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Gerrymandering is the deliberate
manipulation of electoral district
boundaries by a political party to
achieve an unfair advantage over rivals. 

In Florida, the political party in pow-
er redraws district lines every 10 years,
after the federal census. Drawing dis-
trict lines for the Florida House and Sen-
ate is done by the Florida Legislature,
subject only to Florida Supreme Court
review. Florida’s Congressional dis-
tricts, by contrast, are subject to veto by
the governor, which can be overridden
only by a vote of two-thirds of each leg-
islative chamber. 

The Florida trial court system also
gets redistricted. Currently the courts
are divided into 20 judicial circuits, with
each circuit consisting of one or more
county. A judicial circuit consists of a
county court and a circuit court, whose
judges are elected by voters in non-par-
tisan elections. Each circuit also has a
state attorney and a public defender,
who are elected by voters in partisan
elections. The counties in the judicial
circuits have not changed in 54 years —
not even during the last 24 years of Re-
publican control of the Florida legisla-

ture and governorship, not even with
steady population growth. Why is there
a call for change now? Is gerrymander-
ing by the Florida legislature showing its
ugly face in the Florida judicial system? 

It appears so. Along comes Republi-
can Gov. Ron DeSantis, who in 2022
suspended State Attorney Andrew War-
ren, a twice elected Democrat, of the
13th Judicial Circuit, Hillsborough
County, for disagreements on potential
prosecutorial discretion after Warren’s
verbal statements questioning the con-
stitutionality of recent laws restricting
abortion and transgender medical care.
These are some of the many political
and social issues that surround DeSan-
tis in his quest to become President.
Florida’s Republican-controlled senate
would not reinstate Warren, even
though he never acted on his state-
ments about abortion law enforcement.
To replace Warren, DeSantis appointed
Susan Lopez, who DeSantis had ap-
pointed as a County Court judge in 2021.
Before her appointment to the bench,
she openly supported Warren’s Repub-
lican opponent, Mark Ober. 

Is there a better and less confronta-
tional way to replace an elected Demo-
cratic state attorney with a Republican
than by suspension based upon spuri-
ous excuses? Sure. Make it more di!-
cult for a Democrat to be elected to that
position in the "rst place. Voila! Gerry-
mander judicial circuits. 

By joining more Republican-leaning
counties with contiguous Democratic-
leaning counties in judicial circuits, you
can reduce the chances for election of
Democratic state attorneys. Why did
not the Republican governors think of
that during the past 20 or so years?
There was a di#erent political climate
then. Today, Gov. DeSantis and his ma-
jority legislature look under every rock
to "nd ways to rig elections. They do it
by limiting vote by mail, adding new
voter ID rules, shortening early voting
time, curbing ballot drop boxes, purging
voter rolls, limiting ballot collections,
prohibiting water from being distrib-
uted to overheated voters on long voting
lines, making it harder for ex-felons to
register, and now, reducing and gerry-
mandering judicial circuits. 

On June 15, 2023, Florida House
Speaker Paul Renner (R-Palm Coast)
sent a letter to DeSantis-appointed Flor-
ida Supreme Court Judge, Carlos Muniz,
without documentation supporting the
necessity, asking him to consider reduc-
ing the number of judicial circuits. Ren-
ner cited judicial e!ciency, economy
and population growth and redistribu-
tion, as disguises for gerrymandering.
There was no mention of the extra-long
drives by litigants and attorneys to the
newly reduced number of courthouses.
Should the Supreme Court certify to the
legislature that the number of judicial
circuits should be reduced, the Florida

legislature can decide which counties to
place in each of the remaining judicial
circuits. Using county voter registration
and turnout statistics, the legislature
can consolidate contiguous counties
into judicial circuits to give an advan-
tage to Republican candidates for state
attorney.

Although the Florida Supreme Court,
as the supervising entity of the Florida
judicial system, had not sought on its
own to reduce the number of judicial cir-
cuits in more than a half-century, Chief
Judge Muniz, without expressing any
view on the merits, quickly appointed a
Judicial Circuit Assessment Committee
to study the need for judicial circuit re-
ductions and to make recommenda-
tions within four months. The Assess-
ment Committee is chaired by Court of
Appeal Judge Jonathan Gerber, a mem-
ber of the Federalist Society before he
became a judge. 

It appears that after successfully tak-
ing the low road to gerrymander the
mostly African-American 5th Congres-
sional District in northeastern Florida,
the Governor and the GOP-controlled
legislature have now continued on that
low road, to gerrymander Florida judi-
cial circuits. Let’s hope the Assessment
Committee and the Supreme Court rise
above that. 

Ira J. Raab of West Palm Beach is a
retired justice of the New York State Su-
preme Court. 
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For a couple of years after the pan-
demic struck, there was considerable
buzz to the e#ect that much of the "nan-
cial industry might leave New York for
Miami. After all, state and local taxes on
the richest 1% are much lower in Florida
than in New York — about 9 points lower
as a percentage of income, according to
the most recent report of the Institute
on Taxation and Economic Policy (and
taxes on the rich are even higher in New
York City than in the state as a whole).

With COVID disrupting normal ur-
ban life, it seemed as if much of the big
money might focus on the "nancial ad-
vantages and leave the Big Apple.

Some wealthy "nance types did, in
fact, move. But the buzz around "nance
moving to Miami seems to have died
down. In fact, the population of Miami-
Dade County actually fell between 2019
and 2022.

What happened? Part of the answer
is that while New York has lost some
population, it is not, despite what many
non-New Yorkers appear to believe, a
dystopian hellhole. Its homicide rate is
only half as high as Miami’s, while it has
other advantages, such as an extensive
mass transit system that Miami lacks.

Furthermore, decisions by the
wealthy about where to live aren’t all
that sensitive to tax rates. Indeed, Cali-
fornia — where taxes on high incomes
are higher than New York’s — is current-
ly seeing rapid growth in the number of
taxpayers making more than $1 million,
and explosive growth in those making
more than $50 million.

Now, Florida as a whole is still rapidly
gaining population, and I’ll talk about
why in a bit. First, though, let’s talk
about how Miami’s sudden stagnation
bears on a long-running debate about
why so many Americans from the
Northeast and California have moved to
the Sun Belt — a movement that is very
real, even if Miami’s dreams of becom-
ing the new New York increasingly look
like a mirage.

One story, the one that conservatives
prefer, stresses the importance of a
“business-friendly environment,” espe-
cially low taxes on “job creators,” that is,
rich people. An alternative story, how-
ever, focuses on housing a#ordability.

Thanks mainly to rampant NIMBY-
ism, the Northeast and especially Cali-
fornia have been building very little
housing, and as a result the cost of
housing there, whether purchased or
rented, is extremely high. So middle-
and lower-income Americans move to
metropolitan areas such as Atlanta or
Houston, where wages may be lower

than they are in Northern cities but,
thanks to permissive zoning, housing
is vastly cheaper.

The thing about the Miami area is
that although it o#ers red-state-style
low taxes on the rich, it appears to
have blue-state-style limits on hous-
ing construction, building around the
same (low) number of new residential
units per capita as greater New York.
As a result, housing is extremely ex-
pensive — for example, rents are far
higher than in other big Sun Belt cities,
and not much below levels in New
York. Because Florida wages are rela-
tively low, the ratio of median home
prices to median income is actually
higher in Miami than in New York.

As I said, however, Florida as a
whole is still gaining population. Why?
For one thing, the rest of the state isn’t
nearly as expensive as Miami. But
what are all those new Floridians do-
ing for a living?

Well, a signi"cant number are re-
tired. Retirees have been moving to
Florida for the warm winters for a long
time. But there are a lot more potential
retired migrants now than in the past:
between 2010 and 2020 the overall
U.S. population grew only 7.4%, but
the population 65 and older grew
38.6%. And since retirees spend mon-
ey on local services, the in$ux of sen-
iors creates jobs for younger adults as
well.

Surely this is only part of the story
of Florida’s continuing growth. And
with the climate changing, we’ll have
to see whether the lure of warm win-
ters will be increasingly o#set by the
prospect of intolerable summers. We’ll
also have to see how the state is a#ect-
ed by its growing home insurance cri-
sis. But the in$ux of retirees does help
explain why Florida’s population is
still growing fast even though its big-
gest metro has become increasingly
una#ordable.

For all the evidence suggests that
a#ordable housing, not low taxes on
the rich, is the main driver of growth in
the rest of the Sun Belt. And if blue
states want to slow or reverse their rel-
ative decline, allowing more housing
construction — not cutting taxes at the
top — should be their main priority.

Paul Krugman is a columnist for
The New York Times.

I (HEART) New York;
I (HATE) S. Florida
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With its depth of historical re-cre-
ation, its cast of famous "gures given
tantalizingly brief appearances, its
scienti"c, political and sociological
threads running away in multiple di-
rections, a movie like Christopher No-
lan’s “Oppenheimer” doubles as an en-
couragement to read more deeply into
the history it portrays.

My newsroom colleague Amanda
Taub o#ered a reading list recently,
starting with the movie’s source ma-
terial, Kai Bird and Martin J. Sherwin’s
“American Prometheus,” and widening
to books like Richard Rhodes’ “The
Making of the Atomic Bomb” and John
Hersey’s “Hiroshima.”

But I have a di#erent suggested
reading, focusing on one of the "gures
whose o#stage malevolence shapes
the events of “Oppenheimer”: not
Adolf Hitler, the threat so often cited to
justify the pursuit of awful weapons,
but Josef Stalin, the man who had
spies inside the Manhattan Project
and who, unlike Hitler, soon had an A-
bomb of his own.

The book is “Stalin’s War: A New
History of World War II,” by Sean
McMeekin of Bard College. It’s less a
history of the con$ict than a portrait of
the Soviet dictator’s decisions and
depredations in the war, in the service
of an argument that we should see
Stalin, as much or even more than Hit-
ler, as the central "gure in the global
con$agration, an instigator and ma-
nipulator and ultimate victor.

The reason to read McMeekin after
watching “Oppenheimer” is that his
book provides a corrective to the
movie’s "nal act, in which the spirit of
a simplifying anti-anti-communism
prevails over the political complexity
that Nolan carries o# for most of the
"lm. (Mild historical spoilers to fol-
low.)

Having developed the bomb, the
movie’s Oppenheimer tries to prevent
a nuclear arms race and tangles with
Cold Warriors who make hay out of his
ties to communists and fellow travel-
ers. Then, out of a combination of po-
litical and personal resentments, one
of those Cold Warriors, Robert Downey
Jr.’s Lewis Strauss, manages to get Op-
penheimer’s security clearance re-
voked in a kangaroo court proceeding.

“Oppenheimer” sheds a lot of com-
plexity as it builds to its ending, be-
coming more and more a story of sim-
ple martyrdom — in which a $awed ge-
nius is unjustly persecuted.

So the point of reading McMeekin’s
book is to give early Cold War anti-

communism its due. What were all
those hawks on about, with their fears
about Soviet espionage and the in$u-
ence of communist sympathizers, their
desire to have the bomb as a potential
weapon against our then-ally Stalin,
their dismissive attitude toward Oppen-
heimer’s vision of nuclear power as
something shared and tamed by inter-
national cooperation?

Just this, “Stalin’s War” suggests:
They saw Stalin clearly. The Soviet lead-
er had always been as predatory as Hit-
ler, invading the same number of coun-
tries as Nazi Germany in 1939 and 1940,
encouraging fascist aggression against
the Western democracies while building
his own brutal empire under the cover of
neutrality. 

McMeekin makes an extended case
that Stalin was preparing to attack Nazi
Germany when Hitler attacked him, that
the two dictators were basically in a race
to see who could mobilize to betray the
other "rst — and that the initial Soviet
debacle in 1941 happened in part be-
cause Stalin was also pushing his mil-
itary toward an o#ensive alignment,
and they were caught in a “mid-mobili-
zation limbo.”

I don’t think McMeekin succeeds in
displacing Hitler’s pride of place as the
evil protagonist of 1939-45, and many of
the choices that Western nations made
in temporarily allying with Stalin seem
retrospectively inevitable. It’s not sur-
prising that the British and the French in
1939 would fear the dictator with troops
on the French border more than the dic-
tator poised to swallow the Baltic states,
or that America would prefer a resilient
Soviet Union to an all-conquering Nazi
Germany in 1941.

The necessity of an alignment with
Stalin against Hitler, like the necessity
of hiring a bunch of scientists with com-
munist connections in the same period
— if that’s what it took to forge atomic
weapons in a short span of time — has to
coexist with a recognition that the world
looked quite di#erent as the German
and then Japanese defeats became in-
evitable. By war’s end, our pivot toward
an intense suspicion of everything that
Stalin touched was both imperative and
arguably insu!cient, coming later than
it should have for both American inter-
ests and for Stalin’s conquered peoples.

The necessity of that pivot doesn’t
prove that Oppenheimer the man was
treated justly. 

But what happened to him happened
for reasons distinct from simple yahoo-
ism and xenophobia. 

And any viewer of “Oppenheimer”
the movie would be wise to hold the ma-
lignancy of Stalin, the scale of his suc-
cess at both conquest and manipula-
tion, in mind while watching its com-
plex hero’s complex fate unfold.

Ross Douthat is a columnist for The
New York Times.

‘Oppenheimer’ and
the shadow of Stalin
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