally lowers the cholesterol in the body,” Ms. Zumpano said.


A 2012 study in The British Journal of Nutrition sorted older adults into two groups, one that incorporated two servings of beans, chickpeas, lentils or peas each day and one that ate their normal diet. After two months, the groups swapped diets for another two months. Participants who followed the pulse-based eating plan had roughly an 8 percent decrease in both total cholesterol and LDL cholesterol, relative to those on the regular diet.

They contain key vitamins and minerals.

Chickpeas are rich in iron, a mineral that the body needs to transport oxygen. One cup of chickpeas contains about 60 percent of the recommended daily amounts for adult men and postmenopausal women, and about 25 percent of that for menstruating women.

Plant-based iron is less readily absorbed by the body than iron from meat, said Emily Ho, a professor of nutrition in the College of Health and the director of the Linus Pauling Institute at Oregon State University. Including plenty of vitamin C in your diet can help you absorb more iron, Dr. Ho said.

Chickpeas are also high in folate, a B vitamin that’s important for cell replication. Everyone needs folate, but it’s especially important during pregnancy, to support the rapid growth of the fetus, Dr. Ho said. One cup of chickpeas has 47 percent of the recommended amount of folate for pregnant women, and about 70 percent of that for everyone else.

Ready to dig in?

Chickpeas and many other plant-based foods are “incomplete” sources of protein, meaning they are relatively low in at least one of the essential amino acids that combine to form proteins in your body. Fortunately, if you pair chickpeas with grains — particularly whole grains — the two foods complement each other to provide enough of all the amino acids you need, said Henry Thompson, a professor in the College of Agricultural Sciences and director of the Cancer Prevention Laboratory at Colorado State University. He suggested eating chickpea stew with a slice of crusty whole-wheat bread or spreading hummus on a whole-grain tortilla.

Here are some recipes to get more chickpeas into your diet, from NYT Cooking.


1. Roasted Chickpeas

 Christopher Testani for The New York Times. Food Stylist: Simon Andrews.


Want the secret to extra crispy chickpeas? Rub them completely dry with a kitchen towel before roasting. The smoked paprika seasoning here can be swapped for any other spices.

Recipe: Roasted Chickpeas




2. Chickpea-Chicken Salad With Green Harissa Dressing

 James Ransom for The New York Times. Food Stylist: Maggie Ruggiero.


In this filling salad, chickpeas are seasoned with a blend of cumin, sweet paprika and chile powder that’s found in a Moroccan street food snack. A green chile yogurt dressing tops it all off.

Recipe: Chickpea-Chicken Salad With Green Harissa Dressing




3. Chickpea Salad Sandwich

 David Malosh for The New York Times. Food Stylist: Simon Andrews.


With a creamy lemon-tahini dressing and crunchy celery and scallions, this make-ahead salad is the foundation of a great desk lunch.

Recipe: Chickpea Salad Sandwich




4. Roasted Honey Nut Squash and Chickpeas With Hot Honey

 David Malosh for The New York Times. Food Stylist: Simon Andrews.


Warming and hearty, this sheet-pan dinner is largely hands-off. Butternut squash works well, too.

Recipe: Roasted Honey Nut Squash and Chickpeas With Hot Honey




5. Za’atar Roasted Tofu With Chickpeas, Tomatoes and Lemony Tahini

 Johnny Miller for The New York Times. Food Stylist: Cybelle Tondu.


The rugged texture of chickpeas is balanced with soft tofu and juicy tomatoes. You can roast everything and make the dressing ahead of time and then assemble whenever you’re ready to eat.

Recipe: Za’atar Roasted Tofu With Chickpeas, Tomatoes and Lemony Tahini
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2 Million Baked Goods Are Recalled Over Listeria Risk

The recall, which was initiated on Jan. 7 and upgraded on Wednesday, includes several Dunkin’ products, federal safety officials said.

Some of the recalled baked goods were products sold at Dunkin’ outlets, according to federal officials. Ross D. Franklin/Associated Press



By Johnny Diaz



Feb 09, 2025 at 01:40 PM

About two million baked goods, including some doughnuts and coffee rolls sold at Dunkin’, were recalled over concerns of potential contamination with the bacteria Listeria monocytogenes, federal safety regulators said.

The manufacturer FGF Brands, which distributes baked goods in the United States and Canada, issued the voluntary recall because of the “potential for contamination with Listeria monocytogenes,” according to a report released on Wednesday by the Food and Drug Administration.

The recalled products include a mix of chocolate, raspberry and Bavarian doughnuts; French crullers; éclairs; and coffee rolls. Some of the goods were sold at Dunkin’, and were produced before Dec. 13, 2024, the F.D.A. said. The suspected source of the contamination was not identified.

The recall, which went into effect on Jan. 7, was upgraded on Wednesday to a Class II, which is defined by the F.D.A. as “a situation in which use of, or exposure to a violative product may cause temporary or medically reversible adverse health consequences or where the probability of serious adverse health consequences is remote.”

The agency did not say if there had been any illnesses related to the recalled baked goods.

In a statement, FGF Brands said the voluntary recall was “a precautionary measure based on non-product related findings” at one of its doughnut facilities in the United States.

It added that “no doughnuts or food contact surfaces ever tested positive for listeria.”

The company also noted that the recall was completed in early January, “and does not implicate anything that is currently, or was recently, on the market. “We take food safety seriously and acted with an abundance of caution,” the statement said.

Dunkin’ did not immediately respond to inquiries on Sunday.

Listeria is the third leading cause of death from food-borne illness in the United States, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Infections from listeria, which is bacteria that can contaminate foods, are rare but can cause potentially serious illnesses.

Typical symptoms include fever and headaches. Most people who ingest food contaminated with listeria do not get sick, but pregnant women, older people, newborns and people with weakened immune systems can become seriously ill or die, according to the C.D.C.

Each year in the United States, an estimated 1,600 people are infected with listeria, and about 260 people die from those infections, the C.D.C. said.

The most recent recall related to listeria took place in December, when Braga Fresh announced it had recalled a single lot of packages of ready-to-eat broccoli florets sold at Walmart stores.
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Every year, at the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, thousands of canine contestants try to measure up to a set of exacting breed standards.
















The perfect pug?
Look for a deeply wrinkled face with a distinct black mask and a tightly curled tail.
















The ideal Afghan hound has the silky hair of a pageant queen set off by “long and punishing” jaws.
















An exemplary Dalmatian should have spots between a dime and a half dollar in size.
















A top-ranked basset hound is heavy-boned, with velvety, hang-low ears.
















A blue-ribbon Bichon frisé should have a soft, springy coat reminiscent of clouds or cotton candy.











But how much does breed shape a dog’s health and behavior?


By Emily Anthes



Feb 09, 2025 at 05:00 AM

Humans have a long history of reshaping their canine companions, which evolved from ancient wolves. At least 10,000 years ago, Arctic peoples were using selective breeding to create sled dogs, cold-tolerant animals with the stamina to pull heavy loads over long distances. Over time, people bred dogs for a diverse and increasingly specialized array of roles.

“Hunting things underground, hunting things overground, hunting things flying, hunting things in the water, running around in little wheels to turn your spit,” said Kathryn Lord, an evolutionary biologist at the UMass Chan Medical School and the Broad Institute. (The now-extinct turnspit dog was once a mainstay of European kitchens, where it was used to power fireplace meat-roasting spits.)

Still, historically, the priority was performance — breeding dogs that were good at their jobs.

That changed in the 19th century with the rise of Victorian dog fanciers, who began to codify existing breeds and to invent new ones. Rather than creating skilled working dogs, they aimed to engineer “the perfect physical specimen,” said James A. Serpell, an emeritus professor of ethics and animal welfare at the University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine.

Breed clubs created prescriptive standards that specified exactly how the perfect pointer (or bulldog or foxhound) should look. They identified dogs that fit the bill and registered them as official members of those breeds. Then, they used those dogs — and only those dogs — to breed more just like them. As a result, each breed became a distinct, reproductively isolated population.

 Alexey Kuznetsov/Alamy


A few genetic tweaks can yield very different dogs.

In humans, physical appearance is the product of many different genes, each of which typically has a small impact. For example, hundreds of genetic variants are known to affect height; many of these variants make less than a millimeter of difference.

That’s not uncommon in natural populations, said Adam Boyko, an expert in canine genetics at Cornell University. In the wild, a single genetic mutation that suddenly produced a miniature wolf would probably pose enough of a survival disadvantage to be weeded out by natural selection, he said.

But in dogs, “humans interfered with that whole process,” Dr. Boyko said. A mutation that caused a drastic physical change was an opportunity, allowing humans to turn a large dog into a small one. So, rather than being removed from the population, some of these mutations became the underpinnings of breed-defining traits.


Today, many of the stark physical differences between breeds stem from a relatively small number of genes. The gene for a growth hormone known as insulinlike growth factor-1 is a key determinant of a dog’s body size. Small breeds and large breeds generally have different versions of the gene. And just three genes give rise to much of the variation in coats, determining whether a dog’s hair is long or short, smooth or wiry or straight or curly.

Breed is tightly linked to health.

Today, most breeds are genetically homogenous and highly inbred. Dogs of the same breed tend to be susceptible to the same diseases, and ailments that are widespread in some breeds are rare in others.

“When you go to a doctor, they ask you for a family history,” said Dr. Danika Bannasch, a veterinary geneticist at the University of California, Davis. “We don’t have to do that. As the dog walks in, and it’s a Labrador retriever, we already know what diseases its relatives are likely to have had.”


In some cases, these health problems arose as byproducts of inbreeding. Because breeds are genetically closed populations, a disease-causing mutation that just happens to pop up in one dog can quickly become common in future generations. “Especially if the animal with that mutation is otherwise a prize specimen,” Dr. Serpell said. “Because everyone will want to breed from that individual.”

The result is that many modern breeds suffer from ailments that dog lovers never would have deliberately selected for. Labrador retrievers are prone to a degenerative eye disease known as progressive retinal atrophy, while Cavalier King Charles spaniels often develop a heart condition called mitral valve disease.

 YAY Media, via Alamy


In other cases, however, the physical traits that breeders are seeking can themselves be the problem, especially as these characteristics have become increasingly exaggerated. The breed standard for bulldogs explicitly calls for “very short” muzzles, but, over time, the dogs’ snouts have all but disappeared, Dr. Serpell said, resulting in serious respiratory problems.

Mutts and mixed-breed dogs can be healthier than purebred ones, especially if they have small amounts of DNA from many different types of breeds, Dr. Bannasch said.

But some mixed-breed dogs may still be highly inbred, she said, and some health problems are common in multiple breeds. Many large breeds are prone to bone cancer, for instance; mixing a few of them together may not have much benefit. “You can’t lump all ‘mixed breeds’ together,” she said.

The link between breed and behavior is murkier.

In creating modern breeds, humans generally put a much stronger emphasis on appearance than behavior, which is also shaped by a dog’s training and early environment.

“Behavioral traits definitely vary from breed to breed, but not nearly as strongly as the morphological traits do,” Dr. Boyko said. “You’re never going to get a collie that looks like a Great Dane,” he added. “But I see lots of dogs exhibit pointing behavior that aren’t pointers.”

Scientists have uncovered some general patterns. Terriers, which were bred to hunt and kill pests, are more likely to exhibit “predatory chasing” than herding dogs, for example. And, on average, Siberian huskies are more likely to howl than Labrador retrievers are.

 Life on White/Alamy


But, overall, breed is a poor predictor of behavior, and there is more variation within breeds than between them, scientists have found. Someone who wants a friendly, fetch-loving dog that doesn’t bark can’t bank on getting exactly that just by bringing home a Labrador retriever. “You may get exactly the opposite of that,” Dr. Lord said.


Purebred dogs are not the norm.

Of course, plenty of pet owners opt for mutts or, in recent years, designer crossbreeds like the labradoodle. But most dogs are not pets at all. More than 80 percent of the world’s dogs are free-living animals that fend for themselves and are not under human control, Dr. Lord said.

A tiny fraction of these dogs might be abandoned purebred dogs, but the vast majority have no breed ancestry at all. Instead, they are descended from generations of free-ranging dogs, and they still have much of the genetic diversity that has been lost in purebred dogs.

“There’s no breed,” Dr. Lord said. “They’re just dogs.”



Cover photographs by Harry Choi/TongRo Images, Erik Lam, YAY Media, Life on White, Erik Lam/Zoonar GmbH, via Alamy.
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