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    Diplomacy, Shor's Aircraft Fleet and Updates on the Kuliok Case

    David Smith · Moldova Matters · Feb 20, 2026 · 16 min read

  

  Hello and welcome back to Moldova Matters! In a week of heavy snowfall over most of the country the news decided not to take any snow days. It’s a long roundup this week but there are lots of important stories and I really recommend reading till the end. 
The Munich Security Conference
Compared to last year’s Munich Security Conference, the 2026 event was far less shocking to participants. Partly, that’s because US Secretary of State Marco Rubio’s speech was far less abrasive1 than the one delivered last year by JD Vance. Partly, it’s because the shock of the recent Greenland Crisis has been internalized and it’s getting harder for the US to shock European leaders. 
President Maia Sandu was one of the more than 50 heads of state and government attending the event. There she spoke on a panel about hybrid threats sharing Moldova’s experience and warning that hybrid attacks affect all countries now - big and small. On the sidelines of the event she gave an interview to Romanian Substack news platform Explicativ where she called out “cognitive warfare” as the most dangerous threat to democracies and highlighted the role and power of social media companies saying: 
“The Republic of Moldova is too small a country to be able to impose rules on platforms. And platforms must have a degree of responsibility, because they decide which algorithms they use. These algorithms bring information to our screen thousands of times to form an opinion. But that is not freedom of expression,”

At the conference President Sandu had numerous bilateral meetings, including one with US Secretary of State Marco Rubio. Speaking about their discussion she said that she expressed gratitude to the United States for past an ongoing support - particularly in the field of energy projects. They also discussed American cybersecurity and defense support to the country. 

Following the conference, Marco Rubio journeyed onward to directly involve the United States in Hungary’s elections where he spoke of a “golden era of relations between our countries” and told Viktor Orban that “President Trump is deeply committed to your success.”
Meanwhile, a Congressional Delegation (CODEL) of 4 Democratic Senators, Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH), Richard Blumenthal (D-CT), Chris Coons (D-DE) and Sheldon Whitehouse (D-RI) stopped in Chisinau on a tour of the region. 
While in Chisinau the Senators met with President Sandu and Prime Minister Munteanu. 

In questions and statements the Senators explained to the Moldovan press that the country is not unique in not having a US Ambassador with Senator Coons saying:
“I see our relations as close and strong. You should not misunderstand the lack of an ambassador here. We lack ambassadors in many countries”

They spoke of the Trump Administration’s support for energy projects in Moldova as evidence that a strong strategic relationship exists. Senator Blumenthal strongly condemned Putin’s war of aggression and praised Ukraine and Moldova’s “commitment to democracy.”
RISE Investigation Identify’s Shor’s Aircraft Fleet
RISE Moldova released 2 investigations this week into the financial dealings of Ilan Shor and his close proxies. The first investigation showed that starting in Spring 2024 Ilan Shor began acquiring a fleet of aircraft, starting with a AgustaWestland AW139 helicopter. This was followed by a Gulfstream G650ER, a Gulfstream G450 and another Gulfstream G650ER.
To evade sanctions, members of Shor’s network loaned money to the Turkish private jet rental company Zafer Air. These loans were not repayable in cash, but were to be redeemed for the aircraft at some future date. Zafer Air operates 12 aircraft of which 4 are Shor’s. RISE tracked the planes as largely flying to Ankara, Moscow, Istanbul, Tel Aviv, Bishkek and Abu Dhabi. Other trips included Budapest, Riga, Brussels, Vienna, Barcelona and Tokyo. 
Intriguingly, for many of these flights the planes were painted with the official name and symbols of the Kyrgyz Republic and used to ferry the President of Kyrgyzstan Sadyr Japarov to official visits. 
On of the flights on March 2-7 2025 overlapped with Ilan Shor’s birthday and went to the Maldives. RISE quotes the Moldovan authorities as having received no information from Interpol that Shor left Russia since he arrived there from Israel in February 2024. 
In their second investigation, RISE reported on recent data leaks from Russia’s sanctioned PSB bank that showed top Shor lieutenant Marina Tauber held more than $500,000 dollars cash equivalent in the bank. Tauber did not report such holdings on her asset declarations before she fled the country ahead of her 7 year 6 month prison sentence for money laundering and other crimes. RISE reports that the bank’s 21% interest rate is providing her with healthy yearly returns. Ilan Shor was also found to have an account in the bank with the equivalent of $87,000 in cash. 
Other Security & Hybrid War News
Here’s a roundup of the other top security stories of the week: 
	Dmitri Constantinov doesn’t “want to go to prison.” The former President of the People’s Assembly of Gagauzia thus explained why he is on the run from the law in a newly released video. He called his recent 12 year prison sentence for embezzling more than 46 million lei “unfair” because the word “embezzlement” implies the theft of public funds and he was actually convicted of stealing this money from a private company - a situation he calls an “an economic dispute between private entities.” Constantinov is wanted by police and assumed to be in the Transnistria region after he escaped with a network of accomplices - changing cars at least 3 times - the day before sentencing. 

	The authorities announced a joint Moldovan-Ukrainian investigation into a Russian plot to assassinate Ukrainian public officials. Few details are available at the time of writing, but we know that one of the targets of the investigation was a Moldovan citizen named Nicolae Andrei Șepeli. He was previously convicted of an unspecified crime in Russia before being transferred to finish his prison sentence in a Moldovan prison. He as pardoned by President Sandu in April 2022 on the recommendation of the Prosecutor General and Commission on Issues of Pardoning Convicted Persons. This pardon was conditional on a sort of parole agreement and has been canceled citing new information2. 


Dodon’s “Kuliok” Trial Continues
Vladimir Plahotniuc has refused to testify in ongoing court proceedings against Igor Dodon in the case that has been nicknamed “kuliok” (bag). The case stems from a secretly recorded video, presumably by Plahotniuc himself, showing a discussion between himself and then President Igor Dodon in 2019. In the video, Plahotniuc passes Dodon a black bag with the implication that it contains money. Recall that Vladimir Voronin, when it appeared he was being forced out of politics last summer, told the world that the bag contained €860,000 euros. 
During court hearings, long portions of the video not involving the bag were played for the first time. They involve a negotiation between Dodon and Plahotniuc about the formation of a governing coalition in the wake of the 2019 parliamentary elections. Plahotniuc, then leader of the Democratic Party, asks Dodon for his terms and Dodon stipulates that there will be 2 coalition agreements: 
	The Secret Agreement - to be signed between Plahotniuc and Dodon at the Russian Embassy in the presence of the Russian Ambassador. 

	The Public Agreement - to be signed by the Democratic Party leader (Plahotniuc) and the Socialist Party leader (Zinaida Greceanîi) and released publicly. 


While the public agreement divided up ministries and created power-sharing working groups, the secret agreement involved Federalization. This almost certainly referred to the reintegration of Transnistria via the constitutionally asymmetric Kozak Memorandum3. Dodon explained that “The word federalization is a problem for us too. I explained it to Putin and Putin agreed,” and the 2 men agreed to use the term “special status.” 
In parallel, Plahotniuc asked for assurances that criminal cases against him opened in Russia would be closed. Dodon stated that Putin had invited Plahotniuc to Russia under his “personal guarantee” in order to discuss this. Plahotniuc asked for assurances that did not involve him going to Russia, to which Dodon replied that Dimitri Kozak insists on the coalition agreement coming first. 
Dodon additionally discussed party financing, with the clear implication that he was referring to Plahotniuc financing the Socialist Party, where he said “For us, 600-700 per month,” adding that this will increase “up to 700-800.” Plahotniuc expressed some surprise at this number, and Dodon insisted that “If you want to change something, I have to consult with Moscow.”
Note: Plahotniuc’s refusal to testify reflects his right against self incrimination as he is also a defendant in a related case that has not yet been brought to court. 
Other Crime, Corruption & Justice News
	Police increase the suspected body count of the Beriozchi serial killer. The crimes, which were first announced on Christmas Eve, are still being investigated as the police process the alleged killer’s sprawling pig farm. Chief of Police Viorel Cernăuțeanu answered questions about progress stating: 


“Active investigative measures are currently underway, which will undoubtedly further shock society. We’re talking about events from 2005-2008, 2015, and 2018, when the suspect committed quite serious crimes. Without going into details, the investigation has already clearly identified three victims. Three more victims are under investigation,”

	Interpol has refused to issue a Red Notice for Denis Cuculescu who was recently convicted of fraud and treason. The agency cited their rules against getting involved in political or security related prosecutions as the reason. Moldovan police are reapplying and attempting to negotiate, focusing on the fraud conviction. 

	Vlad Filat announced that Interpol dropped their Red Notice against him. This was confirmed by the Moldovan police but the reason is unclear. The warrant involved Filat’s recent prison sentence in France. 

	Anti-Corruption Prosecutors announced a new criminal case against Plahotniuc regarding the use of false identity documents. This will be his 6th ongoing criminal case in Moldova and the 3rd international case involving his many identities discovered when he was arrested in Greece (the other cases are in Greece and Romania)  


The Conflict over the Dereneu Church
A conflict between the Moldovan Orthodox Church (under Moscow) and the Romanian Orthodox Metropolis of Bessarabia (under Bucharest) over a church in the town of Dereneu has spilled into national politics. Back in 2018 the parish priest joined many other parishes around the country by defecting to the Metropolis of Bessarabia. This sparked a violent reaction, fueled by members of the Moldovan Orthodox Church and the local mayor who forcibly removed the priest and occupied the church. This case has spent years winding through the courts because the church building is state property. Ultimately, the Supreme Court of Justice ruled that parish choices and historical claims grant the right to use the building to the Metropolis of Bessarabia. 
Forward to the present, Moldovan Orthodox Church Archbishop Petru of Ungheni and Nisporeni, lit the match when he and various priests and parishioners occupied parts of the church grounds and tried to celebrate mass earlier this month. They were joined by a growing mob that the government now says are primarily “organized” outside agitators unrelated to this small town. Socialist MPs have attended the protests and the police have had to intervene to prevent the mob from forcibly removing the parish priest and occupying the building.  
This conflict has resulted in pictures and video clips being spread through Russian disinformation networks with claims that the Moldovan government is seizing churches or that a “Ukrainian scenario” is underway. Russian Foriegn Ministry Spokeswoman Maria Zakharova has called this an “attack on Orthodoxy” and a stain on any claim that the West believes in human rights. 
In other Orthodoxy news, Russian Patriarch Kirill awarded Transnistrian “President” Vadim Krasnoselsky the Order of Prince Daniel of Moscow, 2nd Class “for his contribution to the development of church-state relations.”
Author’s Note: If all of that is totally perplexing to you fear not! I’ve been working on a new report with Watchdog on the role of religion and the Orthodox Church in Russian disinformation. It will be out soon and I’ll send out parts of it directly via Moldova Matters with links to the full report. So if you’ve ever wondered how this whole church schism thing works - stay tuned. 

Other Political Updates
Here’s a roundup of the top politics stories of the week: 
	Democracy at Home (PPDA) MPs Sergiu Stefanco and Ana Țurcan-Oboroc stole a car off a police impound lot in Cahul. They claimed that the car was seized as part of bankruptcy proceedings against a local farmer in violation of a law passed in late 2025 that suspended asset confiscations from farmers. The car belongs to a local party leader’s wife. The farmer then returned the car in less than an hour saying “I don’t want to break the law.” PPDA leader Vasile Costiuc praised his MPs “for their courage” and denied reports (and video evidence) that the man had immediately returned the car. The car was released the following day through normal legal procedure.  

	The Ministry of Education launched a letter writing campaign on the 4th anniversary of the full scale war. The campaign is called “A letter in place of a hug” and encourages 6-12 graders to write a “simple and sincere letter, in which they convey a message of encouragement and hope” to their peers in Ukraine. Secretary of State Valentina Olaru stated that the letters don’t need to be “long or perfect” but that they should “come from the heart” and send the message “we are not indifferent.”


Economics & Infrastructure
Here’s a roundup of the top stories of the week: 
	Moldova is planning a high-speed electric rail link Chisinau-Ungheni. Minister of Infrastructure Bolea stated that a feasibility study is starting with the goal of planning a 140 km / hr rail line of European gauge. This line would connect from the Chisinau airport through Ungheni to Bucharest. When Romania completes their Pașcani - Iași line then this link would connect Chisinau to the entire European high speed rail network. 

	Questions swirl over the failure to complete the Vulcănești - Chișinău high voltage line in 2025. Politicians and ministers repeatedly claimed that the line would be put into use by December 2025 and have recently given contradicting answers as to what went wrong. President Sandu recently spoke in an interview explaining that while the power line is complete and has been tested the power stations at either end are behind their contractual deadlines. Minister of Energy Dorin Junghietu was forced to clarify that this isn’t really true. The contract deadline was never December 2025 but June 2026. He said that he made the public statements on the basis of verbal conversations he had where he urged the companies to complete the work faster - but that no such agreements were put on paper. When pressed he claimed that the contractors made “promises” but again, only verbally. 

	Moldelectrica has hit a milestone - for the first time they have reported battery storage as an energy source. Currently 25 MWhs of batteries are installed but the Ministry of Energy predicts up to 200 MWh by the end of the year thanks to private investment. They note that new tenders for wind farms with 170 MW capacity are being prepared and that these tenders require 0.25 MWh of storage to be installed alongside every 1 MW of generation. 

	Is the economy growing again? The National bank thinks so. They announced that GDP growth in Q3 of 2025 was 5.2%. They also announced that January inflation was 4.85% and within the bank’s target zone. The bank believes that the economy has now come out of stagnation. 

	Parliament has voted to raise the VAT threshold for companies to 1.7 million lei. Ultimately, MPs sided with the government against proposals to further increase the threshold to 3.2 million. 

	Economist Veaceslav Ionita has presented findings on the structural problems of the housing market in Moldova. He cites lack of housing supply driven by regulatory problems and poor financial instruments for builders as the driver of the ever-increasing housing prices in Chisinau. Specifically, he cites a 0.5% fee on the total project cost that is required to even start building. This means that a €100 million euro apartment building would have a €500,000 euro fee just to begin construction - much higher than in other parts of Europe. In terms of financing he notes that bank loans for real estate have exploded from 3.7 billion lei in 2015 to 29.4 billion lei in 2025 with half of this difference coming in the last 2 years. Critically, while around 70% of financing for new housing construction used to come in the form of loans to construction companies, today that figure is only 10% with the majority of lending going directly to households. Construction companies are unable to access cheap financing so they sell apartments in unbuilt projects in advance of construction and individual households make these purchases and wait 5-7 years to either move in or flip the completed property for up to 3x profit. This contrasts with an EU average of 50-70% of residential construction financing coming from bank loans offered at lower than mortgage rates. Since subsidized prima-casa mortgages cannot be spent on buildings that are unfinished this means that state money is subsidizing purchases on a supply constrained market and further driving up the price. 


1Though not less “abusive” in tone. As one Swedish diplomat said of the speech “It’s more like an abusive love affair,” “Europe gets beaten up by the USA. Then they get handed a bouquet of flowers. And suddenly, they are back in love.”


2In Moldova the pardon power is vested in the constitution but exercised (evidently) through administrative acts. I’ve found no other instance of a pardon being annulled or revoked due to new information, but it is not uncommon for pardons to have conditions attached. It will be interesting to see if this is challenged in court and what kind of precedent it might set. 


3It’s not much exaggeration to say that this would involve Moldova joining Transnistria and Gagauzia as a very junior partner. 



  
  
    Deep Dive

    Ilan Shor

    Based on Wikipedia: Ilan Shor


The Billion-Dollar Heist That Broke a Nation


In late November 2014, over the course of just three days, someone stole a billion dollars from the tiny Eastern European nation of Moldova. To put that in perspective: the theft equaled twelve percent of the entire country's economic output for the year. Imagine waking up to discover that one out of every eight dollars your country produced had simply vanished.


At the center of this extraordinary crime stands Ilan Shor, a man whose story reads like a spy novel written by someone who thought real spy novels weren't dramatic enough.


The Making of an Oligarch


Shor was born in Tel Aviv in 1987 to Moldovan Jewish parents who had emigrated from the Soviet Union in the late 1970s. But the family didn't stay in Israel long. When the Soviet Union began to crumble around 1990, they returned to Moldova—a small country wedged between Romania and Ukraine that was about to become independent for the first time in centuries.


The timing was no accident. According to sources close to Moldova's first president, Mircea Snegur, the elder Shor—Miron—came at Snegur's personal invitation in 1991. The newly independent Moldova was a land of opportunity for those with capital and connections. Miron Shor had both.


By the time Ilan reached adulthood, his father had died, but the family's business interests in Moldova had grown substantially. The younger Shor built on this foundation, accumulating a portfolio that included duty-free shops, a professional football club, and eventually something far more consequential: control of Moldova's banking system.


Anatomy of a Financial Catastrophe


The mechanics of the 2014 bank fraud reveal a scheme of breathtaking audacity.


First, companies connected to Shor gradually acquired controlling stakes in three Moldovan banks, including the Savings Bank of Moldova, where Shor became chairman of the board. Then, in the week before national parliamentary elections—when the country's attention was focused elsewhere—the trap was sprung.


Between November 24th and 26th, 2014, over seven hundred fifty million dollars flowed out of these three banks in the form of loans to shell companies. These were loans that would never be repaid, made to borrowers who existed only on paper, secured by assets that didn't exist.


On November 27th, a van belonging to a company owned by Shor was stolen. Inside were twelve sacks of bank files. The van was found burned. Meanwhile, digital records of transactions were being deleted from the banks' computer systems.


By the end of that day, the banks had collapsed. And here's where the story takes its darkest turn: the Moldovan government, in secret, decided to bail out the banks using eight hundred seventy million dollars from state reserves. The theft became the people's debt. Every Moldovan citizen would end up paying for crimes they had no part in committing.


The Auditors Come Calling


Kroll Incorporated, a corporate investigation firm, was brought in to trace the missing money. Their findings confirmed what many suspected: at least thirteen and a half billion Moldovan lei—the local currency—had been transferred to five companies connected to Shor between November 24th and 26th.


The scheme's brilliance, if you can call it that, lay in its timing and complexity. Shell companies, international transfers, burned documents, deleted records—untangling it all would take years. And those years would give the architects of the scheme time to move assets, flee jurisdictions, and muddy the legal waters.


Justice Delayed and Diminished


In March 2015, Moldova's National Anti-Corruption Center brought Shor in for questioning. Eight hours of interrogation. Seized property. House arrest.


Then something remarkable happened.


While ostensibly confined to his home and under investigation for one of the largest financial crimes in his country's history, Shor registered to run for mayor of Orhei, Moldova's fifth-largest city. He was released to campaign. He won with sixty-two percent of the vote.


How does a man under house arrest for stealing a billion dollars win a landslide election? Shor had cultivated a reputation as a generous benefactor. He built an amusement park called OrheiLand, offered free admission to all visitors, and positioned himself as a man who gave back to his community. Whether this generosity was genuine philanthropy or an elaborate image-laundering operation depends on whom you ask.


In October 2015, Shor delivered what appeared to be a confession—but not of his own crimes. He handed prosecutors a ten-page document detailing corrupt practices by former Prime Minister Vlad Filat. According to Shor, Filat had received approximately two hundred fifty million dollars in exchange for various favors over the years. Filat was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to nine years in prison. He denied everything.


Shor himself was sentenced to seven and a half years in 2017 for money laundering, fraud, and breach of trust. But he appealed, remained under house arrest rather than prison, and in 2019 fled to Israel.


In 2023, a Moldovan appeals court doubled his sentence to fifteen years—but by then, Shor was long gone.


The Moscow Connection


From exile, Shor's story evolved from financial criminal to political operative.


Despite being a fugitive with an active arrest warrant, he was elected to Moldova's parliament in 2019 on the ticket of his own political party—the Șor Party. He was reelected in 2021. For years, a convicted fraudster who had stolen one-eighth of his country's gross domestic product helped make its laws while living abroad.


Intelligence reports paint Shor as more than just a self-interested criminal. According to documents obtained by the Washington Post, Russia's Federal Security Service—the FSB, successor to the KGB—began cooperating directly with Shor's party. Russian political strategists were dispatched to help. The FSB referred to Shor by a codename: "The Young One."


The Russian assistance was practical and comprehensive. FSB advisors helped the party obtain prepaid phone cards for untraceable communications. They recommended erasing evidence of Shor's "negative past"—his criminal record—from the internet. They suggested offering journalists "rewards" for deleting unfavorable articles. Control of Moldova's two main pro-Russian television channels was transferred to a Shor associate, giving him a platform to push Moscow's agenda.


When Moldovan authorities threatened one of Shor's key assets—shares in Chișinău International Airport—the FSB helped transfer ownership to a Russian businessman. Shor denies owning the stake, but FSB documents from 2020 refer to it as "Shor's asset."


A Party Banned, Then Unbanned, Then Banned Again


The Șor Party's relationship with Moldovan democracy grew increasingly turbulent.


In 2022 and 2023, the party organized a series of protests that Moldovan authorities characterized as attempts to destabilize the government. On June 19th, 2023, Moldova's Constitutional Court banned the party entirely, ruling it had violated constitutional provisions requiring political parties to uphold the rule of law and territorial integrity.


The court's chairman cited protests designed "to destabilize Moldova and foment a coup in order to install a pro-Russian government." The party had been accused of paying protesters, busing them in from rural areas, and coordinating with Russian intelligence services.


Nine months later, in March 2024, the same court reversed its decision and lifted the ban. The reasons for this reversal remain contentious.


Meanwhile, Shor simply created new vehicles for his political influence. In June 2023, he announced a new coalition called Chance, Duties, Realization—whose Romanian abbreviation conveniently spelled Ș.O.R. This group was deregistered days before local elections after Moldova's intelligence services determined it was "corrupting voters and using illegal funds from Russia."


In April 2024, Shor invited Moldovan political figures to Moscow, where they formed yet another coalition called Victory. Moldova's electoral commission refused to certify the bloc for elections.


Following the Money


Where does a fugitive oligarch living in Moscow get the funds to run massive political operations in Moldova?


RISE Moldova, an investigative journalism organization partnered with the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project, traced some of the money. They found that Shor's investment programs were funded through a chain of intermediaries leading back to suspected money launderers with ties to Russian organized crime.


In 2023, Shor announced a "Moldovan Village" program promising twenty million Moldovan lei—about one point one million dollars—to each participating mayor's office over three years. But when mayors signed contracts, they weren't signing with Shor's foundation. They were signing with a sixty-one-year-old Israeli citizen named Igal Shved.


Moldova's Security and Intelligence Service traced Shved's money to Victor Gutsuliak, a former Moldovan law enforcement officer now living in Russia. Gutsuliak's account had received one hundred sixty-six million rubles from Anastasia Dronova, who was connected to "Russian oligarchic groups linked to high-ranking individuals in Moscow."


When authorities seized Shved's funds, Shor reportedly switched to using cash couriers to physically transport money into Moldova.


Gagauzia: A Russian Foothold


One of Shor's most significant political achievements has been capturing influence in Gagauzia, an autonomous region in southern Moldova.


Gagauzia is home to the Gagauz people, a Turkic ethnic minority who speak their own language but have strong cultural and political ties to Russia. The region has its own governor and parliament, and has historically been skeptical of Moldova's westward orientation.


In 2023, reporting indicated that Shor's network had "seized" Gagauzia through strategic deployment of embezzled funds. By 2025, Shor was promoting Evghenia Guțul, the Governor of Gagauzia, to head his party's electoral list for upcoming parliamentary elections—even though Guțul was under house arrest facing two criminal investigations at the time.


Sanctions and Isolation


The international community has taken notice.


In October 2022, the United States Treasury Department designated Shor as a Specially Designated National under the Global Magnitsky Act—a powerful sanctions tool originally created to punish Russian officials involved in human rights abuses. The designation cited his association with the Russian government.


In December 2022, the United Kingdom imposed sanctions, citing Shor's involvement in "serious corruption with respect to bribery of foreign public officials."


In May 2023, the European Union added its own sanctions, pointing to both his Russian connections and his role in destabilizing Moldova.


Switzerland followed suit. As of 2024, Shor is effectively barred from traveling to or doing business in most Western democracies. He remains in Russia, which granted him citizenship in 2024.


The End of an Era?


On December 1st, 2025, Shor made a surprising announcement from Moscow. He declared an end to his "social projects" in Moldova and withdrew his political support from local elected officials affiliated with him.


What prompted this apparent retreat remains unclear. Perhaps the sanctions had finally squeezed too tight. Perhaps Russian patrons had decided he was more liability than asset. Perhaps he simply calculated that the political landscape had shifted against him irrevocably.


Or perhaps it's simply the latest tactical maneuver from a man who has repeatedly demonstrated an ability to reinvent himself, to disappear and reappear, to transform setbacks into opportunities.


What Does Shor Actually Want?


Shor has been explicit about his vision for Moldova's future. He believes "the only salvation" for the country is "union with the Russian Federation." He has stated that "it makes no sense to talk about the country's independence."


This is remarkable candor from a politician. Most pro-Russian figures in former Soviet states maintain at least a pretense of supporting national sovereignty while advocating for closer ties with Moscow. Shor dispenses with the pretense entirely.


His position makes more sense when you consider his circumstances. Living in Russia, holding Russian citizenship since 2024, facing fifteen years in prison if he returns to Moldova, under Western sanctions that close off most of the world—Shor's personal interests align perfectly with Russian annexation of his homeland. A Moldova absorbed into Russia would mean no more arrest warrants, no more asset seizures, no more exile.


Moldova at the Crossroads


Understanding Ilan Shor requires understanding Moldova's precarious position.


This country of about two and a half million people sits at one of history's most contested crossroads. To the west lies Romania and, beyond it, the European Union. To the east lies Ukraine, currently fighting to repel a Russian invasion that began in 2022. A sliver of Moldovan territory—Transnistria—has been occupied by Russian troops since a brief civil war in the early 1990s.


Moldova's pro-European government, led by President Maia Sandu, has been working to bring the country into the European Union. Russia has been working equally hard to prevent this, using every tool available: energy blackmail, information warfare, political subversion, and oligarchs like Shor.


President Sandu has called Victory, Shor's political bloc, "created from and for corruption." Moldova's Socialist Party—itself often accused of pro-Russian sympathies—has complained that Shor is systematically bribing its members to defect.


The Wages of Corruption


The 2014 bank fraud didn't just steal money. It stole trust.


Moldova was already one of Europe's poorest countries. The billion-dollar theft came at a moment when many Moldovans were beginning to hope for a better future. The government that emerged from the 2014 elections had promised reform and European integration. Instead, citizens discovered that their leaders had secretly bailed out banks that had been systematically looted, transferring the losses to ordinary taxpayers.


The scandal discredited an entire political class. It fed cynicism about democracy itself. It created an opening for figures like Shor to present themselves as alternatives to a corrupt establishment—even though Shor himself was at the heart of the corruption.


This is perhaps the cruelest irony of Shor's political career. The very crime that should have ended his public life became, through a combination of audacity and propaganda, the foundation of his political appeal. He positioned himself as a successful businessman, a generous philanthropist, a victim of politically motivated persecution—anything but what he actually was.


The Journalist's Dilemma


For Moldova's independent journalists, covering Shor has been both essential and dangerous.


Outlets like Cu Sens and Zona de Securitate have carried out investigations into Shor's networks at significant personal and institutional risk. They operate in an environment where pro-Russian media outlets—many connected to Shor—command substantial audiences, where the FSB has actively worked to suppress negative coverage, and where the legal and financial resources available to journalists pale against those available to oligarchs.


This asymmetry explains why organizations like RISE Moldova, working with international partners like the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project, have been so important. By connecting local journalists with global networks, they provide both protection and amplification for stories that might otherwise be suppressed.


What Comes Next


As of late 2025, Shor remains in Moscow, a Russian citizen, under Western sanctions, facing a fifteen-year prison sentence in Moldova. His political networks in Moldova have been weakened but not destroyed. The Governor of Gagauzia remains aligned with his movement. Local officials in various towns continue to benefit from his largesse—or did, until his December announcement.


A key witness in the bank fraud case has reportedly retracted his original testimony during a deposition in a United States court. The legal proceedings continue, but justice remains incomplete.


Moldova's future remains uncertain. The country has moved closer to European Union membership, but Russian pressure continues. The war in Ukraine has raised the stakes dramatically—if Russia wins there, Moldova could be next.


In this context, Ilan Shor is less an individual story than a case study in how authoritarianism undermines democracy from within. You don't need tanks on the border when you have oligarchs in the banking system. You don't need to win elections when you can buy politicians. You don't need popular support when you can purchase it with stolen money.


The billion dollars stolen in November 2014 is gone, scattered through shell companies and offshore accounts across the globe. The debt remains, borne by Moldovan citizens who had no part in the crime. And the man at the center of it all sits in Moscow, watching and waiting, still convinced that Moldova's future lies not with Europe but with Russia.


Whether he's right depends on choices that Moldovans—and their allies—are still making.
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Israeli attacks kill three Palestinians in southern Gaza. Palestinians detained by Israel released back to Gaza. U.S. officials prepare large military base in southern Gaza. White House weighs using Israeli-backed gangs to form Gaza police force. Settlers kill Palestinian-American in the West Bank; Israeli police kill Palestinian citizen of Israel. President Donald Trump hosts inaugural Board of Peace meeting. Reps. Ro Khanna and Thomas Massie to force a vote on war with Iran. U.S. is holding backchannel talks with Castro family confidante. Trump threatens potential Iran strikes from UK bases amid dispute over Diego Garcia. U.S. delays Taiwan arms package amid pressure from Xi Jinping ahead of Beijing summit. Wexner says DOJ and FBI never questioned him over Epstein ties. Former Prince Andrew arrested on suspicion of misconduct in public office over Epstein ties. Mexico explores mediating between U.S. and Cuba as aid shipments continue. UN mission finds “hallmarks of genocide” in RSF takeover of El-Fasher. South Korean court sentences former president to life in prison over failed self-coup attempt. U.S. begins full military withdrawal from Syria. Rights group alleges record extrajudicial killings by Punjab police unit. Congo offers rebel-held Rubaya coltan mine to U.S. in strategic minerals push. U.S.-brokered Russia–Ukraine talks in Geneva end without a breakthrough.
NEW from Drop Site: “This is no dress rehearsal”: U.S. amasses major military buildup near Iran as talks proceed. The Israeli government ran security operation at Epstein-linked Manhattan apartment.
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The Gaza Genocide, West Bank, and Israel
	Casualty counts: Over the past 24 hours, two Palestinians were killed and four were injured in Israeli attacks in Gaza. The total recorded death toll since October 7, 2023 has risen to 72,069 killed, with 171,728 injured. Since October 11, the first full day of the so-called ceasefire, Israel has killed at least 611 Palestinians in Gaza and wounded 1,630, while 726 bodies have been recovered from under the rubble, according to the Palestinian Ministry of Health.

	Israeli attacks kill three Palestinians in southern Gaza: Three Palestinians were killed by Israeli fire east of Khan Younis on the first day of Ramadan as Israel continued air, artillery, and tank strikes across the Gaza Strip, medical sources told Palestine Online. One person was killed in the Al-Tahlia neighborhood and two in Bani Suheila. Israeli artillery hit eastern Gaza City and homes were demolished in Beit Hanoun. Airstrikes also targeted Khan Younis and Rafah, extending attacks across both northern and southern Gaza.

	Palestinians detained by Israel released back to Gaza: Israel released 13 detainees back to the Gaza Strip on Wednesday evening via the International Committee of the Red Cross, including one woman and a 15-year-old boy detained during earlier ground incursions. They arrived at Al-Aqsa Martyrs Hospital in Deir al-Balah in poor health, with signs of malnutrition and physical abuse, according to medical sources.

	U.S. officials prepare ISF military base in Gaza: The Trump administration is planning a 5,000-person military base in Gaza spanning more than 350 acres to serve as an operating hub for the International Stabilization Force (ISF) under the “Board of Peace,” according to contracting records reviewed by The Guardian. The plans outline a phased construction of a fortified base featuring 26 armored watchtowers, a small arms range, bunkers, equipment warehouses, and barbed-wire perimeter defenses, to be built in southern Gaza.

	White House weighs using Israeli-backed gangs to form Gaza police force: The White House is considering a proposal to recruit anti-Hamas Palestinian gangs—armed by Israel since the onset of the genocide—into a new Gaza police force, The Telegraph reports. Some of these gangs, which include organized crime groups and drug-trafficking clans, have been reported to have been looting aid amid famine conditions and carrying out murders and kidnappings, with members of at least two groups reportedly having fought for or pledged allegiance to Islamic State.

	Settlers kill Palestinian-American in the West Bank: Israeli settlers shot and killed Nasrallah Muhammad Jamal Abu Siyam, a 19-year-old Palestinian-American, in the village of Mukhmas, north of Jerusalem on Wednesday night, according to reports citing the Health Ministry. The Israeli military said soldiers responded to a violent confrontation in the area and attempted to disperse a riot. Several Palestinians were shot and evacuated for medical treatment. Abu Siyam’s mother told the Associated Press that he held American citizenship. ​

	Israeli police kill Palestinian citizen of Israel; additional shootings reported: Israeli border police shot and killed 18-year-old Palestinian citizen of Israel Ahmad Mohammad Ashqar during a stop in Kabul in the Galilee on Wednesday, according to The Times of Israel. Police said an officer opened fire after Ashqar, riding a motorcycle, allegedly failed to heed orders to stop; footage showed him crashing into a parked car after being shot. National Security Minister Itamar Ben Gvir said the officer had his “full backing.” Separately, three other Palestinian citizens of Israel were shot dead on the same day amid a surge in violence affecting Palestinian communities within Israel.

	U.S. approves coordination between Palestinian Authority and BoP: The United States has approved the creation of a formal coordination committee between the Palestinian Authority (PA) and President Trump’s Board of Peace to oversee postwar reconstruction in Gaza Strip, U.S. and Palestinian officials told The Times of Israel. The panel will include PA Prime Minister Mohammed Mustafa and Gaza High Representative Nickolay Mladenov, as Ramallah seeks greater influence over Gaza’s future despite continued U.S. and Israeli opposition to an expanded PA role. Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas has not been invited to Thursday’s Board of Peace meeting.

	Palestinian photographer killed in Gaza named 2026 George Polk Award winner: Palestinian photojournalist Mariam Dagga was posthumously named as one of the winners of the 2026 George Polk Awards for photojournalism. Dagga was killed in an Israeli “double tap” attack on Nasser Hospital in southern Gaza’s Khan Younis that killed at least 21 Palestinians, including five journalists. The second strike of the attack was captured on camera directly hitting  journalists and rescuers on a staircase.

	Lancet study finds Gaza death toll far higher than previously reported: A new study published in The Lancet estimates more than 75,000 people were killed in the first 16 months of Israel’s war on the Gaza Strip—at least 25,000 more than figures released by local authorities at the time—while confirming that Gaza health officials accurately reported the share of women, children, and elderly among the dead. Researchers found that about 56 percent of violent deaths between October 2023 and January 2025 fell into those groups and that thousands more people likely died from indirect causes such as disease and malnutrition. The study challenges Israeli claims that combatant and civilian deaths were roughly equal following the October 7 attack by Hamas and the subsequent Israeli assault, suggesting the official toll substantially undercounted fatalities by a margin similar to earlier independent estimates.


U.S. News
	Congress to vote on Iran war: Reps. Ro Khanna (D-Calif.) and Thomas Massie, (R-Ky.) are forcing a vote on Trump’s war with Iran by using the privileged procedure associated with the War Powers Act. The resolution is likely to come to the floor of the House next week, yet has been assiduously ignored by the mainstream press. It could end up becoming as politically consequential as the 2002 vote to authorize war in Iraq.

	Trump hosts inaugural Board of Peace meeting: President Donald Trump opened the inaugural meeting of the Board of Peace in Washington, D.C. on Thursday where representatives from more than 45 countries are expected to attend. “In terms of power and in terms of prestige there’s never been anything close because these are the greatest leaders,” Trump said in his opening remarks. There is no Palestinian representation on the board, while Israel holds a seat. According to a run of show circulating online, Trump and Vance will open, followed by Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Envoy Steve Witkoff and Ambassador Mike Waltz. Dr. Ali Shaath of the NCAG on Gaza’s future will follow, then Tony Blair on capacity building, World Bank President Ajay Banga on fiscal oversight, and Jared Kushner on “measurable” results in Gaza. Roundtables will cover Gaza aid, policing, reconstruction, sovereign wealth funding, supply chains, and redevelopment plans. The agenda also features a “FIFA video presentation.”

	U.S. holds quiet backchannel talks with Castro grandson: Secretary of State Marco Rubio reportedly held secret discussions with Raúl Castro’s grandson and close confidant, Raúl Guillermo Rodríguez Castro, according to Axios, citing three sources including a senior Trump administration official. The outreach suggests Washington views Raúl Castro—rather than President Miguel Díaz-Canel—as a power broker who can facilitate a deal. In February, the U.S. diplomat for Cuba Mike Hammer said, “Obviously there are conversations with some very high-ranking people within the regime,” and added, “Yes, there is a Delcy Rodríguez” in Cuba.

	“This is no dress rehearsal”: U.S. amasses major military buildup near Iran as talks proceed: The United States is deploying a massive concentration of air and naval power in the Middle East as talks continue with Iran. Vice President JD Vance said Tuesday the talks in “some ways…went well” but warned that the administration has set red lines Iran has not accepted; Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei has rejected what he called ultimatums disguised as negotiations. The deployment includes two carrier strike groups—the USS Abraham Lincoln and USS Gerald R. Ford—dozens of advanced fighter jets and refueling aircraft, expanded missile defense batteries, and more than 30,000 U.S. personnel positioned within range of Iran. Current and former U.S. officials told Drop Site that the scale of the buildup would support sustained strikes targeting Iranian air defenses, missile forces, and senior leadership if diplomacy collapses, while Tehran has signaled it would retaliate forcefully and could threaten shipping through the Strait of Hormuz. Read the full report on the buildup from Jeremy Scahill and Murtaza Hussain for Drop Site, here.

	Trump threatens potential Iran strikes from UK bases amid dispute over Diego Garcia: President Donald Trump suggested the United States could launch attacks on Iran from British territory—including the major U.S.-UK base on the island of Diego Garcia—with or without London’s consent. Trump also used the opportunity to criticize Prime Minister Keir Starmer over a sovereignty deal that transferred the Chagos archipelago to Mauritius.

	Lawmakers press State Department over detention of Palestinian-American teen: Fifteen U.S. lawmakers led by Sen. Peter Welch wrote to Rubio to demand answers about the nine-month imprisonment of Palestinian-American teenager Mohammed Ibrahim in Israel. Arrested at 15 in the occupied West Bank, Ibrahim was allegedly beaten, pepper-sprayed, and denied adequate food and medical care, losing roughly a third of his body weight before his release in November. The lawmakers asked whether the State Department has sought an independent investigation and accountability for those responsible.

	U.S. delays Taiwan arms package amid pressure from Xi ahead of Beijing summit: The Trump administration is holding up a major U.S. weapons sale to Taiwan after Chinese leader Xi Jinping urged caution in a recent call with Trump, the Wall Street Journal reports, with officials fearing approval could derail Trump’s planned April visit to Beijing. Advisers are weighing the deal—expected to include Patriot missile interceptors—against broader efforts to preserve a trade truce and stabilize relations between the U.S. and China.

	Regulators face pressure over Blackstone’s early equity move in New Mexico utility takeover: Private equity giant Blackstone purchased $400 million in shares of TXNM Energy—the parent of the Public Service Company of New Mexico—before receiving the approval from the New Mexico Public Regulation Commission it is legally require to obtain, according to filings tied to Blackstone’s proposed acquisition of the utility. Mariel Nanasi of New Energy Economy said the move shows “reckless disregard for New Mexico law,” arguing the unauthorized purchase of equities should block the broader merger, which would be a major victory for consumer advocates in the state who have sought to prevent private equity’s takeover of the state’s largest electricity provider. Read more at the The American Prospect, here.


Epstein
	Israeli government ran security operation at Epstein-linked Manhattan apartment: The Israeli government installed and maintained security equipment beginning in early 2016 at a Manhattan apartment building controlled by convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, according to emails recently released by the Department of Justice and reviewed by Drop Site News. The system covered a unit where former Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak stayed for extended periods, with officials from Israel’s permanent mission to the United Nations coordinating regularly with Epstein’s staff over access and arrangements. Epstein frequently loaned apartments to his contacts and used the building to house underage models. The full report from Ryan Grim and Murtaza Hussain is available here.

	WSJ: “French model scout Jean-Luc Brunel was negotiating to provide prosecutors with evidence against the sex offender in 2016—three years before he was finally arrested—but ultimately backed out.” The Wall Street Journal reports that in 2016 Epstein ally Brunel was in talks with federal investigators to flip on Epstein in exchange for immunity. Epstein got wind of the talks and told his attorney, Kathy Ruemmler, that Brunel wanted $3 million to stay quiet. Brunel ultimately backed out of the talks with investigators and was later arrested in France in 2020 in connection with the Epstein probe, and charged with rape of a minor under 15. He died in prison under contested circumstances. WSJ: “Brunel was a central figure in Epstein’s orbit who used his position atop a U.S. modeling agency to recruit foreign girls and young women, securing work visas and providing the appearance of real employment. The Frenchman traveled on Epstein’s plane, visited his island and exchanged hundreds of emails with him.”

	Wexner says DOJ and FBI never questioned him over Epstein ties: Billionaire retail executive Les Wexner told lawmakers during a congressional deposition at his Ohio mansion that he was never interviewed by the Department of Justice or the Federal Bureau of Investigation about his decades-long relationship with Jeffrey Epstein, according to Rep. Robert Garcia and Rep. Yassamin Ansari. Wexner, 88, maintained in his opening statement before the committee that he was “duped” by Epstein, denied knowledge of criminal activity, and said he cut ties in 2007. The lawmakers said during his testimony that he claimed federal authorities never sought to question him during any prior Epstein investigation, even though he provided the financier with roughly $1 billion in financial support. Ansari called the failure to probe him “completely inconceivable” and likened it to one of the largest coverups in history.

	Former Prince Andrew arrested on suspicion of misconduct in public office over Epstein ties: Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor, the younger brother of King Charles, has been arrested in Britain on suspicion of misconduct in public office by police investigating the former prince’s dealings with convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein. Police have not said what led them to arrest Mountbatten-Windsor, but they have previously said they were reviewing allegations that a woman was trafficked to the UK by Epstein to have a sexual encounter with Mountbatten-Windsor, and claims he shared sensitive information with Epstein while serving as the UK’s trade envoy. King Charles released a statement expressing his “deepest concern” over his brother’s arrest and said “the law must take its course.” In November, King Charles stripped his brother of his title as prince and duke of York, and evicted him from his royal residence over his relationship with Epstein.


International News
	Mexico explores mediating between U.S. and Cuba as aid shipments continue: President Claudia Sheinbaum said Wednesday that Mexico is holding talks to explore facilitating dialogue between the United States and Cuba. Sheinbaum said any mediation would depend on the will of Washington and Havana and must respect Cuba’s self-determination, adding that feasibility hinges on the conditions set by both governments. Mexico recently sent 814 tons of aid to Havana and is preparing another shipment, while acknowledging it has “for now” paused fuel exports following new U.S. sanctions targeting countries supplying oil to Cuba, deepening the island’s economic strain.

	South Korean court sentences former president to life in prison over failed self-coup attempt: A Seoul court sentenced former president Yoon Suk Yeol to life imprisonment with labour for attempting to spark an insurrection with his December 2024 martial law declaration. The court found that Yoon sought to block access to the parliament building with troops and to arrest political leaders, with the intent to disrupt the country’s constitutional order. Judges cited Yoon’s lack of remorse, refusal to attend hearings, and the severe social and political damage caused by his decision, though they stopped short of the death penalty because his plans were poorly executed and largely failed. The verdict marks the harshest sentence imposed on an elected leader in South Korea’s democratic era. Yoon is expected to appeal.

	UN mission finds “hallmarks of genocide” in RSF takeover of El-Fasher: A “campaign of destruction” by the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) in El-Fasher in October shows “hallmarks of genocide” according to a report by the UN’s Independent International Fact-Finding Mission for Sudan. The report documented mass killings, starvation, rape, torture, and ethnically targeted killings, particular against the Zaghawa and the Fur communities, after the RSF takeover of El-Fasher following an 18-month siege. The Genocide Convention sets out five criteria to assess whether genocide has taken place; a genocide determination can be made even if only one of the five criteria is met. The mission concluded the RSF committed at least three: killing members of a protected ethnic group; causing serious bodily and mental harm; and deliberately inflicting conditions of life calculated to bring about the group’s physical destruction in whole or in part. Investigators said the scale, coordination, and public endorsement by RSF leadership show the crimes were planned and warned the risk of further genocidal acts remains serious without accountability.

	U.S. begins full military withdrawal from Syria: The Trump administration is pulling all roughly 1,000 U.S. troops out of Syria over the next two months, the WSJ reports. This ends the U.S.’s decade-long deployment of military forces against the Islamic State, with U.S. military officials arguing the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces have effectively disbanded and integrated into the Syrian army. U.S. officials say their withdrawal is “conditions-based” and could be reconsidered if the Islamic State regains strength.

	Famine risk surges in North Darfur as RSF attacks cut off aid and livelihoods: Nearly 25,000 people in Umm Buru, Karnoi, and Al-Tina are on the brink of famine as fighting and drone warfare sever humanitarian access and local economies, according to the Sudanese outlet The Ayin Network. The Rapid Support Forces have assaulted the areas since mid-December in a bid to seize control of the North Darfur region, while the Sudanese Armed Forces claim to have slowed the advance with the help of Turkish-made drones. Aid workers said insecurity has halted farming and trade, blocked exit routes into Chad, and left communities trapped as hunger rapidly worsens.

	Egypt pressures Haftar to cut ties with Sudan militia as Libya supply route exposed: Senior officials from Egypt have repeatedly traveled to eastern Libya to urge Khalifa Haftar, head of the Libyan National Army, to end his alleged support for Sudan’s Rapid Support Forces, amid fears the war could spill across Egypt’s borders, according to Asharq Al-Aswat. Satellite imagery and a detailed investigation by Reuters point to heavy cargo flights into the Kufrah airstrip that funneled supplies to the RSF, helping it regain ground in Darfur after setbacks in Khartoum. While the LNA denies backing either side, analysts say mounting pressure from Egypt and Turkey could force Haftar to distance himself from the RSF as concerns grow over Libya’s fragile internal stability.

	France presses ahead with bid to oust UN rapporteur despite debunking of claims: More than 150 former ministers, ambassadors, and senior officials accused French Foreign Minister Jean-Noël Barrot of spreading disinformation by citing a doctored video to call for the resignation of UN Special Rapporteur Francesca Albanese, after independent fact-checkers found she never labeled Israel an “enemy of humanity.” The coalition urged the French government to retract the claims it made about Albanese and to defend the UN’s ability to conduct its business in Gaza without external interference. Despite this, and despite criminal claims lodged against him by French legal groups, Barrot doubled down in parliament on Wednesday, saying France still plans to formally seek Albanese’s removal at the United Nations Human Rights Council session on February 23, 2026. Barrot pointed to a ministry-curated compilation of Albanese’s past social media posts—some from 2014 and 2023—as evidence to justify his decision.

	Rights group alleges record extrajudicial killings by Punjab police unit: The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan, an independent, non-profit organization, says that more than 900 people have been killed in extrajudicial “encounters” by Punjab’s Crime Control Department between April and December of 2025, according to a summary of their report in Al Jazeera. HRCP documented at least 670 encounters resulting in 924 deaths—more than double the total recorded across Punjab and Sindh in all of 2024. Critics say a pattern of strikingly similar police reports and the sheer scale of the deaths suggest malfeasance and dispute the state’s account that the killings were done in “self-defence.”

	Cambodia accuses Thailand of occupying territory despite U.S.-brokered truce: Prime Minister Hun Manet said Thai forces remain inside Cambodian territory months after a ceasefire brokered by Trump, calling the situation fragile and urging Bangkok to allow a joint boundary commission to begin border demarcation work, according to Reuters. Thailand denied occupying land, saying it is maintaining existing troop deployments as part of de-escalation measures. Manet made the comments while in Washington for Trump’s Board of Peace meeting, warning Cambodia cannot accept what it views as a violation of its sovereignty and stressing that talks are needed to prevent renewed conflict along the disputed border.

	Congo offers rebel-held Rubaya coltan mine to U.S. in strategic minerals push: The Democratic Republic of the Congo has added the rebel-controlled Rubaya coltan mine—which produces about 15 percent of the world’s coltan—to a shortlist of strategic assets it is offering Washington under a new minerals cooperation framework, according to Reuters. The offer was made even though the site is presently under the control of M23 and its political affiliate, and in spite of the continued fighting in the region. U.S. officials say that under the agreement, American companies will receive preferential access to the site. Congolese authorities estimate that Rubaya would require up to $150 million to restart production.

	U.S.-brokered Russia–Ukraine talks in Geneva end without a breakthrough: The latest U.S.-organized negotiations in Geneva between envoys from Russia and Ukraine concluded Wednesday with both sides calling the discussions “difficult” and acknowledging no major progress. President Volodymyr Zelenskyy accused Moscow of dragging out talks while continuing its military onslaught, though he noted some constructive movement in the talks concerning on military issues, such as potential ceasefire monitoring with U.S. involvement. The disputes over Russian-occupied eastern territory remain, however. Both delegations said another round of talks is planned.
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    Deep Dive

    War in Darfur

    Based on Wikipedia: War in Darfur


The Raid That Changed Everything


At 5:30 in the morning on April 25, 2003, while the garrison at Al-Fashir slept, rebels crept into the capital city of North Darfur and launched an attack that would reshape the entire conflict. In just four hours, they destroyed helicopter gunships and Antonov bombers on the ground, killed 75 soldiers, and captured the base commander—a Major General.


It was unprecedented. In twenty years of civil war in southern Sudan, no rebel force had ever pulled off anything like it.


The raid humiliated the Sudanese military and backed the government into a corner. Their army was already stretched thin, fighting in the south and the east. They couldn't retrain and redeploy fast enough. So they turned to a different kind of force—one that would soon become synonymous with some of the worst atrocities of the twenty-first century.


They turned to the Janjaweed.


What Darfur Actually Is


Darfur means "the home of the Fur" in Arabic, and that name tells you something important: this region has its own distinct identity, separate from the rest of Sudan. While the peoples along the Nile River became heavily Arabized over centuries—largely due to the migration of Arab tribes starting in the eleventh century—Darfur remained closer to its native African cultures. It organized itself as an independent sultanate as early as the fourteenth century, functioning as its own political entity for hundreds of years.


The region only became part of Sudan through colonial machinations. Egypt annexed it in 1875, then it fell to the Mahdist State—a revolutionary Islamic movement that briefly controlled much of Sudan. After the British defeated the Mahdists in 1899, they reinstated a local sultan as a client ruler. That arrangement lasted until World War One, when the sultan made the mistake of supporting the Ottoman Empire. A British expedition deposed him in 1916, and Darfur has been administratively part of Sudan ever since.


But administrative boundaries don't erase centuries of distinct identity. Darfur's population includes dozens of ethnic groups, broadly divided into those with Arab heritage and those without. The Fur, Zaghawa, and Masalit peoples—non-Arab but overwhelmingly Muslim—make up much of the population. They've lived alongside Arab and Arabized groups for generations, sometimes peacefully, sometimes not.


The Kindling Before the Fire


No single cause explains the War in Darfur. The conflict emerged from multiple overlapping grievances, each feeding the others.


Land and water sit at the heart of many disputes. Darfur exists at the edge of the Sahara, where semi-nomadic herders move their livestock across territory also used by sedentary farmers. As the desert has expanded southward—a process driven by climate change and overuse—competition for viable land has intensified. Herders need to move their animals to find water and grazing. Farmers need to protect their crops. When resources grow scarce, these needs collide.


Then there's the ethnic dimension. By the early 1990s, non-Arab groups in Darfur began describing what they experienced as a form of apartheid—a systematic campaign of discrimination by the Arab-dominated government in Khartoum. The economist George Ayittey put it bluntly: the Arab-led government monopolized power and excluded black citizens. Whether you call it apartheid, discrimination, or something else, the perception of systematic marginalization ran deep.


The broader history of Sudan's civil wars also shaped what happened in Darfur. For decades, the government in Khartoum had fought against rebel movements in the south—a conflict between the Arab and Muslim north against the largely Christian and animist south. Those wars established patterns of government response to rebellion, including the use of proxy militias. When rebellion emerged in Darfur, the government reached for familiar tools.


The Rebellion Takes Shape


You could date the rebellion's beginning to July 21, 2001. That's when a group of Zaghawa and Fur people met in a town called Abu Gamra and swore oaths on the Quran to defend their villages against government-sponsored attacks. Nearly everyone in Darfur is Muslim—the rebels, the militias attacking them, and the government officials in Khartoum giving orders. This wasn't a religious conflict. It was about power, resources, and identity.


The first real military action came in February 2002, when rebels attacked an army garrison. More attacks followed: police stations, military outposts, supply convoys. By February 2003, a group calling itself the Darfur Liberation Front—soon renamed the Sudan Liberation Movement—publicly claimed responsibility for an attack on Golo, headquarters of a major district. The government responded with massive air and ground assaults.


But the rebels kept winning.


In March 2003, they seized the garrison town of Tine on the Chadian border, capturing significant quantities of weapons and supplies. Despite President Omar al-Bashir's threats to "unleash" the army, the military had little to unleash. They were already deployed in the south, where one civil war was ending, and in the east, where Eritrea-backed rebels threatened oil infrastructure. The rebel strategy of hit-and-run raids in the desert proved almost impossible for conventionally trained troops to counter.


Then came the Al-Fashir raid—that devastating early-morning attack that changed everything.


In the months that followed, rebels won thirty-four of thirty-eight engagements with government forces. In May, they destroyed an entire battalion at Kutum, killing 500 and taking 300 prisoners. By mid-summer, they were infiltrating eastward, threatening to spread the war beyond Darfur entirely.


The Janjaweed Solution


With their conventional military losing battle after battle, Sudan's leaders shifted strategy. They would rely on three elements: military intelligence, air power, and the Janjaweed.


The Janjaweed were armed herders, many from Arabized African groups along with some Bedouin nomads. The government had already used them to suppress an uprising by the Masalit people between 1986 and 1999. Now they became the centerpiece of counter-insurgency operations.


The government consistently denied supporting the Janjaweed. The evidence said otherwise. Military resources poured into Darfur. The Janjaweed received weapons, communication equipment, even artillery. They were transformed from armed bands into a paramilitary force, coordinating with government troops and aircraft.


The military planners knew what this would mean. They had used similar methods in the Nuba Mountains and around southern oil fields during the 1990s. Those operations had resulted in massive human rights violations and forced displacement of civilian populations.


The same pattern now unfolded in Darfur, but on a larger scale.


The Campaign of Destruction


What followed was ethnic cleansing. The Janjaweed, often supported by Sudanese air strikes, attacked villages identified with non-Arab ethnic groups. The tactics went far beyond military objectives. Civilians were killed—including children and infants. Women were systematically raped, a weapon designed not just to terrorize individuals but to destroy communities. Survivors reported dismemberment, burning of homes, poisoning of wells.


The goal wasn't just to defeat a rebellion. It was to make certain regions uninhabitable for certain peoples.


Estimates of the death toll vary widely, reaching into the hundreds of thousands when you count those who died from starvation and disease as a consequence of displacement. Millions fled their homes. Refugee camps swelled both within Darfur and across the border in Chad. The humanitarian crisis became one of the largest in the world.


International observers struggled to find the right words. The Brussels-based International Crisis Group warned in May 2004 that over 350,000 people could die from starvation and disease alone. United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan warned about the risk of genocide. Comparisons to the Rwandan genocide—where approximately 800,000 people had been killed in just 100 days in 1994—became common, though the Sudanese government rejected them.


U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell eventually used the word that others had been circling: genocide. Or at least "acts of genocide."


The International Response


Chad brokered negotiations in 2004, resulting in a Humanitarian Ceasefire Agreement signed in April by the Sudanese government and the two main rebel groups: the Justice and Equality Movement, known as JEM, and the Sudan Liberation Army, or SLA. But ceasefires only work if people honor them. The Janjaweed attacks continued. So did rebel operations.


The African Union sent troops to monitor the ceasefire—initially just 150 Rwandan soldiers, a number quickly supplemented by Nigerian troops when it became obvious that 150 wouldn't be remotely adequate. By 2005, the African Union Mission in Sudan had grown to around 7,000 personnel, with a budget of 220 million dollars. It still wasn't enough to stop the violence.


In September 2004, the United Nations Security Council passed Resolution 1564, declaring that Sudan had not met its commitments and expressing concern about ongoing attacks. But the resolution stopped short of imposing serious consequences.


This pattern would repeat. Expressions of concern. Warnings about consequences. Calls for additional peacekeepers. Sudan's rejection of international intervention. And all the while, people continued dying.


A Peace That Wasn't


In May 2006, a major breakthrough seemed to arrive: the Darfur Peace Agreement. The Sudanese government signed it, along with a faction of the Sudan Liberation Army led by Minni Minnawi. The 115-page document covered everything you'd want in a peace deal: power-sharing arrangements, demilitarization of militias, integration of rebel fighters into regular armed forces, wealth-sharing to promote development in Darfur, a referendum on the region's future status, and measures to allow humanitarian aid to flow.


Representatives from the African Union, Nigeria, Libya, the United States, the United Kingdom, the UN, the European Union, the Arab League, Egypt, Canada, Norway, and the Netherlands all witnessed the signing. It looked like the culmination of years of diplomatic effort.


But the Justice and Equality Movement refused to sign. So did another major faction of the Sudan Liberation Army. Without buy-in from these groups, the agreement couldn't end the fighting.


By July and August 2006, renewed combat had erupted. International aid organizations—the people trying to keep displaced populations alive—began considering withdrawal because of attacks against their own personnel. At one point, seven women who ventured outside a refugee camp called Kalma to gather firewood were gang-raped, beaten, and robbed by Janjaweed fighters. When the attackers finished, they stripped the women naked and jeered at them as they fled.


Reports emerged of hundreds of rapes around that single refugee camp in just a few weeks. The Janjaweed appeared to be using sexual violence systematically—not as incidental brutality but as a weapon designed to humiliate women and cause their own communities to ostracize them.


The Standoff Over Peacekeepers


Kofi Annan called for 18,000 international peacekeepers to replace the African Union force. Sudan refused. In August 2006, internal UN communications warned that Sudan appeared to be preparing a major military offensive. Sudan announced it would send 10,000 of its own soldiers to Darfur instead of accepting 20,000 UN peacekeepers—the same military whose Janjaweed proxies were committing atrocities.


The Security Council announced it would hold a meeting about the situation. Sudan refused to attend. The United States issued what was described as a "threat" about "potential consequences." Sudan remained unmoved.


Eventually, a compromise emerged: a hybrid African Union-United Nations mission known as UNAMID. But deploying it took years of negotiation, and its mandate and resources remained constrained by Sudan's objections.


The Wider Ripples


The conflict didn't stay contained within Darfur. Chad, which shares a long border with Sudan and hosts large populations ethnically related to Darfurian groups, became increasingly entangled. In December 2005, an attack on the Chadian town of Adré killed 300 rebels. Chad blamed Sudan for supporting the attackers. The Chadian government declared Sudan an enemy and called for mobilization against what it termed the "common enemy."


This Chad-Sudan conflict added another layer of complexity. Rebel groups operated across the border in both directions. Governments accused each other of supporting insurgents. Refugees fleeing Darfur strained Chadian resources and brought the conflict's tensions with them.


The Slow Path Toward Something Like Peace


In February 2010, Sudan and the Justice and Equality Movement signed a ceasefire agreement, with tentative plans to pursue a broader peace. JEM, as the largest rebel group, stood to gain significantly—potentially even semi-autonomy like what South Sudan was about to achieve. (South Sudan would become independent in 2011, following a referendum that grew out of the peace agreement ending Sudan's other civil war.)


But accusations soon emerged that the Sudanese army had launched raids and air strikes against a village, violating the new agreement. JEM announced it would boycott negotiations.


The pattern continued: agreements, violations, renewed fighting, new negotiations.


A significant shift came during Sudan's 2019 revolution, which overthrew Omar al-Bashir—the president who had presided over the entire war and whom the International Criminal Court had indicted for genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity. The new transitional government, composed of both military and civilian representatives, committed to achieving peace in Darfur within six months.


That deadline wasn't met, but in August 2020, Sudanese authorities and several rebel factions signed a comprehensive peace agreement intended to end armed hostilities. Whether it would hold remained uncertain—Darfur had seen agreements before.


The Land Cruiser War


One of the conflict's nicknames is "the Land Cruiser War," a reference to the Toyota Land Cruisers that became the vehicle of choice for both rebel fighters and Janjaweed militias. The name captures something about the war's character: this was a conflict fought across vast, arid distances by mobile forces, not a conventional war of fixed frontlines and massed armies.


The nickname also hints at how modern the conflict was despite taking place in one of the world's more remote regions. Fighters communicated by satellite phone and radio. Government forces used helicopter gunships and Antonov bombers. International news coverage spread images of the suffering worldwide, even as the remoteness of Darfur made humanitarian response enormously difficult.


Counting the Cost


How many people died in the War in Darfur? No one knows exactly. Estimates range into the hundreds of thousands when you include deaths from combat, starvation, and disease. The number displaced—forced from their homes into camps or across borders—reached into the millions.


The International Criminal Court issued arrest warrants for Omar al-Bashir, making him the first sitting head of state to face ICC charges for genocide. He continued to travel internationally for years, welcomed by countries that refused to enforce the warrant. Only after his overthrow in 2019 did the possibility of accountability become more real, though as of this writing, his actual trial remains in the future.


Darfur itself remains unstable. The peace agreements have reduced large-scale combat, but the underlying tensions—over land, water, ethnic identity, and political power—haven't disappeared. Displacement camps still hold hundreds of thousands of people. Armed groups still operate. The government in Khartoum remains fragile.


What Makes Darfur Different


Every conflict has its own character. What distinguished Darfur?


First, the speed and coordination of ethnic cleansing. The Janjaweed campaign, backed by government air power and military intelligence, moved rapidly to make entire regions uninhabitable for targeted populations. This wasn't gradual displacement but a systematic campaign.


Second, the international paralysis. The world watched. Officials used words like "genocide." The UN Security Council passed resolutions. But for years, effective intervention remained blocked by Sudan's sovereignty objections and the reluctance of major powers to commit forces or impose real costs.


Third, the complexity of identity. This wasn't a simple story of Arab versus African—nearly everyone involved was both African and Muslim. Many of the Janjaweed were themselves from Arabized African groups, not Arabs from the Middle East. The divisions, while brutally real in their consequences, resisted simple categorization.


Fourth, the environmental dimension. Climate change and desertification helped set the stage, intensifying competition for shrinking resources. Darfur has been called an early example of climate-driven conflict, though reducing the war to environmental causes would miss its political and historical roots.


An Ongoing Story


The War in Darfur didn't end so much as diminish. Large-scale military operations gave way to lower-level violence. Peace agreements established frameworks that remain incompletely implemented. The displaced remain displaced. The underlying conditions that produced the conflict remain unresolved.


Sudan itself continues to struggle. The revolution that overthrew Bashir raised hopes, but the transition to civilian rule has been contested, interrupted by military coups and ongoing instability. Darfur's fate remains tied to Sudan's larger political trajectory.


For those who lived through it—the survivors of massacres, the women subjected to systematic rape, the families who fled their homes and never returned—the war's consequences continue. Some remain in camps that have become semi-permanent settlements. Some scattered across borders into Chad or beyond. Some died of the conflict's secondary effects: starvation, disease, exposure.


Their story is one of the twenty-first century's great humanitarian catastrophes—a war that killed hundreds of thousands, displaced millions, and prompted the world to use the word "genocide" while stopping short of actions that might have prevented it.
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    Gaza Strip

    The article has been rewritten as an engaging essay optimized for text-to-speech reading. Here's a summary of the transformation:

**Key changes made:**
- Opened with a vivid hook about the marathon-length strip of land rather than a dry definition
- Broke the content into narrative sections with clear headings
- Varied paragraph length significantly (some just one sentence for emphasis)
- Spelled out acronyms like UNRWA on first use with pronunciation guide
- Added context and explanations (e.g., comparing Gaza's child population to Western countries)
- Created natural transitions between sections
- Maintained substantive depth while improving flow for audio listening
- Removed encyclopedic reference-style formatting in favor of essay prose

The rewritten article is approximately 2,200 words, which translates to roughly 12-15 minutes of reading time with Speechify.
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    Iran–United States relations

    Based on Wikipedia: Iran–United States relations


In 1909, an American schoolteacher named Howard Baskerville died in the streets of Tabriz, fighting alongside Iranian revolutionaries against royalist forces. He had taken up arms to help ordinary Iranians win their constitutional rights. Half a century later, the Central Intelligence Agency would orchestrate a coup to overthrow Iran's democratically elected prime minister. These two moments—one of sacrifice for Iranian freedom, the other of its suppression—capture the tragic arc of a relationship that began with genuine friendship and curdled into one of the world's most intractable rivalries.


The United States and Iran have had no formal diplomatic relations since April 7, 1980. Think about what that means: for over four decades, two nations with deeply intertwined histories have communicated through intermediaries. Pakistan represents Iranian interests in Washington. Switzerland represents American interests in Tehran. It's the geopolitical equivalent of divorcing spouses who refuse to speak directly, passing messages through mutual friends.


When America Was the Good Guy


To understand how we got here, you need to understand what Iran looked like to Americans in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—and what America looked like to Iranians.


American newspapers in the 1720s were uniformly pro-Iranian. This might seem surprising until you consider the context. Iran, then known as Persia, was locked in what historians call the Great Game—a deadly chess match between the British and Russian empires for control of Central Asia. The British wanted to protect their crown jewel, India. The Russians wanted warm-water ports and regional dominance. Caught between these two imperial powers, Persia was being squeezed from both sides.


The United States, by contrast, had no colonial ambitions in the region. Americans weren't trying to extract Persian oil or carve up Persian territory. This made the distant republic across the Atlantic seem refreshingly trustworthy.


The Persians put this trust to practical use. In 1911, Iran's parliament appointed an American financier named Morgan Shuster as Treasurer General—essentially handing control of the national finances to a foreigner because they believed an American would be more honest than anyone with ties to Britain or Russia. Shuster threw himself into the job, becoming an active supporter of Iran's constitutional revolution. When gunmen thought to be affiliated with Russian or British interests killed an American in Tehran, Shuster only became more committed to the cause.


Another American, Arthur Millspaugh, was sent to Persia in 1923 to help reform its inefficient administration. The Persians welcomed him as a counterweight to European influence and a potential magnet for foreign investment. His mission lasted five years before he fell out of favor with the shah.


Americans even founded Iran's first modern medical school in the 1870s. A Presbyterian missionary named Joseph Plumb Cochran is credited with this achievement. The American College of Tehran was later chartered by the State University of New York. These weren't colonial impositions—they were genuine attempts at educational and medical advancement that many Iranians welcomed.


The Rise of the Pahlavis


The modern story begins with a military coup in 1921. Reza Khan, an officer in Persia's Cossack Brigade, overthrew the Qajar Dynasty with British backing. He later declared himself shah and took the name Reza Pahlavi, founding a dynasty that would rule Iran until 1979.


Reza Shah was a modernizer in the authoritarian mold. He built a national railway and introduced secular education. He also censored the press, suppressed unions and political parties, and—in a move that still resonates today—banned the hijab in favor of Western dress. This wasn't religious reform; it was forced westernization imposed from above.


The relationship with America had its bumps. In 1936, Iran withdrew its ambassador from Washington for nearly a year after a New York newspaper published an article criticizing Reza Shah. The thin skin of autocrats, it seems, is universal.


World War Two changed everything. In 1941, Britain and the Soviet Union—both American allies—invaded Iran. They were worried about German influence and needed supply routes to keep the Soviet war effort alive. Reza Shah was forced to abdicate in favor of his son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, who would become the last Shah of Iran.


During the war, Iran became a crucial corridor. Over 120,000 Polish refugees and soldiers fled through Iran to escape the Nazi advance. At the 1943 Tehran Conference, Franklin Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Joseph Stalin met in the Iranian capital and issued the Tehran Declaration, guaranteeing Iran's post-war independence and borders.


The declaration would prove to be worth less than the paper it was printed on.


The Coup That Changed Everything


After the war, the Cold War began, and American attention suddenly focused on Iran with laser intensity. The Soviet Union tried to set up separatist states in Iranian Azerbaijan and Kurdistan. American policymakers, already alarmed by the "loss" of China to communism and the discovery of Soviet spy rings, saw creeping communist influence everywhere.


Then came oil.


In 1951, Iran nationalized its oil industry. This meant seizing the assets of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company—the predecessor to British Petroleum, or BP. The British had been extracting Iranian oil on terms enormously favorable to themselves for decades. The Iranian parliament decided enough was enough.


On April 28, 1951, Mohammad Mosaddegh was elected Prime Minister. He became the face of the nationalization movement and, briefly, a hero to Iranians who wanted to control their own natural resources.


The British wanted to invade. President Harry Truman pressed them to negotiate instead. For a moment, it seemed like the United States might side with Iranian self-determination over British imperial interests. Mosaddegh visited Washington. American officials made "frequent statements expressing support for him."


Behind the scenes, however, something darker was happening. Without Truman's knowledge, the CIA station in Tehran had been "carrying out covert activities" against Mosaddegh since at least the summer of 1952.


In 1953, the CIA and MI6—Britain's foreign intelligence service—orchestrated a coup to overthrow Mosaddegh. The stated fears were communist influence and economic instability, but the real issue was oil. The first attempt failed. The second succeeded.


Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the young shah who had spent the war years as a figurehead, was reinstalled with real power. The United States poured in financial and military support. American officials helped establish SAVAK, the Shah's secret police, which would become notorious for torture and political repression.


The coup's aftermath reshaped Iran's oil industry. Under American pressure, BP joined a consortium of Western companies to resume Iranian oil exports. On paper, the state-owned National Iranian Oil Company retained ownership of the oil and infrastructure. In practice, the consortium maintained operational control. It barred Iranian oversight of its financial records and excluded Iranians from its board. Iran received 50 percent of the profits, while American companies collectively secured 40 percent of the remaining share.


Many liberal Iranians believe this coup and the subsequent American support for the Shah enabled decades of arbitrary rule. When the revolution came in 1979, its "deeply anti-American character" was not an accident. It was payback.


The Pillar Strategy


After the coup, Iran became what American strategists called a "pillar" of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East. Its long border with the Soviet Union and its position as the largest, most powerful country in the oil-rich Persian Gulf made it strategically invaluable.


In 1960, Iran joined four other countries to form the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, known as OPEC. The cartel's explicit goal was to challenge Western oil company dominance and reclaim control over national oil resources. By the 1970s, surging OPEC profits gave member nations substantial leverage over Western economies.


This created a paradox that Iranian scholar Homa Katouzian has described precisely: the United States was "regarded by the Iranian public as the chief architect and instructor of the regime," while "its real influence in domestic Iranian politics and policies declined considerably." The more oil money the Shah had, the less he needed American approval for anything.


Some historians argue that President Richard Nixon actively recruited the Shah as an American puppet and proxy between 1969 and 1974. Others suggest it worked the other way around—that the Shah cleverly manipulated Nixon into supporting Iranian ambitions. Nixon, who had first met the Shah in 1953, saw him as a westernizing anticommunist statesman who deserved American backing, especially as British influence in the region waned.


The relationship had practical dimensions. The Shah agreed to buy large quantities of American military hardware. He took responsibility for ensuring political stability and fighting Soviet subversion throughout the region. In return, the United States permitted Iran to purchase advanced American weapons—a policy that served Cold War objectives while benefiting American defense contractors.


The 1973 Arab-Israeli War complicated matters. Arab oil producers embargoed the United States in retaliation for its support of Israel. Oil prices skyrocketed. This windfall enabled the Shah to buy far more advanced weaponry than American officials had expected or intended. By the mid-1970s, approximately 25,000 American technicians were deployed to Iran just to maintain equipment like F-14 fighter jets that had been sold to the Shah's government.


The Atom and the Shah


Here's an irony that often gets lost in discussions of Iran's nuclear program: the United States started it.


In 1953, President Dwight Eisenhower announced the Atoms for Peace program, designed to spread nuclear technology for peaceful purposes as a counterweight to nuclear weapons proliferation. Iran was an early participant. In 1957, the United States helped Iran create its nuclear program by providing the country's first nuclear reactor and nuclear fuel. After 1967, America provided Iran with weapons-grade enriched uranium.


Iran signed the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons—the NPT—on July 1, 1968, as one of the original 51 signatories. Its parliament ratified the treaty in February 1970. American and Western European governments continued supporting Iran's nuclear development until the 1979 revolution.


The program that would later be cited as evidence of Iranian perfidy and a justification for sanctions, sabotage, and threats of war was an American gift.


The Revolution


In 1979, everything the United States had built in Iran collapsed in a matter of months.


The Iranian Revolution overthrew the Shah and established an Islamic Republic under Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. The revolution drew on many grievances: SAVAK's torture chambers, the Shah's corruption, the forced westernization that had alienated religious conservatives, the sense that Iran's wealth was being siphoned off by foreigners while ordinary Iranians remained poor.


And then came the hostage crisis.


On November 4, 1979, Iranian students stormed the American embassy in Tehran and took 52 American diplomats and citizens hostage. They would be held for 444 days. The crisis dominated American news coverage, humiliated President Jimmy Carter, and contributed to his defeat by Ronald Reagan in 1980.


The United States broke diplomatic relations on April 7, 1980. They have never been restored.


Competing Explanations


Why do Iran and America hate each other? The answer depends on who you ask.


Iranian officials describe the conflict as "the natural and unavoidable conflict between the Islamic system" and "such an oppressive power as the United States, which is trying to establish a global dictatorship and further its own interests by dominating other nations and trampling on their rights." American support for Israel—which Iranian leaders call "the Zionist entity"—features prominently in this narrative.


Western analysts offer different explanations. Some argue that the Iranian government needs an external enemy to justify domestic repression and bind the regime to its loyal constituency. The Great Satan provides a useful bogeyman.


American officials point to the hostage crisis, Iran's human rights abuses, its anti-Western ideology, its nuclear program, and its funding of groups the United States considers terrorist organizations: Hamas in Gaza, Hezbollah in Lebanon, and the Houthis in Yemen. These groups serve as Iranian proxies, extending Tehran's influence throughout the Middle East without direct military confrontation.


The truth likely includes elements of all these explanations. Historical grievances, ideological differences, regional competition, and domestic political incentives on both sides have created a self-reinforcing cycle of hostility.


Maximum Pressure


Since 1995, the United States has maintained an embargo on trade with Iran. The severity of sanctions has waxed and waned with different administrations.


In 2015, the Obama administration led successful negotiations for a nuclear deal called the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, or JCPOA. The agreement placed substantial limits on Iran's nuclear program, including inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency and limitations on enrichment levels. In exchange, most sanctions against Iran were lifted in 2016.


The deal was controversial in both countries. Iranian hardliners saw it as capitulation. American critics argued it merely delayed Iran's path to nuclear weapons while providing the regime with billions of dollars in sanctions relief.


In 2018, President Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew from the nuclear deal and reimposed sanctions, initiating what his administration called a "maximum pressure campaign" against Iran. The goal was to force Iran back to the negotiating table for a more comprehensive agreement that would also address its missile program and regional activities.


Iran responded by gradually reducing its commitments under the nuclear deal. By 2019, it had exceeded pre-JCPOA enrichment levels. The maximum pressure campaign had produced maximum resistance.


The View from Both Sides


Public opinion data reveals the depth of mutual hostility—and a curious asymmetry.


According to a 2013 BBC World Service poll, only 5 percent of Americans viewed Iranian influence positively, while 87 percent expressed negative views. This was the most unfavorable perception of Iran anywhere in the world.


Iranians hold similarly dim views of the American government. A 2019 survey found that only 13 percent of Iranians had a favorable view of the United States, while 86 percent expressed unfavorable opinions—the most negative perception of America anywhere in the world.


But here's the asymmetry: research consistently shows that most Iranians hold positive attitudes about the American people, even as they despise the American government. The distinction between a nation and its leaders matters to ordinary Iranians in a way it apparently does not to ordinary Americans.


Perhaps this is because Iranians have lived under a government they did not choose. They understand that people and their rulers are not the same thing.


Unlikely Partners


Despite the hostility, American and Iranian interests have occasionally aligned. During the Iraq War, both countries wanted to defeat Sunni militants. When the Islamic State swept across Syria and Iraq, both Tehran and Washington—though they would never admit it publicly—were working toward the same goal: destroying the caliphate.


These moments of tacit cooperation hint at what might be possible if the two countries could move past their history. Both face common threats from Sunni extremism. Both have interests in regional stability. Both would benefit economically from normalized relations.


But trust, once destroyed, is extraordinarily difficult to rebuild. In August 2018, Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei banned direct talks with the United States. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, Iran has since attempted to assassinate American officials and dissidents, including former President Donald Trump.


The relationship has come a long way from the days when American missionaries founded Iranian medical schools and American financiers were trusted with the national treasury. Howard Baskerville, the schoolteacher who died fighting for Iranian freedom in 1909, would not recognize what his two countries have become to each other.


Whether they can find their way back to something better remains one of the great unanswered questions of international relations. The history suggests it will take more than treaties and negotiations. It will require both nations to reckon honestly with the choices that brought them here—the coup that overthrew democracy, the revolution that took hostages, the decades of sanctions and proxy wars and mutual demonization.


For now, they communicate through Switzerland and Pakistan, two countries serving as go-betweens for nations that cannot bear to speak directly. It is an arrangement befitting a relationship defined by grievance, suspicion, and the long shadow of history.
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“Humans constantly try to find ways to kill their own kind more efficiently,” said ‘Friend Barber’, head of the electronic warfare group of the 125th Separate Mechanised Brigade.
He’s asked to be identified by only his callsign for security reasons.
Over more than eleven years of war, he’s seen enough of how Russian forces constantly adapt to the battlefield. Each time, it has forced him to search for ways to counter the enemy — seeking creative solutions to protect what matters most: his people.
But recently, Russians tried to provoke a massive shift on the battlefield that could have been disastrous for the Ukrainian army.

About a month ago, Ukraine recorded the first cases of Russians using Elon Musk’s Starlink terminals on strike drones, allowing them to bypass Ukrainian efforts to jam their signals. Previously, the Ukrainian army could disrupt the drones’ navigation so they would fail to reach their target. With Starlinks, however, Russia can operate the drones live to avoid disruption.
This time, Ukraine managed to respond to this new upgrade before it could be scaled, blocking the use of communication terminals for Russian forces on the front line.
Russian forces then lost their connectivity, leading to chaos within their ranks, and they even experienced a temporary halt to assault operations. Ukrainians also launched a counterattack that, according to ISW analysis, may have exploited this Starlink blackout, yielding about 201 square kilometres of recaptured territory.
Russian forces are now actively trying to restore Starlink connectivity by any means necessary. They’ve now begun blackmailing the families of prisoners of war, pressuring them to facilitate a workaround to new Starlink restrictions by registering Starlink terminals in their own names.
This constant adaptation to new circumstances on the battlefield and search for non-linear solutions is the only effective way of fighting an enemy with a significant resource advantage.


Friend Barber has been taking part in asymmetric warfare against Russians for more than a decade. It’s a form of combat where unconventional tactics are used to fight back against an adversary who has more resources or manpower.
Before joining the army, he led a regular civilian life: he worked in furniture assembly and car repair, for example.
After completing his mandatory military service around twenty years ago, he decided he really liked the army. He signed a contract in 2011. He’s been in the military ever since.
“When the war began [in 2014], I could have left the Armed Forces, but I didn’t, because I believed the war had to be seen through to the end. We’ll rest later,” Friend Barber recalled.
After the full-scale invasion, he grabbed his bags and kissed his wife before setting off for the frontline. He performed various roles, from combat missions to training others in technical surveillance. For him, the turning point was when he realised the war would not end on its own. On the contrary, it required him to stay and learn new skills.
“In 2023, I was badly wounded during an assault, and after that, my career as an assault soldier ended. I got an assignment from the squad commander to start developing a new area of countering enemy small UAVs. In short, it’s electronic warfare,” he explained.
It’s difficult to explain electronic warfare in a way that everyone can understand. Friend Barber accomplishes this through everyday metaphors, just like he used when giving briefings to infantrymen.
“If we take a flashlight and shine it in someone’s eyes, they stop because they can’t see anything. Or it could be the headlights of a car, making it very challenging to drive. This is exactly what electronic warfare devices do when they emit their radio waves; they ‘blind’ the control elements.”
So think of electronic warfare devices, or ‘jammers,’ as emitting chaotic and powerful signals that make it difficult for drones to understand the genuine information they should be receiving.

In reality, it’s not that simple, and the Russians always try to figure out ways to make sure “the high beams from oncoming cars don’t get in the way.”
In these conditions, electronic warfare experts like Friend Barber have to deal with new challenges all the time. And the most recent one — with potentially devastating ramifications for Ukraine — was the use of Starlink-enabled strike drones.
Starlink is SpaceX’s satellite internet service, built on a large network of satellites in low Earth orbit. The main difference between such systems and traditional satellite communications is significantly faster internet and potentially greater stability in dynamic conditions.
Elon Musk opened access to Starlink for Ukraine in the early days of the full-scale invasion after an appeal from Kyiv, and it became a crucial communication channel.
During the Ukrainian counteroffensive in the Kherson region in the fall of 2022, Starlink helped the military maintain stable communications on the battlefield.
Russia has no official access to Starlink, and SpaceX does not operate there.
But Russians have made a habit of acquiring contraband terminals by having devices registered in countries where the service is permitted, and then physically transporting them to the front lines.
The first signs of Starlink use by Russia were detected some time ago, with analysts tracking Russian drones equipped with Starlink gear since 2024.
But in early 2026, things escalated when BM-35 drones, which are similar to ‘small’ Shaheds and can fly up to 500 kilometres, were discovered for the first time in the city of Dnipro, a sign that Russia could soon use Shahed-drones with Starlinks to make attacks on civilians even deadlier. A BM-35 drone with a Starlink was also used in Kyiv in late January.

Previously, many drones could be blinded using electronic warfare, jamming their navigation or control channels.
But this isn’t possible with Starlink since the connection is – without getting into all the technical details – less vulnerable to electronic warfare methods. The drones can therefore fly at low altitudes, adjusting their route mid-flight to avoid air defence.
“That makes it harder to shoot down, complicates its route, and it transmits data directly to the operator’s screen… the operator can see exactly where it is, what it’s flying over, and gather intelligence in real time,” an air-defence serviceman in Kyiv with the callsign ‘Kit’ (‘Cat’ in English) told The Counteroffensive.
Friend Barber said he has not directly encountered Shaheds equipped with Starlinks in his work, but Russia has used the terminals in other types of drones that operate within smaller ranges near the frontline.
He works against small drones — such as FPVs — protecting infantry units on the Kharkiv front.
“The enemy uses a large number of drones in combined attacks, and we are taking losses because of this. The hardest part is when I lose a brother-in-arms to the very thing I am now fighting against. It leaves a certain weight, a sense that I failed to do something that was within my power,” he said.
Not a single day goes by that Friend Barber does not experience drone attacks on his positions in the Kharkiv region. But there are times when even the infantrymen don’t fully realise how much effort he puts into keeping his comrades safe.
“Some infantrymen holding positions say: ‘Come on, guys, there were tons of FPV drones flying. So what were you even doing?’ But when you start explaining it to them, and show the numbers — how many drones actually reached their positions versus how many were launched overall — their attitude changes a bit,” he said.
On February 2, 2026, the Ukrainian government sought to block Russian access to the network by introducing a “white list.” The idea is simple: only verified devices can operate in the country, while all others are disabled. In early February 2026, Kyiv reported that the Starlink terminals used by Russian forces had been deactivated.
But Barber doesn’t believe in permanent decisions.
“There will be an analogue of Starlink that Russians will try to use for further strikes against Ukraine…I’m ready to work with the consequences,” he explained.

After Ukraine began to disconnect illegal Starlink terminals, the Russians turned their attention to the vulnerability of prisoners’ families, according to the Coordination Headquarters for the Treatment of Prisoners of War.
The headquarters reported cases of threats and demands to officially register Starlink terminals so they could be used for attacks against Ukraine.
Friend Barber has stayed in the army even after being wounded, since for him it’s not just a job or profession, but a way to regain a future for himself and his family that Russia is trying to take away.

Every time he sees an FPV drone strike in his native Zaporizhzhia region, he feels the urge to drop everything and go there to help. But he knows he is ultimately fighting for his hometown of Polohy, even though it’s hundreds of kilometres away and under Russian occupation.
Right now, he’s needed in the Kharkiv region.
The war forced Barber not only to adapt to constant military upgrades but also to keep his own life in limbo. Whenever he talks about his future and kids, it sounds like a dream that’s bound to come true.
“I want children. First, we need to end this war. And we must restore our territories, we will have to... After all, this is my country, my home, and I want my children to live here.”
Featured subscriber comment:
“Thank you for the excellent job you all do providing us with a glimpse of real life beyond the headlines. I hope more people reading this will appreciate the importance of becoming paying subscribers to support your work.”
By Matthew Fawcett
Upgrade now to support our work and get full access to all our writing.

NEWS OF THE DAY: 
By Tania Novakivska
Good morning to readers; Kyiv remains in Ukrainian hands.
RUSSIA PREPARES TO DRAFT RESERVISTS: On 18 February, the Russian State Duma passed a bill in its first reading that would strengthen preventive measures against draft evasion, according to the latest ISW report.
The bill is likely intended to provide a legal basis for prosecuting Russians who criticise conscription of reservists.
ISW analysts believe that the forced conscription of reservists indicates Moscow’s desire to compensate for the almost complete exhaustion of voluntary recruitment in 2026.
UKRAINIAN DEFENCE INDUSTRY GREW 50-FOLD DURING THE WAR: The sector’s production capacity increased to $50 billion- multiplying 50 times compared to pre-war levels, enabling Ukrainian manufacturers to supply more than half of the Ukrainian army’s weapons needs, said Defence Minister Advisor Hanna Hvozdar at the Munich Conference.
IRAN STRENGTHENS PROTECTION OF NUCLEAR FACILITIES: Amid tensions with the US, Iran is rebuilding facilities destroyed by American and Israeli strikes and strengthening their security, Reuters reported after analysing changes in satellite images of key facilities in Iran’s nuclear programme.
At the same time, CBS News sources report that the military is ready to launch full-scale strikes on Iran as early as this Saturday, as senior National Security officials have informed Trump.
However, Trump has not yet made a final decision on whether to strike.
DOGS OF WAR:
Tania spent her weekends babysitting these three good boys. Their names are Mike, Ron, and Kyi, and their favourite things to do are playing, eating and competing for a place nearest to Tania in bed.

Stay safe out there!
Best,
Oleksandra and Mariana
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    Based on Wikipedia: Starlink

By February 2026, ten million people had signed up for satellite internet from a company that didn't exist fifteen years before. What began as an ambitious dream to beam connectivity from space—something competitors in the 1990s had failed to make profitable—now delivers broadband to roughly 150 countries and territories. Starlink, the satellite internet constellation operated by SpaceX, has become the single largest player in orbit, with over 10,020 satellites circling Earth at any given moment. That's sixty-five percent of all active satellites humanity has ever launched.

The story begins in the mid-2010s, when Elon Musk and Greg Wyler quietly plotted what they called WorldVu—a constellation of roughly 700 satellites, an order of magnitude larger than anything that had come before. The discussions broke down by June 2014, but the ambition didn't die. Instead, SpaceX filed an International Telecommunication Union application under a new name: STEAM. Meanwhile, the company trademarked Starlink in the United States for their satellite broadband network—a name inspired by The Fault in Our Stars, the 2012 novel.

By January 2015, Starlink was publicly announced with the opening of SpaceX's satellite development facility in Redmond, Washington. Musk articulated a vision: Starlink would target bandwidth to carry up to fifty percent of all backhaul communications traffic, and up to ten percent of local internet traffic, in high-density cities. The math was elegant—if you could capture enough subscribers globally, the positive cash flow from selling satellite internet services would fund the company's Mars plans.

Starting with sixty engineers occupying 2,800 square feet of leased space, the operation grew rapidly. By January 2017, they'd taken on a second facility of equal size. In August 2018, SpaceX consolidated all their Seattle-area operations into a larger three-building facility at Redmond Ridge Corporate Center to support satellite manufacturing alongside research and development.

The regulatory path proved complex. In November 2016, SpaceX applied to the Federal Communications Commission for a license to operate a non-geostationary orbit satellite system in the Ku- and Ka-frequency bands. By September 2017, the FCC granted a license requiring half of the constellation in orbit within six years, with the full system operating within nine years.

The satellites themselves represent engineering ambitions on an unprecedented scale. The constellation currently consists of over 10,020 satellites in low Earth orbit that communicate with designated ground transceivers. Each satellite is equipped with Hall-effect thrusters, allowing them to raise their orbit, maintain position, and de-orbit at the end of their lives—roughly five to seven years. They are designed to autonomously avoid collisions based on uplinked tracking data.

The financial figures tell a story of exponential growth. In May 2018, SpaceX estimated the cost of designing, building, and deploying the constellation would be at least ten billion dollars. Revenues from Starlink in 2022 were reportedly $1.4 billion with a net loss. By May 2024, that year's revenue was expected to reach $6.6 billion—but by December, the prediction had risen to $7.7 billion. Revenue was then projected to reach $11.8 billion in 2025.

Financial statements filed with the Netherlands Chamber of Commerce for Starlink Satellite Services Corporation revealed 2024 revenue of $2.7 billion and a profit of $72 million—a sign that the operation was finally turning corner.

But Starlink has found unexpected significance on the battlefield. During the Russo-Ukrainian War, the constellation became instrumental to military operations, contracted by the United States Department of Defense. The satellites provided critical connectivity in a conflict zone where traditional communication infrastructure had been destroyed.

Starshield, a military version designed for government use, emerged from this testing ground. Reports suggest Starlink's technology is now a front-runner for the U.S. Golden Dome missile defense system—a project involving placing weapons into orbit to intercept ballistic missiles at short notice.

The constellation has not been without controversy. Astronomers raised significant concerns about the effect the satellites would have on ground-based astronomy, and how they contribute to an already congested orbital environment. SpaceX has attempted to mitigate these concerns with measures to reduce the satellites' brightness during operation—but the debate over appropriate use of near-Earth space continues.

The future remains ambitious. Nearly 12,000 satellites are currently planned, with a possible later extension to 34,400. The question is whether ambition matches need—and whether Earth's orbit can handle the traffic.
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The U.S. military is in the midst of amassing an enormous fleet of aircraft and warships within striking distance of Iran as the region enters the Islamic holy month of Ramadan. It is the largest buildup of firepower in the Middle East since President Donald Trump authorized a 12-day bombing campaign against Iran last June that killed more than 1,000 people.
While Iranian and U.S. negotiators are speaking in cautiously optimistic tones about the latest round of indirect talks held Tuesday in Geneva and suggested another meeting was possible, comments from the highest levels of power in both countries drive home the reality that the U.S. may be on the verge of attacking the Islamic Republic.
“In some ways it went well. They agreed to meet afterward,” Vice President JD Vance told Fox News on Tuesday, following the talks. “But in other ways, it was very clear that the president has set some red lines that the Iranians are not yet willing to actually acknowledge and work through.” Vance maintained that Trump prefers a diplomatic solution, but warned that “the president reserves the ability to say when he thinks that diplomacy has reached its natural end.”
A former senior U.S. intelligence official who is an informal advisor to the Trump administration on Middle East policy told Drop Site that, based on his discussions with current officials, he assesses an 80-90% likelihood of U.S. strikes within weeks.
The extraordinary and expensive U.S. military buildup would be sufficient for a large-scale campaign against Tehran that goes far beyond the limited strikes that have taken place in the past. “It harkens back to what I saw ahead of the 2003 Iraq war,” said retired Lt. Col. Daniel Davis, a senior fellow and military expert at Defense Priorities, in an interview with Drop Site News. “You don’t assemble this kind of power to send a message. In my view, this is what you do when you’re preparing to use it. What I see on the diplomatic front is just to try to keep things rolling until it’s time to actually launch the military operation. I think that everybody on both sides knows where this is heading.”
Iran realizes that it is facing an unprecedented threat from the U.S. if a deal that conforms with Trump’s terms is not reached, former Pentagon official Jasmine El-Gamal told Drop Site. “This is not a dress rehearsal,” she said. “This is it. This is not the negotiations of last year or the year before or the year before that. They’re backed into a corner. There’s no off ramp.”
The ongoing deployment includes the stationing of dozens of aircraft including F‑15 strike fighters, F‑35 stealth fighters, Boeing EA‑18G Growler electronic‑warfare aircraft, and A‑10C ground‑attack aircraft at a military airbase in Jordan—despite the Jordanian government’s recent insistence that its territory would not be used as a base to attack Iran. Dozens more F-35, F-22, and F-16 fighter jets have also been observed by independent flight trackers transiting to the region over the past 48 hours, along with a large number of tanker refueling aircraft departing from the continental U.S.
Two carrier strike groups—each built around one aircraft carrier, several guided‑missile destroyers armed with Tomahawk missiles, and at least one submarine—are also being stationed nearby, along with several additional U.S. destroyers and submarines in regional waters near Iran to defend against ballistic missile attacks, as well as more than 30,000 U.S. military personnel and numerous Patriot and THAAD anti-missile batteries spread across regional military bases.
The aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln, which has been in the region since late January, also carries an air wing of roughly 60–70 warplanes, including about 40–45 F‑35C and F/A‑18 strike fighters, as well as Growler electronic‑warfare jets, early‑warning radar aircraft, and MH‑60 attack helicopters.
The USS Gerald R. Ford—which last week was redirected from Venezuela to the Middle East—is the world’s largest and most advanced carrier, and can operate a similar mix of up to 75 aircraft. “The Ford was used for the campaign in Venezuela and eventually the strikes on [President Nicolás] Maduro. And now they’re being sent to the Middle East. They won’t be back for several months. So this is a crew that has been stretched to the limit,” said El-Gamal, who specialized in Middle East policy at the Defense Department. “The fact that that carrier is there tells me that this isn’t just a routine kind of, ‘Hey, let’s flex some muscle.’ He didn’t need that. He didn’t need to send that second carrier to flex muscle.”
President Trump explained the move in remarks at Ft. Bragg as a threat to the Iranians amid ongoing talks, saying, “In case we don’t make a deal, we’ll need it.”
Parallel Negotiations
In June, the Trump administration used the veneer of preparing for additional talks with Iran as cover to launch a surprise attack on the country. Both U.S. and Israeli warplanes struck military and civilian strikes across Iran and killed scores of senior and mid-level Iranian military and intelligence officials, including Mohammad Bagheri, Iran’s highest-ranking military official, Hossein Salami, the commander of the elite Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, and Amir Ali Hajizadeh, the IRGC’s chief of aerospace operations who commanded Iran’s ballistic missile strikes. The attacks also killed several Iranian nuclear scientists. Estimates put the number killed in the strikes at more than 1,000, including at least 400 civilians, alongside an additional 4,000 other Iranians—both military and civilian—wounded.
In a speech on Tuesday, Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei struck a defiant tone and denounced the Trump administration’s approach to nuclear talks, charging that an ultimatum is not a negotiation. “The Americans say, ‘Let’s negotiate over your nuclear energy, and the result of the negotiation is supposed to be that you do not have this energy,” Khamenei said. “If that’s the case, there is no room for negotiation; but if negotiations are truly to take place, determining the outcome of the negotiations in advance is a wrong and foolish act.”
Acknowledging the “beautiful armada” Trump has boasted of sending to the region, Khamenei said, “The Americans constantly say that they’ve sent a warship toward Iran. Of course, a warship is a dangerous piece of military hardware. However, more dangerous than that warship is the weapon that can send that warship to the bottom of the sea.” He added, “The U.S. President has said that for 47 years, the United States hasn’t been able to eliminate the Islamic Republic. That is a good confession. I say, ‘You, too, will not be able to do this.’”
The Israeli military has also indicated it is making preparations for potential war with Iran. After meeting with Trump in Washington, D.C. last week, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu put out his own list of priorities, which included ending both Iran’s enrichment program and addressing its ballistic missile capabilities. “[President Trump] is determined to exhaust the possibilities of achieving a deal which he believes can be achieved now because of the circumstances that have been created, the force projection,” Netanyahu said at a conference of presidents of major American Jewish organizations. “And the fact that, as he says, Iran must surely understand that they missed out last time, and he thinks there is a serious probability that they won’t miss out this time. I will not hide from you that I express my skepticism of any deal with Iran.”
El-Gamal, the former country director for Syria and Lebanon at the Office of the Secretary of Defense for Policy under the Obama administration, said she believes Trump would prefer to make a deal that he can claim goes beyond any Iranian concessions made in the 2015 nuclear deal brokered by the Obama administration, specifically dealing with ballistic missiles and support for regional resistance groups. “If he can get that without a military confrontation, he will take it,” she said, quickly adding that Iran almost certainly will continue to hold firm to its red lines against such demands.
“Right now, the ballistic missile program is essentially all Iran has left to maintain any sort of deterrence posture and defend itself and project any sort of power in the region,” she added. “And what is the Islamic Republic of Iran if it doesn’t have the ability—any government, by the way—if it doesn’t have the ability to project power as a serious player in the region, maintain deterrence capacity and defend itself? Then you might as well not be a government at all.”
The former senior U.S. intelligence official told Drop Site that Trump was intent on striking Iran in January, but was not satisfied with the options presented by the military based on the existing assets in the region. The renewed diplomatic talks gave the Pentagon time to dispatch more weapons, ships and planes, significantly expanding the scope and power of potential operations. Extensive deployments are necessary not only to conduct sustained attacks on Iran, but also to position munitions and aircraft for confronting Iranian retaliatory strikes against U.S. military facilities and Israel, which Iran has indicated would come under heavy bombardment in the event of a U.S.-led air war.
While several Arab countries have publicly stated they will not allow their territory or airspace to be used for an assault against Iran, in the event of large strikes, the U.S. would need to utilize command and control and targeting systems in several nations, as well as satellite and surveillance capabilities. Military assets in these countries, including advanced U.S. missile systems, would also be used to confront Iranian retaliatory action.
“Everything was set up” to strike in January, Davis said, “And then all of a sudden it didn’t happen.” Netanyahu was concerned that more defensive capabilities were needed to respond to Iranian retaliation, he said, and these concerns were echoed by Pentagon war planners. “And I think that that delayed it,” Davis added. “And then of course, right after that, you saw this big surge of air defense missiles going in all over the place.”
Following Trump’s inauguration in January 2025, Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard had asked Davis to join the administration in a senior post where he would have overseen the compiling of the Presidential Daily Briefing, a comprehensive intelligence summary presented each morning to the president. In March, as Davis was going through the background check process, Gabbard withdrew his name from consideration after lawmakers and pro-Israel groups protested, citing Davis’s criticism of Israel, the Gaza War and his opposition to military attacks on Iran. Davis said he maintains contact with what he described as some of the few remaining “sane foreign policy minds” in the administration. “They’re beside themselves because they feel powerless,” he said. “They can only go so far to say something or else they’ll be either removed or sidelined.”
Based on his experience with past U.S. war planning and missions, Davis said he believes the military would first strike Iranian air defense, command and control, communications facilities and senior leaders of the IRGC. It would also target Iran’s offensive missile capabilities, mobile launchers, naval bases and vessels. “We’ll be going after the political leaders simultaneously with a lot of this. They may even go with them concurrently with trying to take out the air defense so that they don’t get a chance to go to bunkers or whatever,” Davis said. “I think that that’s the idea, because if you can take out the senior leaders and decapitate the regime, then you have the chance for people to rise up, at least according to that hoped-for theory.” He added that the U.S. will also likely engage in broader attacks against Iranian security forces that would be used to quell or crush domestic uprisings or riots.
El-Gamal said she believes U.S. war planners are anticipating unprecedented Iranian counterstrikes and will seek to preemptively attack its offensive infrastructure. “You have to stop anything that the Iranians would have planned before they even have the chance to begin. It’s kind of akin to destroying a country’s air force fleet before you go to war,” she said. “If you look at it from that perspective and you look at the assets that are being sent to the region and you look at what the Iranians could be planning as retaliatory attacks on the carrier strike group, attacks on U.S. personnel in the region, and you look at everything that would be needed to do those attacks—the ballistic missiles, the short range missiles, the shaheds, then you will have to have a plan to attack all of it right at the beginning, at the onset. And if you’re going to assume or get ready for talks to fail, that would have to be your plan.”
Trump’s Strategy
In the aftermath of the June strikes, Trump and other senior officials boasted that they had effectively wiped out Iran’s nuclear program. “Our objective was the destruction of Iran’s nuclear enrichment capacity and a stop to the nuclear threat posed by the world’s number one state sponsor of terror,” Trump said in a White House address on June 21. “Iran’s key nuclear enrichment facilities have been completely and totally obliterated.” Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth claimed, “Our bombing campaign obliterated Iran’s ability to create nuclear weapons,” while Secretary of State Marco Rubio said, “This was complete and total obliteration. They are in bad shape. They are way behind today compared to where they were.”
Since those strikes, media reports have suggested Iran is secretly rebuilding and fortifying missile facilities damaged in previous U.S. and Israeli attacks. But satellite images showing the building or reconstruction of access tunnels, which form the basis of these media reports, are not evidence of attempts to build nuclear weapons.
For years, U.S. national intelligence estimates have consistently undermined the alarmist tone of senior U.S. and Israeli officials warning of Iran’s ability to imminently build a nuclear bomb. Those assessments determined that Iran halted its nuclear weapons program in late 2003. For decades, Khamenei has maintained his opposition to producing or using weapons of mass destruction. And Iran has publicly stated that the damage to its missile capabilities by the June war was far less significant than the U.S. claimed and that it has worked to rebuild its conventional missile capacity and stockpiles.
In addition to the U.S. military buildup, the White House has also been engaged in a prolonged economic war targeting Iran that has been described in increasingly blunt terms by Trump administration officials as a tool to generate social unrest inside the country.
At a Senate hearing earlier this month, U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent described a policy aimed at inflicting maximum economic harm on ordinary Iranians by targeting the strength of the Iranian currency. “What we have done is create a dollar shortage in the country,” Bessent said in response to questioning by Sen. Katie Britt (R-Ala.), stating that the policy had reached a “grand culmination” in December with the collapse of one of the country’s largest banks. “The Iranian currency went into freefall, inflation exploded, and hence, we have seen the Iranian people out on the street,” Bessent said.
The remarks echoed previous statements made by Bessent at the World Economic Forum in Davos in late January in the wake of mass public unrest in Iran. Following large peaceful demonstrations that began in late December against economic conditions in the country, the protests turned violent on January 8, spurring a series of events that would leave thousands of Iranians dead. Bessent described U.S. policy towards Iran at that time as “economic statecraft, no shots fired,” adding that the uprising showed that “things are moving in a very positive way here.”
As riots broke out and spread across the country, Trump called on Iranians to seize state institutions and promised help was on the way to support an insurrection. Police stations, mosques, hospitals, and other sites were attacked as security forces used overwhelming force to crush the rebellion. International human rights organizations have asserted that much of the violence consisted of unprovoked widespread attacks by Iranian security forces on peaceful protesters, while Tehran characterized the events as foreign-organized acts of terrorism.

In advance of the diplomatic talks that began February 6 in Oman, the U.S. and Israel sought to impose an ultimatum on the Iranian side. Not only did they demand a dramatic reduction in Iran’s civilian nuclear capabilities, but also a significant degradation of the country’s ballistic missile capacity—both in terms of stockpile and range—and an end to Iran’s support for armed resistance movements and groups in the region. Iran rejected that framing and insisted it would only negotiate on the nuclear issue.
“The best way I could characterize it is this is a detachment from reality,” Davis said of conversations he has had recently with current U.S. defense officials. He said some of them have spoken of an administration searching for a successful operation like the recent snatching of Maduro in Venezuela or the 2011 overthrow of Moamar Qaddafi in Libya, giving Trump the appearance of a quick regime change victory. “We’ve got a plan A, which is the Libya model—maybe even more than the Venezuela model—that the people will rise up and do on the ground what we don’t have ground troops for,” he said. “Therein is your problem. If plan A doesn’t work, we don’t have a ground force. The chances of having a regime decapitation—even with this massive amount of firepower, and it is massive, no question about that—I think you’re going to be surprised and disappointed. Then what are you going to do next?”
El-Gamal said that suggestions that Reza Pahlavi, the son of the ousted dictator who fled Iran in 1979 as the Islamic revolution began, or the Israeli-linked MEK (Mojahedin-e-Khalq), a fanatical cult-like faction that has achieved success in cozying up to U.S. politicians, would be major players in a regime change operation is fantasy. Iran is not comparable to Syria, she said, where there was a prolonged civil war, involving multiple armed factions and major Western military and intelligence support for overthrowing the Assad government and installing a replacement. More likely, she said, is that U.S. intelligence and military planners believe that if they decapitate the country’s leadership, they could make a deal with the surviving officials, similar to what is unfolding in Venezuela.
“You skim off the minimum required at the top and you keep as much of it as possible in place, but then it becomes a pliant regime. It’s exactly what’s happening in Venezuela,” she said. “If I were sitting at the Pentagon thinking, ‘Okay, how do we do this and not risk a country of 90 million just being a failed state essentially,’ I think that’s what you would try to plan for. So you would look at, what assets are we going to take out? What people and personnel are we going to take out? Who are we going to keep? What intelligence assets, largely Israeli, are we going to activate in order to send the messages that we need to send to the remnants of the regime? And how are we going to turn this around quickly so that you don’t leave a vacuum open?”
The level of military force now or soon to be stationed around Iran would be sufficient for a large-scale military operation potentially lasting weeks or longer. The logistical presence in the region also suggests that the U.S. could facilitate the fueling and support of longer-range heavy aircraft that could launch attacks from U.S. territory—similar to those that struck Iranian nuclear sites during the 12-Day War.
“Over the summer, the U.S. and Israel demonstrated that they can destroy or bypass Iranian air defenses. You probably don’t need eight aircraft carriers in theater, because U.S. aircraft can operate with a high degree of confidence moving in and out of Iranian airspace,” said Harrison Mann, a former U.S. Army major and executive officer at the Defense Intelligence Agency for the Middle East/Africa Regional Center. “If you were trying to implement regime collapse in China or Russia, you would bring far more forces. This is still a budget operation—what is more notable is the reminder of what is not there, which is a substantial number of ground troops. The plan seems to be to simply destroy things until the Iranians accept an escalating list of demands—or until there is simply no government left to accept anything.”
In response to this buildup, Iran has hinted that it may take action during a conflict to halt traffic through the Strait of Hormuz—a strategic waterway vital to global energy flows through which roughly 20 percent of the world’s oil consumption and about one‑fifth of global liquefied natural gas trade pass.
On Monday, Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Navy started a live‑fire military drill in the strait. Iranian officials framed the exercises as a test of rapid reciprocal response to threats and a signal that they can threaten one of the world’s critical oil and gas chokepoints if pressured further.
“Iran’s missiles wreaked havoc against the best missile defense systems in the world in Israel during the 12-day war. Iran also enjoys very powerful speedboats that can operate in the environment of the Persian Gulf and the Sea of Oman. They can control everything there,” said Mostafa Khoshchesm, security analyst close to the Iranian government. “A second option is shutting down the Strait of Hormuz by mining it, sinking ships, and hitting vessels with missiles from anywhere in Iran.”
In previous cases where Israel and the U.S. have bombed Iran over the past two years, Iran has retaliated with strikes calibrated to avoid killing American military personnel and Israeli civilians and engaged in pre-strike choreography with the U.S. through back channels. The strategy was aimed at Iran being able to respond without dramatically escalating the situation into a larger-scale war. Since early January, Iranian officials have warned they will no longer operate under those informal rules of engagement and intend to inflict real damage in any future strikes. Davis, the retired Army officer, said he believes the U.S. is underestimating Iran’s missile capacity.
“I’ve heard this from people who have access deep inside the Pentagon at the highest levels that there are those who say, ‘I think we can handle Iran’s military, their missile strikes now. I think that we can defend adequately,’” said Davis. “I don’t think we can. I think that Iran demonstrated in the 12 Day War that they could penetrate the absolute best integrated air defense systems that we have. I think it’s a bad gamble—not even a bet, but I think it’s a gamble—to say, ‘I think we can sustain this and still knock them out and get their offensive missiles before they have a chance to shoot us.’”
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In 1909, an American schoolteacher named Howard Baskerville died in the streets of Tabriz, fighting alongside Iranian revolutionaries against royalist forces. He had taken up arms to help ordinary Iranians win their constitutional rights. Half a century later, the Central Intelligence Agency would orchestrate a coup to overthrow Iran's democratically elected prime minister. These two moments—one of sacrifice for Iranian freedom, the other of its suppression—capture the tragic arc of a relationship that began with genuine friendship and curdled into one of the world's most intractable rivalries.


The United States and Iran have had no formal diplomatic relations since April 7, 1980. Think about what that means: for over four decades, two nations with deeply intertwined histories have communicated through intermediaries. Pakistan represents Iranian interests in Washington. Switzerland represents American interests in Tehran. It's the geopolitical equivalent of divorcing spouses who refuse to speak directly, passing messages through mutual friends.


When America Was the Good Guy


To understand how we got here, you need to understand what Iran looked like to Americans in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—and what America looked like to Iranians.


American newspapers in the 1720s were uniformly pro-Iranian. This might seem surprising until you consider the context. Iran, then known as Persia, was locked in what historians call the Great Game—a deadly chess match between the British and Russian empires for control of Central Asia. The British wanted to protect their crown jewel, India. The Russians wanted warm-water ports and regional dominance. Caught between these two imperial powers, Persia was being squeezed from both sides.


The United States, by contrast, had no colonial ambitions in the region. Americans weren't trying to extract Persian oil or carve up Persian territory. This made the distant republic across the Atlantic seem refreshingly trustworthy.


The Persians put this trust to practical use. In 1911, Iran's parliament appointed an American financier named Morgan Shuster as Treasurer General—essentially handing control of the national finances to a foreigner because they believed an American would be more honest than anyone with ties to Britain or Russia. Shuster threw himself into the job, becoming an active supporter of Iran's constitutional revolution. When gunmen thought to be affiliated with Russian or British interests killed an American in Tehran, Shuster only became more committed to the cause.


Another American, Arthur Millspaugh, was sent to Persia in 1923 to help reform its inefficient administration. The Persians welcomed him as a counterweight to European influence and a potential magnet for foreign investment. His mission lasted five years before he fell out of favor with the shah.


Americans even founded Iran's first modern medical school in the 1870s. A Presbyterian missionary named Joseph Plumb Cochran is credited with this achievement. The American College of Tehran was later chartered by the State University of New York. These weren't colonial impositions—they were genuine attempts at educational and medical advancement that many Iranians welcomed.


The Rise of the Pahlavis


The modern story begins with a military coup in 1921. Reza Khan, an officer in Persia's Cossack Brigade, overthrew the Qajar Dynasty with British backing. He later declared himself shah and took the name Reza Pahlavi, founding a dynasty that would rule Iran until 1979.


Reza Shah was a modernizer in the authoritarian mold. He built a national railway and introduced secular education. He also censored the press, suppressed unions and political parties, and—in a move that still resonates today—banned the hijab in favor of Western dress. This wasn't religious reform; it was forced westernization imposed from above.


The relationship with America had its bumps. In 1936, Iran withdrew its ambassador from Washington for nearly a year after a New York newspaper published an article criticizing Reza Shah. The thin skin of autocrats, it seems, is universal.


World War Two changed everything. In 1941, Britain and the Soviet Union—both American allies—invaded Iran. They were worried about German influence and needed supply routes to keep the Soviet war effort alive. Reza Shah was forced to abdicate in favor of his son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, who would become the last Shah of Iran.


During the war, Iran became a crucial corridor. Over 120,000 Polish refugees and soldiers fled through Iran to escape the Nazi advance. At the 1943 Tehran Conference, Franklin Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Joseph Stalin met in the Iranian capital and issued the Tehran Declaration, guaranteeing Iran's post-war independence and borders.


The declaration would prove to be worth less than the paper it was printed on.


The Coup That Changed Everything


After the war, the Cold War began, and American attention suddenly focused on Iran with laser intensity. The Soviet Union tried to set up separatist states in Iranian Azerbaijan and Kurdistan. American policymakers, already alarmed by the "loss" of China to communism and the discovery of Soviet spy rings, saw creeping communist influence everywhere.


Then came oil.


In 1951, Iran nationalized its oil industry. This meant seizing the assets of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company—the predecessor to British Petroleum, or BP. The British had been extracting Iranian oil on terms enormously favorable to themselves for decades. The Iranian parliament decided enough was enough.


On April 28, 1951, Mohammad Mosaddegh was elected Prime Minister. He became the face of the nationalization movement and, briefly, a hero to Iranians who wanted to control their own natural resources.


The British wanted to invade. President Harry Truman pressed them to negotiate instead. For a moment, it seemed like the United States might side with Iranian self-determination over British imperial interests. Mosaddegh visited Washington. American officials made "frequent statements expressing support for him."


Behind the scenes, however, something darker was happening. Without Truman's knowledge, the CIA station in Tehran had been "carrying out covert activities" against Mosaddegh since at least the summer of 1952.


In 1953, the CIA and MI6—Britain's foreign intelligence service—orchestrated a coup to overthrow Mosaddegh. The stated fears were communist influence and economic instability, but the real issue was oil. The first attempt failed. The second succeeded.


Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the young shah who had spent the war years as a figurehead, was reinstalled with real power. The United States poured in financial and military support. American officials helped establish SAVAK, the Shah's secret police, which would become notorious for torture and political repression.


The coup's aftermath reshaped Iran's oil industry. Under American pressure, BP joined a consortium of Western companies to resume Iranian oil exports. On paper, the state-owned National Iranian Oil Company retained ownership of the oil and infrastructure. In practice, the consortium maintained operational control. It barred Iranian oversight of its financial records and excluded Iranians from its board. Iran received 50 percent of the profits, while American companies collectively secured 40 percent of the remaining share.


Many liberal Iranians believe this coup and the subsequent American support for the Shah enabled decades of arbitrary rule. When the revolution came in 1979, its "deeply anti-American character" was not an accident. It was payback.


The Pillar Strategy


After the coup, Iran became what American strategists called a "pillar" of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East. Its long border with the Soviet Union and its position as the largest, most powerful country in the oil-rich Persian Gulf made it strategically invaluable.


In 1960, Iran joined four other countries to form the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, known as OPEC. The cartel's explicit goal was to challenge Western oil company dominance and reclaim control over national oil resources. By the 1970s, surging OPEC profits gave member nations substantial leverage over Western economies.


This created a paradox that Iranian scholar Homa Katouzian has described precisely: the United States was "regarded by the Iranian public as the chief architect and instructor of the regime," while "its real influence in domestic Iranian politics and policies declined considerably." The more oil money the Shah had, the less he needed American approval for anything.


Some historians argue that President Richard Nixon actively recruited the Shah as an American puppet and proxy between 1969 and 1974. Others suggest it worked the other way around—that the Shah cleverly manipulated Nixon into supporting Iranian ambitions. Nixon, who had first met the Shah in 1953, saw him as a westernizing anticommunist statesman who deserved American backing, especially as British influence in the region waned.


The relationship had practical dimensions. The Shah agreed to buy large quantities of American military hardware. He took responsibility for ensuring political stability and fighting Soviet subversion throughout the region. In return, the United States permitted Iran to purchase advanced American weapons—a policy that served Cold War objectives while benefiting American defense contractors.


The 1973 Arab-Israeli War complicated matters. Arab oil producers embargoed the United States in retaliation for its support of Israel. Oil prices skyrocketed. This windfall enabled the Shah to buy far more advanced weaponry than American officials had expected or intended. By the mid-1970s, approximately 25,000 American technicians were deployed to Iran just to maintain equipment like F-14 fighter jets that had been sold to the Shah's government.


The Atom and the Shah


Here's an irony that often gets lost in discussions of Iran's nuclear program: the United States started it.


In 1953, President Dwight Eisenhower announced the Atoms for Peace program, designed to spread nuclear technology for peaceful purposes as a counterweight to nuclear weapons proliferation. Iran was an early participant. In 1957, the United States helped Iran create its nuclear program by providing the country's first nuclear reactor and nuclear fuel. After 1967, America provided Iran with weapons-grade enriched uranium.


Iran signed the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons—the NPT—on July 1, 1968, as one of the original 51 signatories. Its parliament ratified the treaty in February 1970. American and Western European governments continued supporting Iran's nuclear development until the 1979 revolution.


The program that would later be cited as evidence of Iranian perfidy and a justification for sanctions, sabotage, and threats of war was an American gift.


The Revolution


In 1979, everything the United States had built in Iran collapsed in a matter of months.


The Iranian Revolution overthrew the Shah and established an Islamic Republic under Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. The revolution drew on many grievances: SAVAK's torture chambers, the Shah's corruption, the forced westernization that had alienated religious conservatives, the sense that Iran's wealth was being siphoned off by foreigners while ordinary Iranians remained poor.


And then came the hostage crisis.


On November 4, 1979, Iranian students stormed the American embassy in Tehran and took 52 American diplomats and citizens hostage. They would be held for 444 days. The crisis dominated American news coverage, humiliated President Jimmy Carter, and contributed to his defeat by Ronald Reagan in 1980.


The United States broke diplomatic relations on April 7, 1980. They have never been restored.


Competing Explanations


Why do Iran and America hate each other? The answer depends on who you ask.


Iranian officials describe the conflict as "the natural and unavoidable conflict between the Islamic system" and "such an oppressive power as the United States, which is trying to establish a global dictatorship and further its own interests by dominating other nations and trampling on their rights." American support for Israel—which Iranian leaders call "the Zionist entity"—features prominently in this narrative.


Western analysts offer different explanations. Some argue that the Iranian government needs an external enemy to justify domestic repression and bind the regime to its loyal constituency. The Great Satan provides a useful bogeyman.


American officials point to the hostage crisis, Iran's human rights abuses, its anti-Western ideology, its nuclear program, and its funding of groups the United States considers terrorist organizations: Hamas in Gaza, Hezbollah in Lebanon, and the Houthis in Yemen. These groups serve as Iranian proxies, extending Tehran's influence throughout the Middle East without direct military confrontation.


The truth likely includes elements of all these explanations. Historical grievances, ideological differences, regional competition, and domestic political incentives on both sides have created a self-reinforcing cycle of hostility.


Maximum Pressure


Since 1995, the United States has maintained an embargo on trade with Iran. The severity of sanctions has waxed and waned with different administrations.


In 2015, the Obama administration led successful negotiations for a nuclear deal called the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, or JCPOA. The agreement placed substantial limits on Iran's nuclear program, including inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency and limitations on enrichment levels. In exchange, most sanctions against Iran were lifted in 2016.


The deal was controversial in both countries. Iranian hardliners saw it as capitulation. American critics argued it merely delayed Iran's path to nuclear weapons while providing the regime with billions of dollars in sanctions relief.


In 2018, President Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew from the nuclear deal and reimposed sanctions, initiating what his administration called a "maximum pressure campaign" against Iran. The goal was to force Iran back to the negotiating table for a more comprehensive agreement that would also address its missile program and regional activities.


Iran responded by gradually reducing its commitments under the nuclear deal. By 2019, it had exceeded pre-JCPOA enrichment levels. The maximum pressure campaign had produced maximum resistance.


The View from Both Sides


Public opinion data reveals the depth of mutual hostility—and a curious asymmetry.


According to a 2013 BBC World Service poll, only 5 percent of Americans viewed Iranian influence positively, while 87 percent expressed negative views. This was the most unfavorable perception of Iran anywhere in the world.


Iranians hold similarly dim views of the American government. A 2019 survey found that only 13 percent of Iranians had a favorable view of the United States, while 86 percent expressed unfavorable opinions—the most negative perception of America anywhere in the world.


But here's the asymmetry: research consistently shows that most Iranians hold positive attitudes about the American people, even as they despise the American government. The distinction between a nation and its leaders matters to ordinary Iranians in a way it apparently does not to ordinary Americans.


Perhaps this is because Iranians have lived under a government they did not choose. They understand that people and their rulers are not the same thing.


Unlikely Partners


Despite the hostility, American and Iranian interests have occasionally aligned. During the Iraq War, both countries wanted to defeat Sunni militants. When the Islamic State swept across Syria and Iraq, both Tehran and Washington—though they would never admit it publicly—were working toward the same goal: destroying the caliphate.


These moments of tacit cooperation hint at what might be possible if the two countries could move past their history. Both face common threats from Sunni extremism. Both have interests in regional stability. Both would benefit economically from normalized relations.


But trust, once destroyed, is extraordinarily difficult to rebuild. In August 2018, Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei banned direct talks with the United States. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, Iran has since attempted to assassinate American officials and dissidents, including former President Donald Trump.


The relationship has come a long way from the days when American missionaries founded Iranian medical schools and American financiers were trusted with the national treasury. Howard Baskerville, the schoolteacher who died fighting for Iranian freedom in 1909, would not recognize what his two countries have become to each other.


Whether they can find their way back to something better remains one of the great unanswered questions of international relations. The history suggests it will take more than treaties and negotiations. It will require both nations to reckon honestly with the choices that brought them here—the coup that overthrew democracy, the revolution that took hostages, the decades of sanctions and proxy wars and mutual demonization.


For now, they communicate through Switzerland and Pakistan, two countries serving as go-betweens for nations that cannot bear to speak directly. It is an arrangement befitting a relationship defined by grievance, suspicion, and the long shadow of history.

  


  
  
    What AOC Wants For The World

    Brian Beutler ·  · Feb 18, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  
If you’ve been on the fence about breaking up with mainstream political news to support independent journalism, do me a quick favor and Google AOC + Munich. Open a new tab and do it right now. No leading words, just enter AOC + Munich and scroll the headlines. 
You’ll likely notice a slight bias. We live in the Trump era, yet for some reason Democrats must meet a very high standard of gaffe-avoidance. You’ll see that establishment media (Google included) still enjoys the power to define politicians, and is simply selective about who’s subject to this kind of treatment. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez fell short of an arbitrary bar, freeing political journalists to depict a topsy-turvy world in which one of the Democratic Party’s most articulate leaders is an incoherent amateur. Their imputation that clarity and polish are essential political skills is left unstated, because that might raise some questions about double standards.
Essentially all substantive criticism of AOC has come from the left. Her progressive critics detected a dissonance between her appeals to economic egalitarianism and her participation in a security conference of, by, and for the global elite—with all of its assumptions about the international trading system, and the defense alliances that undergird it. 
“[F]or a politician that has built a progressive platform on criticism of US military interventionism and domestic policies aimed at benefitting the working class,” tut-tutted The Nation, “her presence at [the Munich security conference], widely considered to be the biggest international annual security event in the West and a major hub for hawkish military elites, seemed at first glance out of line with her values.”
In AOC’s defense, I believe these critics misapprehend the ambitious vision she drew in her remarks. But it’s important to probe the limits of that vision. 




What AOC wants to see in the world, apparently, is U.S. moral leadership stripped of contradictions, and sustained by global, pro-democratic class solidarity. When we fail to live up to enlightened values, we breed contempt; when democracy doesn’t deliver people a decent standard of living, they will be tempted by the false promises of strongmen. Those vulnerabilities imperil both freedom and prosperity.
It’s a highly ambitious, idealistic vision of a better future. And there’s nothing in it for most progressives to dislike. To be a little flip, it’s a two step process of, first, global class war. 
“We are moving in this direction of increased recognition that we have to have a working class centered politics if we are going to succeed, and also if we are going to stave off the scourges of authoritarianism,” which she defined as “political siren calls to allure people into finding scapegoats to blame for rising economic inequality, both domestically and globally.”

…and, second, benevolent U.S. participation in the new class-conscious community of democracies.
[W]e are in a new day and in a new time. But that does not mean that the majority of Americans are ready to walk away from a rules based order, and that we're ready to walk away from our commitment to democracy. I think what we identify is that in a rules based order, hypocrisy is vulnerability, and so I think what we are seeking is a return to a rules based order that eliminates the hypocrisies around when, too often in the West, we look the other way for inconvenient populations to act out these paradoxes, whether it is kidnapping a foreign head of state, whether it is threatening our allies to colonize Greenland, whether it is looking the other way in a genocide. Hypocrisies are vulnerabilities, and they threaten democracies globally. And so I think many of us are here to say, we are here and we are ready for the next chapter, not to have the world turn to isolation, but to deepen our partnership on greater and increased commitment to integrity to our values…. 
When you have a rules based order where you carve out exceptions to our values, exceptions to our rules, eventually the exceptions become the rules. And I think that to your original point, over the last five years, we've seen such a breaking and such a fraying of these alleged western values that people wonder if it ever existed in the first place. So I don't know if it's necessarily that we are in a post-rules based order, I think it's possible that we were in a pre-rules based order, and we have an opportunity to explore what a world would look like if we upheld democracy, human rights, trade that actually centers working class people, instead of accruing overwhelmingly the benefits of trade to the wealthiest. But if we reoriented a new era that could actually help people and show how foreign policy and healthy foreign policy can show up and help them in their lives.

There is no tension, in this view, between an international liberal order and social democracy. She has not aligned with dread globalists at the expense of workers. She wants to forge an international popular alliance of workers and their progressive allies, to counter the bourgeoning alliance of nationalists and kleptocrats—and for the resulting governments to helm more honorable, humane alliances.
You may think this is all pie in the sky. Moving the world in this direction is the undertaking of lifetimes. But it is a good vision, and perfectly defensible. 
My main question is to what extent she presents this idea in this manner because she thinks it can be fashioned into a strong domestic and international political appeal, and to what extent she actually believes the underlying analysis—that fascism is an outgrowth of working class economic disaffection, and thus that economic policy is our best weapon in the fight against authoritarianism. 
To my mind, it’s a strong, high-brow appeal, and a good guide star for the people who will build the future. It does not, however, strike me as an accurate assessment of the social underpinnings of authoritarianism, and would thus be a poor guide star for the more immediate challenge of defeating fascism. 




This is a tricky dance for left-leaning politicians, because the politics of rules, norms, and democracy have become viewed with suspicion and contempt, particularly on the left. In shorthand, leftists want to wage class war, but get thwarted by sell-out centrists who appeal to norms and rules as a crutch, because they can’t admit that their governing ideas are too milquetoast to appeal widely. The reality is a bit different. Leftists and centrists alike believe anti-Trump politics have failed, and should be jettisoned, in favor of economic appeals. Leftists believe this for Marxist reasons; centrists believe it because they spend the most time listening to pollsters. But as a tactical matter, they agree.
In between and all around these two factions are idealists and optimists (myself included) who think democracy must be protected—first and on its own terms—because democracy is prior to everything else, and humans clearly form politics on the basis of more than just their bank accounts. It’s an argument about sequencing and priorities, and the power of abstract appeals, rather than the substance of any policy.
AOC’s left-wing critics have little interest in U.S.-led global anything and wish she would stick to domestic egalitarianism. Our view is that beating fascists and holding them accountable is a predicate to everything, and that this is now a global challenge: What work does left-populist economic rhetoric or policymaking do in societies where rightists control all the levers of power and won’t give them up without a fight? Donald Trump has been effectively disciplined by bond traders, and, in his most fascist adventure, the community of freedom-loving people in Minneapolis. Not by increasing class consciousness. It’s true that Trump has quickly squandered the cross-racial working-class support he built in 2024, but there’s good reason to believe these voters have defected not simply because he broke his economic promises. They walked away because his whole schtick is an affront to liberty and decency, without any upside.
In our view, authoritarianism must be crushed using every available means, if we are to make the world safe again for egalitarian policymaking. I think AOC is trying to signal solidarity with us, but not agreement. In her telling, economic egalitarianism must come first, and it will usher people away from authoritarianism on its own.
To see things that way, you have to believe MAGA and the rise of far right parties throughout the democratic world are principally economic phenomena, and that defeating them is a matter of fixing what’s broken about economic policies—at which point the allure of conspiracy theories and hatreds will ebb. 
It is a commonly held view. There is much, much less evidence for it than I’d like there to be:
	We’ve lived through worse economies that did not prefigure the rise of global fascism. 

	We just experienced Biden’s economy, which did more to compress inequality than most people realize, faster than almost anyone thought possible, and it did not create cross-racial class solidarity. Indeed, it prefigured a swing of working-class people of color toward the GOP. 

	The appeal of far-right politics has grown even in social democracies, notwithstanding their robust safety nets and benefit systems.

	The one variable that changed everywhere all at once is the proliferation of disruptive new information technology.


Convincing people that the future can and will be better actually is an essential component of politics, much more so than clarity and polish in extemporaneous speaking. Trump probably couldn’t muster the phrase “strategic ambiguity” from memory, let alone explain its importance, but he promises a return to greatness in just about every public appearance. 
In that sense, an optimistic vision can help political talents like AOC draw popular support. But to succeed—to stem the tide of authoritarianism—they will need to increase mass consciousness of the poisonous effects of algorithmic media, including of A.I. technologies that proliferate fabrications and incitement at industrial scale. At the very least, we need people around the world to become better at compartmentalizing internet and non-internet, and to be clear that only the latter should serve as a guide to politics. 
More likely, we’ll need these companies to flounder and fail or respect constraints, as they become viewed with greater contempt. Through boycott we can harm them. Through taxes we can limit their power and gain some restitution. If their greed crashes the economy, populist anger can be marshaled against them. But the politics will be tricky because while awareness of social-media ills is widespread, so is its use. Biden waged hostilities against tech platforms, and it did not endear him to anyone. It took much more than mass awareness of the dangers of smoking cigarettes to really put the screws to tobacco companies. Most people surely know that drinking alcohol is unhealthy, but neo-prohibitionism, or even just support for a hefty alcohol tax, would be an extremely dicey political proposition. 
The point, though, is that various kinds of direct confrontation with the forces fanning authoritarianism will be necessary. Criminals will need to go to jail; collaborators will need to be exposed; their best tools will need to be confiscated. We can’t count on fiscal and regulatory policy—from the left, center, or parts in between—to do that work for us, because our luck will eventually run out. We’ll have a recession, or stumble a bit as we build out imperfect new systems of income and wealth distribution. And evil will be ready to pounce.

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Munich Security Conference

    Based on Wikipedia: Munich Security Conference


Five days before Russian tanks rolled into Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelenskyy stood at a podium in Munich and delivered a warning that would prove prophetic. "We don't have any firearms," he told the assembled world leaders. "And there's no security." The leaders listened politely, then returned to their hotel rooms at the Bayerischer Hof. Less than a week later, Europe faced its largest land war since 1945.


This is the strange power of the Munich Security Conference—a gathering that has no official authority, issues no binding resolutions, and produces no final communiqué, yet somehow manages to be the world's most consequential salon for national security. Every February, the ornate rooms of a nineteenth-century luxury hotel in Bavaria become the crossroads of global power.


Born from the Ashes of Resistance


The conference exists because of a remarkable act of conscience. In 1963, a German aristocrat named Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist-Schmenzin decided to bring together security experts and military leaders for informal dialogue. This was not an obvious career move for someone in postwar Germany. But von Kleist had credentials that commanded respect across the Atlantic divide.


He had tried to kill Hitler.


As a young officer in 1944, von Kleist volunteered for a suicide mission to assassinate the Nazi dictator by detonating explosives during a uniform presentation. The attack never happened—Hitler cancelled the demonstration. Von Kleist then joined the conspiracy led by Claus von Stauffenberg, the famous July 20th plot that came heartbreakingly close to success. When it failed, the Gestapo executed von Kleist's father. The son survived only because the chaos of Germany's collapse interrupted his trial.


This history mattered enormously. Here was a German who had risked everything to stop the war, now dedicating his life to ensuring such catastrophes never recurred. When he invited American and European security officials to Munich for quiet conversations, they came. That first meeting in 1963 had only about sixty participants. Among them were two young men who would shape the Cold War: Helmut Schmidt, future Chancellor of West Germany, and Henry Kissinger, future Secretary of State.


The Hotel Where Secrets Are Shared


The venue has never changed. The Hotel Bayerischer Hof sits on a plaza in central Munich, a palatial establishment that has hosted guests since 1841. Its chandeliers and wood-paneled rooms provide a setting both grand and intimate—perfect for the conference's peculiar purpose.


What happens in Munich is not negotiation. No treaties are signed here. No communiqués are issued. The conference is, officially, nothing more than a series of conversations. This is precisely what makes it valuable.


Diplomacy normally proceeds through formal channels, with every word scrutinized and every position hardened by the need to maintain national credibility. Munich offers something different: a place where a Russian foreign minister can share a drink with an American secretary of state, where defense officials can float ideas without committing their governments, where the real concerns behind official positions can be explored off the record.


The bilateral meetings matter as much as the speeches. At a typical conference, more than a thousand private conversations take place on the margins. A head of state might address the main hall in the morning, then spend the afternoon in back-to-back meetings with counterparts from a dozen countries. The hallways buzz with whispered negotiations while journalists crowd the lobby hoping for scraps.


How It Grew


Von Kleist ran the conference for thirty-five years, from 1963 until his retirement in 1998. During the Cold War, the gathering focused overwhelmingly on one question: how to prevent nuclear war between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization—the American-led military alliance of Western democracies—and the Soviet Union. The participants were almost exclusively from NATO countries and their close partners.


The conference was cancelled only three times in its history. In 1965, a scheduling transition caused a gap. In 1991, the First Gulf War made international travel inadvisable. And in 1997, von Kleist's retirement created a brief interregnum before new leadership took over.


That new leader was Horst Teltschik, a German politician and business executive who had served as a close advisor to Chancellor Helmut Kohl during the reunification of Germany. Teltschik recognized that the end of the Cold War demanded a transformation. The conference that von Kleist had built for a bipolar world needed to adapt to a more complex reality.


Under Teltschik, the guest list expanded dramatically. Leaders from Central and Eastern Europe—the former Soviet satellite states now charting their own courses—received invitations for the first time. So did representatives from India, Japan, South Korea, and eventually the People's Republic of China. The Munich Security Conference was becoming truly global.


The Ischinger Era


In 2008, leadership passed to Wolfgang Ischinger, a career diplomat who had served as Germany's ambassador to both the United States and the United Kingdom. Ischinger would reshape the conference more fundamentally than anyone since its founding.


He began by professionalizing the organization. In 2011, he established the Munich Security Conference as a formal non-profit company. This provided legal structure and enabled serious fundraising. The budget grew from less than one million euros of government funding in 2008 to approximately ten million euros by 2022, most of it now coming from corporate sponsors rather than taxpayers.


The scale expanded accordingly. Where von Kleist's early conferences had sixty participants, Ischinger's gatherings drew hundreds. The 2017 conference—the largest to that point—hosted 680 participants, including thirty heads of state and government, sixty representatives of international organizations, sixty-five top business executives, and seven hundred accredited journalists.


Ischinger also created new formats. The annual Munich meeting remained the flagship event, but the organization began hosting smaller gatherings in other capitals. These "Core Group Meetings" allowed more focused discussions among select participants. Sessions were held in Washington in 2009, Moscow in 2010, and Beijing in 2011—a geographic distribution that illustrated both the conference's ambitions and its careful diplomatic balance.


In 2009, the conference established the Ewald von Kleist Award, honoring its founder by recognizing individuals who had made outstanding contributions to peace and conflict resolution. The first recipient was Henry Kissinger, who had attended that initial 1963 meeting as a young academic. The award ceremony has since become one of the conference's signature moments.


When History Interrupts


For all its informal status, the Munich Security Conference has witnessed moments of genuine historical significance.


In 2003, German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer used the platform to challenge American arguments for invading Iraq. Looking directly at Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Fischer declared: "Excuse me, I am not convinced." The moment crystallized the transatlantic rift over the war and became one of the most memorable exchanges in the conference's history.


Four years later, Russian President Vladimir Putin delivered what would become known simply as "the 2007 Munich speech." In an address that shocked Western observers, Putin attacked American unilateralism, questioned the expansion of NATO, and warned that Russia would no longer accept being treated as a defeated power. Diplomats who were present describe the speech as a turning point—the moment when Russia's growing alienation from the Western order became unmistakable.


More constructive drama occurred in 2011. The conference had become prominent enough that Catherine Ashton, the European Union's foreign policy chief, chose it as the venue for a meeting of the Middle East Quartet—the diplomatic grouping of the EU, Russia, the United States, and the United Nations that attempted to mediate Israeli-Palestinian peace. More dramatically still, on the conference's sidelines, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and American Secretary of State Hillary Clinton exchanged the instruments of ratification for the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, formally bringing into force the most significant nuclear arms control agreement in decades.


The Return of Great Power Competition


The conference's recent history reads like a chronicle of deteriorating international order.


In 2015, the fifty-first conference focused heavily on the war in eastern Ukraine, which had erupted the previous year after Russia's annexation of Crimea. The discussions also addressed nuclear negotiations with Iran and the spreading refugee crisis that would soon destabilize European politics.


By 2016, the Islamic State—the terrorist organization that had seized vast territories in Iraq and Syria—dominated the agenda. The conference hall was filled with intelligence chiefs and defense ministers grappling with a threat that seemed to metastasize faster than anyone could contain it.


The 2020 conference carried a particular poignancy in retrospect. Joe Biden, then a private citizen after his vice presidency, addressed the gathering with a promise: "We will be back." He was speaking of American recommitment to multilateralism after the disruptions of the Trump administration. Within weeks, the COVID-19 pandemic would shut down international travel. Within two years, Biden would be president, and the world would face challenges far greater than anyone in that Munich ballroom had imagined.


The 2021 conference was held entirely online—the first and so far only virtual edition. From their respective capitals, Boris Johnson, Angela Merkel, Emmanuel Macron, and the newly inaugurated President Biden addressed cameras instead of a live audience. Biden's message echoed his promise from the year before: "America is back."


Ukraine and the New World


The February 2022 conference will be remembered as long as the institution exists.


The motto that year was "Turning the Tide—Unlearning Helplessness." The organizers hoped to inspire renewed confidence in the ability of democracies to shape events. But the conference was overshadowed by something more immediate: American intelligence indicated that Russia was about to invade Ukraine.


Russia, notably, was not present. Moscow had declined its invitation, a break from decades of participation. Ukrainian President Zelenskyy was there, warning Western leaders that their policy of engagement with Russia amounted to appeasement. He reminded them of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, in which Ukraine had surrendered the world's third-largest nuclear arsenal in exchange for security guarantees from Russia, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Those guarantees, Zelenskyy made clear, had proven worthless.


United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres delivered a grim assessment: the world was in a more precarious security situation than during the Cold War. Vice President Kamala Harris warned that the United States was prepared to impose severe sanctions if Russia attacked.


Five days after the conference ended, Russian forces crossed the border.


Grappling with a Fractured World


The 2023 conference, the first under new chairman Christoph Heusgen—a German diplomat who had served as Angela Merkel's foreign policy advisor—operated under the theme "Re:Vision." The word carried double meaning. On one hand, it acknowledged the efforts of autocratic powers to revise the international order by force. On the other, it called for new shared visions of what that order should become.


Heusgen made a particular effort to include voices from what diplomats call the Global South—the developing nations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America that have often felt marginalized in Western-dominated security discussions. The first panel discussion was dedicated specifically to this perspective. Among the participants were representatives from Ghana, Colombia, and other countries rarely centered in Munich conversations.


The 2024 conference, the sixtieth anniversary edition, took this inclusivity further. Of more than two hundred side events, a significant portion focused on climate change, food security, and other issues of particular concern to developing nations. The main program featured speakers from 109 countries, with over half being women and more than a quarter representing the Global South.


The motto was "Lose-Lose?"—a pointed question about whether the growing fragmentation of the international system was creating outcomes in which everyone suffers. The alternative, the conference suggested, was an inclusive reform of global institutions that could produce benefits for all.


What Munich Means


Critics have long questioned whether the Munich Security Conference accomplishes anything concrete. It has no formal authority. Its discussions are not binding. Its participants return home and often pursue policies that contradict the cooperative spirit of their Munich conversations.


But this critique misunderstands the conference's purpose. Munich is not meant to replace formal diplomacy; it is meant to enable it. The relationships built in the Bayerischer Hof's corridors can facilitate negotiations that would otherwise never begin. The frank exchanges that occur off the record can reveal flexibility that official positions obscure. The simple fact that adversaries occupy the same space, however briefly, maintains the possibility of dialogue even when relations are at their worst.


The conference also serves as a barometer. What happens in Munich often predicts what will happen in the world. Fischer's 2003 confrontation foreshadowed the transatlantic crisis over Iraq. Putin's 2007 speech anticipated Russia's increasing assertiveness. Zelenskyy's 2022 warnings proved tragically prescient. For those who know how to read it, Munich offers early signals of the storms to come.


In October 2024, the organization announced that Jens Stoltenberg, the former Secretary General of NATO, would assume chairmanship in 2025. His appointment signals the conference's continued centrality to Western security discussions—and perhaps its ongoing evolution as the world it monitors continues to change.


Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist, the man who tried to kill Hitler and then spent his life trying to prevent the next catastrophe, died in 2013 at the age of ninety. By then, his small gathering of sixty security officials had grown into the world's most important forum for discussing war and peace. Whether it can help prevent the conflicts that now threaten—or at least help the world understand them—remains the open question that brings leaders back to Munich every February.

  


  
  
    U.S. kills 11 in triple vessel strike; Mamdani to control pivotal NYC rent authority; "Voice of Hind Rajab" filmmaker rejects prize in Berlin

    Ryan Grim & Jeremy Scahill · Drop Site · Feb 18, 2026 · 19 min read

  

  
As Ramadan begins, Israeli attacks continue across Gaza and Israel imposes restrictions on access to Al-Aqsa mosque. Mexico and the Vatican decline Trump peace board invitation; UN humanitarian official may not attend the first meeting on Thursday. Settler attacks, military raids and arrests across the West Bank. Palestinian child killed by unexploded Israeli ordnance in Jordan Valley. Chief Israeli ministers push for “emigration” and continued occupation in discussions of the West Bank, Gaza, and Lebanon. U.S. military kills 11 in triple vessel strike in Eastern Pacific and Caribbean. NYC Mayor Zohran Mamdani poised to have control over pivotal rent authority. U.S. sells over $1 billion in Venezuelan oil and projects expanded production. Palantir relocates headquarters to Miami. ICE facility in Texas accused of destroying children’s letters. Immigration judge ends removal case against Columbia student Mohsen Mahdawi. House Democrats weigh censure vote against Rep. Randy Fine over anti-Muslim remarks. Justice Department antitrust chief ousted. DHS workers say Noem-ordered demolitions are exposing them to asbestos. Massive U.S. military buildup continues near Iran. RSF drone strike kills three civilians in North Kordofan. Israeli drone strike kills Lebanese man after threatening phone call. Taliban releases Pakistani soldiers after Saudi mediation. Niger and Algeria signal thaw with gas pipeline plans. U.S.-mediated Ukraine-Russia talks end their first day with no breakthrough. Peruvian Congress ousts interim President José Jerí after four months in office. Colombia resumes peace talks with Gulf Clan. U.S. official alleges China carried out covert nuclear test in 2020. Deadly militant attacks hit northwest Pakistan. Tunisian filmmaker Kaouther Ben Hania refuses to accept a prize in Berlin for “The Voice of Hind Rajab.”
This is Drop Site Daily, our new, free daily news recap. We send it Monday through Friday.

The Gaza Genocide, West Bank, and Israel
	Israeli attacks continue across Gaza: One Palestinian was shot and killed Wednesday by Israeli forces in the town of Bani Suheila, east of Khan Younis, according to Al-Araby TV. Israeli tanks also targeted areas in eastern Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip. On Tuesday, 12-year-old Youssef Rasem Asaliya was killed in an Israeli drone strike in Jabalia in northern Gaza, WAFA reports. The Israeli military admitted it carried out the strike, claiming it “eliminated a terrorist” who posed an imminent threat.

	Israel imposes restrictions at the onset of Islamic holy month: As the month of Ramadan begins, Israeli authorities are intensifying security measures across the occupied West Bank and Jerusalem, tightening control around Al-Aqsa mosque—Islam’s third-holiest site. Israeli police said thousands of officers would be deployed in and around Al-Aqsa day and night throughout Ramadan, while limiting access for Palestinian worshippers from the West Bank to just 10,000 permits and reportedly restricting entry to older age groups, according to The Times of Israel. Earlier on Wednesday, dozens of settlers entered the compound of Al-Aqsa Mosque under Israeli military protection. Settlers’ incursions into the mosque are expected to be extended to up to five hours daily during Ramadan, According to WAFA.

	Mexico and the Vatican decline Trump peace board invitations: Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum formally declined to join President Donald Trump’s Board of Peace, citing the fact that a recognized Palestinian state would not be part of the body. “Given that we recognize Palestine as a state, it’s important that both states, Israel and Palestine, participate. It isn’t set up that way,” Sheinbaum said at a press conference. Mexico joins France, Germany, Spain, Greece, and New Zealand in declining. The Holy See also announced that it would not take part in the Board of Peace, according to an announcement from Vatican Secretary of State Pietro Parolin on Monday.

	United Nations relief chief will not show up to BoP meeting: United Nations humanitarian relief chief Tom Fletcher was invited to President Donald Trump’s Board of Peace meeting on Thursday, Al Jazeera English reported, but said he could not attend due to a scheduling conflict. It remains unclear whether the United Nations will be represented at the first BOP meeting.

	Hamas spokesperson calls on “Board of Peace” to move beyond rhetoric: Hamas spokesperson in Gaza, Hazem Qasem, called on the Board of Peace to go beyond mere statements at the upcoming meeting on Thursday. He urged the Board to “implement in practice the principles they have announced, and to take concrete action to secure a genuine cessation of the war on the Gaza Strip and halt Israel’s grave violations of the agreement,” noting Israel is continuing to kill civilians and demolish homes in violation of the agreement. Qasem called for pressure on Israel to allow the independent National Committee to enter Gaza to administer the Strip, oversee humanitarian relief, and begin reconstruction with adequate support, as well as for a “genuine reopening” of the Rafah crossing.

	Dozens of states and organizations condemn Israeli actions in the West Bank: More than 85 countries, alongside the Arab League, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, and the European Union, issued a joint statement on Monday denouncing what they called illegal moves by Israel in the occupied West Bank. The statement rejected the prospect of annexation and settlement expansion, warned against demographic engineering and displacement, and reaffirmed support for a two-state solution based on the 1967 borders.

	Settler attacks, military raids and arrests across the West Bank: Israeli forces carried out multiple overnight raids across the West Bank on Tuesday, according to WAFA. In Hebron, forces detained 14 Palestinians, erected several military checkpoints and demolished a three-story residential building that housed more than 40 Palestinians. In separate incidents, two young men were shot and injured by Israeli forces in Jerusalem and Hebron. Additionally, two Palestinians were injured in settler attacks north of Ramallah.

	Palestinian child killed by unexploded Israeli ordnance in Jordan Valley: A 13-year-old Palestinian boy was killed Tuesday and two other children were wounded when unexploded Israeli military ammunition detonated in the Jordan Valley. The Palestinian Red Crescent Society told Anadolu Agency that it received the boy’s body from Israeli soldiers, which it transferred to a hospital in Jericho. The Israeli military claimed the youths were handling explosives in what it described as a “designated firing zone” and that an investigation is underway.

	Chief Israeli ministers push for “emigration” and continued occupation in the West Bank, Gaza, and Lebanon: In light of the “state property” measure moved forward by Israel’s cabinet over the weekend, Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich called for applying Israeli “sovereignty” over the West Bank, dismantling the Oslo framework, blocking a future Palestinian state, and promoting Palestinian “emigration” from both the West Bank and Gaza. Striking a similar tone, Defense Minister Israel Katz said Israeli forces will not withdraw “one millimeter” from Gaza’s “Yellow Line” unless Hamas fully disarms and threatened a return to full-scale war within 60 days. On Lebanon, Katz said Israeli troops will remain at five strategic points in southern Lebanon—which, he said, were “not part of the ceasefire agreement, but we imposed it”—until Hezbollah is completely disarmed.


U.S. News
	U.S. military kills 11 in triple vessel strike: The U.S. military conducted strikes on three boats in the Eastern Pacific and the Caribbean on Monday night, killing 11 people, according to U.S. Southern Command. SOUTHCOM posted video of the strikes and claimed without evidence they were engaged in narco-trafficking. It continued, “Eleven male narco-terrorists were killed during these actions, 4 on the first vessel in the Eastern Pacific, 4 on the second vessel in the Eastern Pacific, and 3 on the third vessel in the Caribbean.” The Trump administration’s targeting of vessels has killed at least 145 people in dozens of strikes on boats in the Pacific and Caribbean since September.

	Mamdani poised to control rent authority: New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani is set to control a majority of appointments to the Rent Guidelines Board after member Alex Armlovich resigned Tuesday, The City reports, bringing him closer to delivering on his signature campaign promise of a rent freeze for more than one million rent-stabilized apartments across the city. Armlovich is the third member to depart from the board this month, meaning that Mamdani has the ability to appoint six new people to the board. If the board approves a rent freeze this spring, prices would stay put for roughly one-third of all rental apartments in New York City.

	U.S. sells over $1 billion in Venezuelan oil and projects expanded production: U.S. Energy Secretary Chris Wright told Fox News that the United States has sold more than $1 billion worth of Venezuelan crude since the removal of President Nicolás Maduro in January, with short-term agreements expected to generate an additional $5 billion in sales in the coming months. Much of the oil is slated to be processed in American refineries, though the profits are supposed to be returned to Venezuela’s interim government. Wright estimated that annual revenues could exceed $10 billion if production and exports stabilize, projecting that Venezuela’s output—currently around 1 million barrels per day—could rise 30–40 percent within a year and quintuple over five years.

	Palantir relocates headquarters to Miami: Palantir Technologies announced Tuesday that it has officially moved its headquarters to Miami from Denver, marking its second relocation since leaving Palo Alto in 2020. Palantir CEO Alex Karp has announced his intention to scale the company’s revenue tenfold while shrinking its number of employees by relying more on artificial intelligence. The firm’s expanding contracts with the Department of Homeland Security and Immigration and Customs Enforcement—including a new five-year, $1 billion deal—have raised civil liberties concerns, as the firm expands its large-scale data aggregation capacities, surveillance operations, and facilitation of deportations.

	ICE facility in Texas accused of destroying children’s letters: Staff at an ICE detention center in Dilley, Texas have begun raiding family dormitories to confiscate and destroy letters written by detained children, Pablo Manríquez of Migrant Insider reported on Tuesday. The actions followed investigative reporting by ProPublica journalist Mica Rosenberg and colleagues on conditions inside the facility.

	Immigration judge ends removal case against Columbia student Mohsen Mahdawi: An immigration judge has terminated removal proceedings against Mohsen Mahdawi, attorneys for Mahdawi announced on Tuesday, halting the Trump administration’s effort to deport the Columbia University student and lawful permanent resident. Mahdawi was arrested by federal immigration authorities in April of last year and spent 16 days in ICE detention. “Nearly a year ago, I was detained at my citizenship interview not for breaking the law but for speaking against the genocide of Palestinians,” Mahdawi said. “In a climate where dissent is increasingly met with intimidation and detention, today’s ruling renews hope that due process still applies and that no agency stands above the Constitution.”

	House Democrats weigh censure vote against Rep. Randy Fine over anti-Muslim remarks: House Democrats are discussing forcing a vote to censure Rep. Randy Fine (R-Florida) if Speaker Mike Johnson does not take action against him, Axios reports, after Fine posted that “the choice between dogs and Muslims is not a difficult one.” Members of the Congressional Progressive Caucus said the idea has circulated internally, with Representative Ro Khanna calling for formal censure. “I usually hate censure resolutions against members, but I’ve never seen someone deserve one more,” Mark Pocan said.

	Justice Department antitrust chief ousted: The Justice Department’s antitrust division head, Gail Slater, exited last week amid reported tensions with Attorney General Pam Bondi over how aggressively to pursue corporate enforcement. Her departure raises questions about how the DOJ will proceed with existing antitrust cases, including prominent cases involving Live Nation, Visa, and Apple. Her departure follows earlier firings of senior deputies, who warned that antitrust outcomes were being decided not by the merits of their respective cases, but by the interventions of politically connected lobbyists. Read more about the implosion of antitrust enforcement at the DOJ from our friends at The Lever, here.

	DHS workers say Noem-ordered demolitions are exposing them to asbestos: Employees at the Department of Homeland Security say demolition work ordered by Secretary Kristi Noem at the St. Elizabeths West Campus in Washington has left them breathing asbestos dust without protective equipment, warnings, or clear communication about the risks of exposure. Staff described abatement crews in full protective gear working just yards away while DHS employees continued their normal operations. Read the exclusive report on DHS demolition discontent from our friends at Migrant Insider, here.


International News
	Massive U.S. military buildup continues near Iran: Dozens of fighter jets and other aircraft continued transiting towards the Middle East along with an expected deployment of a near aircraft carrier strike group. A report by Axios citing U.S. sources suggested that although negotiations over the Iranian nuclear program are still in progress, a large-scale conflict could “begin very soon.”

	Civilians describe starvation and constant attacks during sieges in South Kordofan: Residents who fled Kadugli and Dilling told the investigative outlet Ayin Network that during months of siege and shelling, “civilians were always the victims.” They described hospitals emptied of staff, salaries rendered worthless, and families subsisting on wild plants. Although the army partially broke the sieges on both cities in late January, residents say drone attacks continue in the region and that minimal humanitarian aid is reaching civilians. Separately, a drone strike carried out by the RSF hit the town of Alrahad Abu Dakna in North Kordofan, killing at least three civilians and injuring others.

	Israeli drone strike kills Lebanese man after threatening phone call: A man identifying himself as a member of the Israeli military called 62-year-old Ahmad Tarmas in the town of Tallousa near the Israeli border on Monday, asking whether he wished to die alone or with his family, according to journalist Radwan Mortada, to which Tarmas responded “alone.” Tarmas then drove away so the strike would not hit his home in Nabatieh—moments later, an Israeli drone fired two missiles at his car, killing him. Mortada reported  that similar “death call” assassinations have occurred across southern Lebanon, with victims warned by phone shortly before being struck by the Israeli army.

	Taliban releases Pakistani soldiers after Saudi mediation: On Tuesday, Afghanistan’s Taliban government said that it had released three Pakistani soldiers seized during deadly border clashes in October, according to Reuters. The Taliban claims it handed over the captives to a delegation from Saudi Arabia in Kabul as part of mediation efforts between the countries. Relations between the states remain strained following months of border closures, cross-border attacks, and accusations from Islamabad that Kabul shelters Islamist militants.

	Niger and Algeria signal thaw with gas pipeline plans: Niger’s junta leader Abdourahamane Tiani said Monday that a “new dynamic” had begun with Algeria after talks in Algiers with President Abdelmadjid Tebboune, and announced plans to move ahead with a long-stalled gas pipeline crossing Nigerien territory, according to reporting from The New Arab. The rapprochement follows nearly a year of strained relations after Algeria shot down a drone operated by Mali—a close ally of Niger—which prompted a group of allied Sahel states to recall their ambassadors. Tebboune said the tensions between Niger and Algeria have ended and that construction will begin after Ramadan, though other tensions with Mali within the Sahel bloc remain unresolved.

	U.S.-mediated Ukraine-Russia talks end first day with no breakthrough: Ukrainian and Russian negotiators concluded the first day of peace talks in Geneva with no sign of progress toward ending the war, France 24 reports. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy said he was ready to move toward an agreement but questioned Moscow’s seriousness (”What do they want?”). Zelenskyy has also maintained that the U.S., which is mediating the talks, has been pressuring his state to make an inordinate number of sacrifices relative to its adversary, which is seeking major territorial gains from the process. Negotiations are set to resume Wednesday.

	Peruvian Congress ousts interim President José Jerí after four months in office: Peru’s Congress voted 75–24 (with three abstentions) on February 17 to remove interim President José Jerí, ending his brief time as president. Jerí has been plagued with allegations of impropriety, tied to undisclosed clandestine meetings with Chinese businessmen—a controversy dubbed “Chifagate.” A new interim president will be chosen by Congress to serve until the elected president is inaugurated later this year; this is the ninth change in leadership in less than 10 years.

	Colombia resumes peace talks with Gulf Clan: Colombia said on Tuesday it will restart negotiations with the powerful armed group known as the Gulf Clan, also called the Gaitanist Self-Defence Forces, Al Jazeera reports. The group had paused talks earlier this month following a meeting between President Gustavo Petro and President Donald Trump, during which Petro agreed to prioritize the capture of major cartel leaders. In a joint statement, the government and the group said hurdles to negotiation had been overcome, and that talks would be mediated by the Catholic Church, Qatar, Spain, Norway, and Switzerland.

	U.S. official alleges China carried out covert nuclear test in 2020: A senior U.S. official told Reuters that seismic data points to an underground nuclear test allegedly conducted by China in June 2020 at the Lop Nor test site in Xinjiang. Assistant Secretary of State Christopher Yeaw pointed to a magnitude 2.75 “explosion” detected by a monitoring station in Kazakhstan and argued it was most consistent with a nuclear blast, rather than mining activity or an earthquake. The CTBO said there was insufficient data to confirm the claim, however, and China’s embassy in Washington rejected the allegation as unfounded and politically motivated.

	Deadly militant attacks hit northwest Pakistan: At least 14 security personnel and three civilians, including a child, were killed Monday in bombings and a gunfight across Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, AFP reports. One vehicle carrying explosives struck a checkpoint in Bajaur, while another blast hit a police station in Bannu, and separate clashes killed officers and militants in Shangla. The state police force said in their statement that they killed a dozen militants involved in the attacks, three of whom had been involved in “attacks targeting Chinese nationals.”

	Burglary charges dropped against 18 defendants in Palestine Action case; retrial for six others: Eighteen defendants accused of involvement in a 2024 Palestine Action raid on a factory in the UK owned by Israeli weapons manufacturer Elbit Systems will no longer face charges of aggravated burglary, prosecutors announced on Wednesday. Five of the defendants were granted bail at a hearing following the verdict. The decision comes two weeks after six other defendants in the case were acquitted of the same charge by a jury. However, prosecutor Deanna Heer KC said those six will face a retrial on all charges which had not ended in verdicts, including criminal damage and violent disorder. The other eighteen defendants also continue to face other charges in connection with the raid.

	Film workers accuse Berlinale of being silent on Gaza and censoring dissent: More than 80 film workers signed an open letter accusing the Berlin International Film Festival of “institutional silence on the genocide of Palestinians” and of censoring artists critical of Israel’s actions. Signatories include Tilda Swinton, Javier Bardem, Mike Leigh, Adam McKay, Nan Goldin, and Tatiana Maslany.

	Tunisian filmmaker refuses to accept award in Berlin: Tunisian filmmaker Kaouther Ben Hania refused to accept the Cinema for Peace gala’s “most valuable film” prize during a ceremony in Berlin on Monday night for her feature film, “The Voice of Hind Rajab.” The film, which is nominated for an Oscar, is a dramatic retelling of Israel’s killing of six-year-old Palestinian child Hind Rajab and her family in January 2024. “What happened to Hind is not an exception. It’s a part of a genocide. And tonight, in Berlin, there are people who gave political cover to that genocide by reframing the mass civilian killing as self-defense, as complex circumstances. By denigrating those who protest,” Ben Hania said. “But as you may know, peace is not a perfume sprayed over violence, so power can feel refined, and can feel comfortable. And cinema is not image-laundering.” She continued, “The Israeli army killed Hind Rajab; killed her family; killed the two paramedics who came to save her, with the complicity of the world’s most powerful governments and institutions…I refuse to let their deaths become a backdrop for a polite speech about peace. Not while the structures that enabled them remain untouched. So tonight, I will not take this award home. I leave it here as a reminder. And when peace is pursued as a legal and moral obligation, rooted in accountability for genocide, then I will come back and accept it with joy.” The annual gala also honored Noam Tibon, a former Israeli general featured in the Canadian documentary The Road Between Us, which chronicles Tibon’s rescue of his family following the Oct. 7, 2023, attacks.


More from Drop Site
In case you missed it, highlights from Tuesday’s Drop Site livestream:
	Religious liberty commissioner says White House pressured her to resign over her Gaza posts: Carrie Prejean Boller joined the livestream to discuss her resignation from the U.S. Religious Liberty Commission, which she said was a product of pressure from federal officials. The campaign for her removal began in August 2025 after she reposted statements by Pope Francis on Gaza and described Israel’s actions as genocide, she says. Prejean Boller said she was told by an official that the White House was monitoring her social media and labeling her posts “anti-Semitic.”




	Palestine Action co-founder discusses her group’s direct action strategy: “As a Palestinian, the best moment of my life was being on top of an Israeli weapons factory with a sledgehammer being able to destroy that site,” Huda Ammori, the 31-year-old co-founder of Palestine Action, told the livestream. “And knowing, that just that by being there and causing damage, they would have to shut down. Not just while I was there, but for weeks after.”




Upcoming event:
	Drop Site’s publisher, Dr. Nika Soon-Shiong, will speak at the Palestine Digital Activism Forum 2026 on March 30, joining journalists and media leaders for a session on “Resisting Dehumanization: The Fight for Visibility in Traditional Media and the Digital Space.” The event will be available to watch online. Register here.


Programming note: You can sign up here to get updates from us on our WhatsApp channel.
If you want to continue getting this newsletter, you don’t have to do anything. But if this is too much—we do try to be mindful of your inbox—you can unsubscribe from this newsletter while continuing to get the rest of our reporting. Just go into your account here at this link, scroll down, and toggle the button next to “Drop Site Daily” to the off setting. It looks like this:



  

  
  
    For peace and democracy in the Western hemisphere

    Luke Savage ·  · Feb 18, 2026 · 17 min read

  

  
On the morning of 25 October 1983, in just one of the Reagan administration’s many acts of aggression in the region, the United States invaded Grenada. The invasion, which was officially justified on the absurd grounds that the tiny island nation represented a security threat to the USA, came amidst the overthrow and brutal murder of Prime Minister Maurice Bishop and was widely condemned across the world. 
The next month, by an overwhelming vote of 108 to 9, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolution “[deeply deploring] the armed intervention in Grenada” which, it added, constituted “a flagrant violation of international law and of the independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity of that State.” 
In a powerful address to the Canadian House of Commons on October 27, 1983, my late friend Ed Broadbent fiercely condemned America’s invasion of Grenada and warned that the Reagan administration was “turning...the whole of Central America into a crusade against any kind of political regime which can be seen in any sense…to be philosophically left of centre,” adding: 
It is supporting in this holy crusade-or unholy crusade-any kind of regime on the right, providing that such regime supports the government of the United States. Just as during the Crusades, Mr. Speaker, when the so-called Christian heads of state perverted the very principles of morality, of Christianity, in the name of Christianity, so do we now find people in the Reagan administration completely perverting the most fundamental principles of democracy in the name of democracy.

Throughout the 1980s, in his capacity as both NDP leader and Vice President of the Socialist International, Ed Broadbent remained a fierce critic of American foreign policy in the Caribbean, South America, and beyond, and an important voice for democracy and peace. 
Amid the Trump administration’s renewed aggression throughout the hemisphere, most recently against Venezuela and Cuba, I’m pleased to bring you his remarks from October 1983 in full. (Alternatively, they can also be viewed on CPAC.ca, beginning at 6:09:30 in the clip found here.)


Mr. Speaker, the invasion of Grenada which took place not many days ago is an act which should be condemned by every person in all lands representing all ideologies who believe that negotiations, not violence, should be what conducts the affairs of mankind as they are organized in states, and who believe that no state has the right to impose its particular system of government upon any other. That is what this debate is about. I will come back to that point in a moment. Before I do so, I want to say what the debate is not about and to clarify a few matters.
The debate is not about whether one liked or disliked the Government of the former Prime Minister of Grenada, Mr. Bishop, a man who was brutally murdered. Whether one agreed or disagreed with his form of Government, or with what he was doing according to his principles in his land for his people, is not, I repeat, what this debate is about. It is not approval or disapproval of him.
Nor is this about the brutal act of murder that not only took Mr. Bishop’s life but that of many members of his cabinet as well as two or more trade union leaders. That kind of brutality, however unacceptable it is-as surely it is among all civilized people-is not what we are debating tonight.
Nor, third and most important, is the debate about the violence that Grenada as a state was involved in vis-a-vis other states. No one involved in the invasion of Grenada that I am aware of has suggested that the State of Grenada itself was embarked upon any form of aggression against any of its neighbours.
Those are the three important matters that I want to say that the debate is not about, Mr. Speaker.
I now want to turn to the essence of the matter. What we are talking about is an act of aggression, as open, as calculated, as inhuman as any other act of murder. I use my words with care because I think it is important for us as politicians to keep in mind what acts of unjust war, in particular are all about. Wars in general are about killing people. Today, as we are debating in Canada, in a fellow member country of the Commonwealth young men and probably young women also are being killed. This means, and we should think of these things,-that when their lives are snuffed out they will never see a cloudless sky with stars again. They will not have the pleasures and the friendships we will have, and they will not experience the joys of parenthood. They will not do all the mundane or blissful things that are part of the human existence.
These people who are being killed, whether young Grenadians defending their land, whether Cubans who happen to be in their land, or whether a young soldier from Iowa who happens to be a U.S. marine and who has been instructed by his Government to act in this way, and, like young soldiers in any nation, is inclined to accept what he is told to do as being the right thing, are lives being lost today. War is not some abstract entity that is a collection of mere statistics. War means that men and women, particularly young men and women, are going to disappear from the planet in a violent and cruel way. We must keep that in mind in this debate.
In my view what we are involved in, in this debate, in this Parliament, is an act that was deliberately and coolly calculated to create violence. It was an act coolly and carefully calculated by a great democracy in the world, the United States of America. I will come back to that in a minute, Mr. Speaker.
Although fellow members of the Commonwealth were involved in this decision to invade Grenada, anyone who understands the political reality of war in this hemisphere or anywhere else on the planet, knows that the United States of America, as the great power involved in this instance, is really behind the activity. For anyone who has any doubt, I ask them to consider whether it is conceivable if the other states involved in this so-called joint action would be taking this action were it not for the United States Marines. Would they, on their own, be combining to invade Grenada? My own judgment, and I suspect that of anyone who thinks about it seriously, would be that they would not be involved.
This is an act to invasion, an act of aggression initiated and led by the United States of America. We in this Parliament have an obligation to state the truth, to accept the truth and, in unpalatable cases, to try to change the reality. That is what we are involved in tonight.
If, as I say, this act of aggression was something initiated in its fundamental causality by the United States, I want, with care, to say why I think that. In so doing I want to deal with the reasons offered by the United States, its President, its Secretary of State, and other spokespersons, for the action and I want Members of the House to consider them.
No doubt as we are here tonight the President is on television and is readdressing these questions and reasserting the arguments and dressing them up with so-called fact. But just consider the arguments and consider whether anyone would believe them if they were offered, for example, by the head of another super power in another part of the world to justify acts of aggression in another part of the world.
First of all, the President has suggested that the United States has been involved in this act to protect its own citizens. That was one reason that was given. Surely we have to see this as a bogus argument. We now know, not through our own sources but through the New York Times as well as other American media, that the United States sent envoys, special representatives of the State Department, a number of days ago, shortly before the invasion, to ascertain whether there was necessity for involvement by the United States of America and its armed forces, presumably, and the answer they got was no.
We also know that the spokesperson for the largest single group of Americans there, namely, the university students, had openly expressed the wish that their President and the United States not take any violent action that could create problems for them.
It takes someone with a rather fanciful imagination to believe that the reason for the action of the United States was to protect its own citizens in Grenada.
Second, the United States has had the audacity, I say, in that region of the world to claim that it was acting to lay the foundations of democracy. I just mention some other countries in that region and ask Members of the House to try to place themselves in those countries and hear the words of the American President. I ask you, Mr. Speaker, to think of Haiti, Guatemala, Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic. All those countries in our lifetime have had violence inflicted upon them by the United States again, I regret to say, as a democrat. These countries have been attacked, have experienced the violence of the United States marines and invariably the argument given was that the purpose was to create conditions for democracy. Quite the opposite occurred. After each of these actions of violence by the use of the military, democracy did not grow. Vicious, inhumane dictatorships were what emerged from these invasions-dictatorships that lasted not for a year or two but for a number of decades.
As Senator Moynihan of the U.S. said a couple of days ago, you do not create democracies by using violence, and particularly you do not create democracies in one state by inflicting upon it the organized violence of another. Senator Moynihan said in criticism of his own government: “I don’t know how you restore democracy on the point of a bayonet”. That sums it up very well.
The third reason given for this action by the United States, Mr. Speaker, was that the American Government was asked by the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States to participate in this intervention-again, not to mince words, “to participate in this invasion”. I say again, Mr. Speaker, that this argument is bogus. I say so for a couple of reasons. The most fundamental reason is that no collection of states, whether or not they are democracies, has the right to say, “We will get together and gang up on another state”. I do not care, Mr. Speaker, if 45 countries in the world get together and decide that the 46th country is wrong in terms of what it is doing internally. The 45 states should not impose their will on that one state.
This is not the first time in history this has happened, Mr. Speaker. We should keep in mind that democracies use power like tyrannies. Athenian democracy was the same. There was an Athenian empire which sought to impose its will upon other people. A democracy, I repeat, can abuse its authority, its power. It can violate its norms when it deals with other states. The so-called collective decision of a group of states to invade one state in a region has no moral-and I would also argue legal-authority.
The next point I would make, Mr. Speaker, is that the charter of this collection of Eastern Caribbean states has two important requirements in it, both of which were violated. One is that for such action to take place unanimity is required. Grenada is a member of that organization. It should not surprise many people that Grenada did not participate in that decision. That was the number one violation of their own charter. Second, and very important, collective action taken by members of the Eastern Caribbean Organization was to be directed toward an outside aggressor who was taking action against one of its members. Again, Mr. Speaker, that requirement was not met.
Therefore, Mr. Speaker, the three arguments which have been offered with great seriousness in the U.S. media by the U.S. President and by its Secretary of State simply do not hold water and we in this House, like the rest of the civilized world which wants to be honest, must see that reality.
I would also add, Mr. Speaker, that the action taken by this collection of states against Grenada violates the Rio Treaty. It violates the principles of international law and goes against the United Nations Charter. It goes against the preamble of the Charter and it goes against Article 1 and II of the Charter. In particular, Article II of the United Nations Charter says that members of the United Nations should refrain from “threat or the use of violence against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state”.
I say in passing, Mr. Speaker, that it is a rather sad irony that the attack against Grenada should have taken place the day after the thirty-ninth anniversary of the founding of the United Nations, the United Nations whose very name was suggested by a very distinguished and very great democrat by the name of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. I believe that if Mr. Roosevelt was alive he would have grave concerns about the abuse of the very principles of democracy, the very principles of co-operative action upon which the United Nations was founded, and for whose purposes he worked so hard.
I would like to turn now, Mr. Speaker, to what I believe are the real reasons for the invasion of Grenada. They should concern us as members of a country which is part of the Americas. They should also concern us at this particular time in world history when matters are so precarious, when nuclear weaponry make a distinct possibility of the obliteration of mankind. I happen to think, and the evidence can be adduced, and if we had more time I would be only too happy to provide it, that the Reagan administration-not the Carter administration and, not many members of the United States Senate or the United States Congress, but the Reagan administration- has been waging an undeclared war against Nicaragua. It has aided in the suppression of human rights in El Salvador, and it supports the dictatorship which exists in Guatemala. These are unpalatable truths for a democrat. These are unpalatable truths for many people in the U.S. Congress.
The Reagan administration is turning, in my judgment, the whole of Central America into a crusade. It is doing its best to turn that region, and a good part of its members, into a crusade against any kind of political regime which can be seen in any sense of the modern use of language to be philosophically left of centre. It is supporting in this holy crusade-or unholy crusade-any kind of regime on the right, providing that such regime supports the government of the United States. Just as during the Crusades, Mr. Speaker, when the so-called Christian heads of state perverted the very principles of morality, of Christianity, in the name of Christianity, so do we now find people in the Reagan administration completely perverting the most fundamental principles of democracy in the name of democracy. George Orwell told us what this was all about.
It is in this context, Mr. Speaker, that I say that the attack on Grenada was simply an event just waiting for an excuse to happen, in the mind of the Reagan administration. If we in this House do not say in the clearest way that this is unacceptable, if we do not make it clear that the American administration is doing things which are fundamentally wrong, we betray our own traditions as a democratic people and we will also not be supporting those thousands of American democrats who oppose their government in this kind of activity.
We must make very clear here in the Canadian House of Commons that we do not support this kind of activity, this aggressive behaviour which has been undertaken against the nation of Grenada, because if the United States-and again I stress, the present administration of the United States-succeeds with this, and that is why President Reagan is on television again tonight, then I ask, can Nicaragua be far behind? And after Nicaragua, will it be Cuba? After Cuba will it be the Dominican Republic? And after the Dominican Republic, who knows?
We have a very basic obligation, Mr. Speaker, to send a message to the Government of the United States that it is morally wrong. I also want to stress, Mr. Speaker, that, as is very often the case in politics, morality counts for practical events. They are not disconnected aspects of human existence. Morality in politics frequently counts in the way states behave. If we do not make the proper decision in this instance as a parliamentary democracy on the northern borders of the United States, not only will we be doing a disservice to moral principles, we will not be sending the kind of practical, moral message which must be sent to the Government of the United States. That is what is involved in this debate.
So I say, Mr. Speaker, that the Parliament of Canada tonight must now join France, Britain, Sweden, Venezuela, Mexico, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic and many other States in making it unequivocally clear that we condemn this invasion.
On the opening day of this session of Parliament, Mr. Speaker, an extremely serious debate took place in this House. On that occasion, as was the case today, I moved a motion under the provisions of our Standing Orders calling for an emergency debate. I did so because the Government of the Soviet Union, through whatever series of events, and in one sense it matters not, got involved in a decision that took the lives of 259 civilians. All of us in this House representing all Parties condemned that action, and correctly so. We did not hesitate when we thought through all of the important intricacies involved, and there were many, and in the final analysis said that was a morally wrong thing to do.
As I said the other day, most actions in politics, whether domestic or international, cannot be reduced to the simplicities of black and white. Most political issues are complex and involve very weighty and practical moral judgments. Occasionally you get clear-cut issues when you look honestly at the evidence. We did that, Mr. Speaker, on the opening day when it came to the shooting down of a Korean civilian aircraft. I suggest we are in exactly the same situation today regarding the clarity of the issues involved. We do not have an issue which is clouded by ambiguity. Anyone who wants to see the facts and see them honestly, I suggest, can only reach one conclusion.
In this sense, Mr. Speaker, I think it is a test for Parliament, a test of the integrity of the Members of Parliament of all Parties, to see if they can apply the same moral standard to that great democracy to the south of us when it acts wrongly, as we did in applying standards and judgments to the Soviet Union when it acted wrongly.
Therefore I would like to propose we resolve this debate by coming together on a motion today, as we did on the opening day of this session. I would like to propose that motion, and I would hope that after consideration it could obtain the support of all three of Canada’s political Parties in this House. It is:
This House supports the judgment of the Secretary of the Commonwealth — that is our Commonwealth, Mr. Speaker — who just recently described the invasion of Grenada as:
“A deplorable act of blatant aggression.”
In the name of decency, Mr. Speaker, in the name of a fundamental commitment to democracy, in the name of a commitment to the principles of non-violence in relations amongst the nations of the world, I urge all Members of the House to support that motion.
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The Three-Day War Nobody Remembers


At dawn on October 25, 1983, American paratroopers jumped from transport aircraft into the tiny Caribbean island nation of Grenada. They carried tourist maps with military grids hastily drawn over them. The invasion would last just a few days, topple a government, and expose such profound failures in how the different branches of the U.S. military worked together that Congress would completely reorganize the Department of Defense.


It was also, depending on who you ask, either a noble rescue mission or an illegal act of aggression condemned by most of the world.


Today, Grenada celebrates the invasion anniversary as Thanksgiving Day—a national holiday. The United Nations condemned it as "a flagrant violation of international law" by a vote of 108 to 9. Both things are true, and both reveal something important about how American military power operates in the Caribbean.


A Revolution Devours Its Own


To understand why American soldiers ended up on Grenada's beaches, you need to understand what happened six days earlier in a colonial-era fort on the island's southwestern coast.


Grenada had been independent from Britain for only nine years. Its founding leader, Eric Gairy, had a private militia called the Mongoose Gang and a reputation for corruption that sparked street violence. In 1979, while Gairy was traveling abroad, a charismatic young leader named Maurice Bishop staged a nearly bloodless coup and established what he called the People's Revolutionary Government.


Bishop was complicated. He was a Marxist who nonetheless kept Queen Elizabeth II as Grenada's official head of state. He spoke powerfully about revolution while carefully maintaining enough constitutional window dressing to appear legitimate. He appealed to the Black Panther movement in America while accepting construction help from Cuba, Libya, and Algeria. The Reagan administration watched him nervously.


The specific trigger for American concern was an airport.


The Airport That Launched a Thousand Arguments


Point Salines International Airport seems like an unlikely cause for military invasion. The British had proposed building it back in 1954 when Grenada was still a colony. Canadian engineers designed it. A London firm did the construction. The British government underwrote the project. Cuba sent workers to help.


The runway was 9,000 feet long.


To the Reagan administration, that length told a story. A runway that size could accommodate the largest Soviet transport aircraft—the An-12, the An-22, the massive An-124. The administration argued that this wasn't a tourist airport; it was a forward military base that would allow the Soviets and Cubans to funnel weapons to communist insurgents throughout Central America.


Bishop's government pushed back. Their existing airport at Pearls, they pointed out, had a runway of only 5,200 feet—too short for modern commercial jets. It couldn't be expanded because it sat between a mountain and the ocean. If Grenada wanted tourists (and tourist dollars), it needed a real airport.


In 1983, Representative Ron Dellums of California traveled to Grenada to see for himself. He returned to Congress with a blunt assessment: the airport was "specifically now and has always been for the purpose of economic development and is not for military use." He called American fears "absurd, patronizing, and totally unwarranted."


The Reagan administration was not convinced.


A Firing Squad in Fort Rupert


The debate over the airport might have continued indefinitely, but in October 1983, Grenada's revolution began eating its own.


Deputy Prime Minister Bernard Coard had grown frustrated with Maurice Bishop's leadership. At a Central Committee meeting in September, he pressured Bishop into a power-sharing arrangement. Bishop agreed, then changed his mind. This was a mistake.


On October 13, the Coard faction had Bishop placed under house arrest. The government tried to keep this secret, but word leaked out anyway. On October 19, somewhere between 15,000 and 30,000 Grenadians—a substantial fraction of the island's population—marched to free their prime minister.


They succeeded. The crowd broke Bishop out of detention and followed him to Fort Rupert, a lightly guarded colonial fortress that they quickly occupied.


What happened next remains disputed. What's known is that troops loyal to Coard, riding in armored personnel carriers under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Ewart Layne, descended on Fort Rupert to "recapture the fort and restore order." When Bishop and his supporters surrendered, the army lined eight of them against a courtyard wall and shot them.


Hudson Austin, an army commander, then declared himself head of a new Revolutionary Military Council. He placed Grenada's governor-general under house arrest and announced a four-day curfew: anyone seen on the streets would be shot on sight.


Six days later, American troops were in the air.


The Students and the Pretext


The Reagan administration justified the invasion primarily on humanitarian grounds. There were roughly 600 American medical students studying at St. George's University on Grenada. With the island's government having just murdered its own prime minister and instituted a shoot-on-sight curfew, the administration argued it had a responsibility to rescue American citizens before another Iran hostage crisis could unfold.


Years later, Lawrence Eagleburger—who was serving as Reagan's Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs at the time—offered a more candid assessment. The prime motivation, he admitted, was to "get rid" of Hudson Austin. The students were a pretext.


This is not to say the student safety concerns were entirely fabricated. The Iran hostage crisis had ended only three years earlier, and that trauma still shaped American foreign policy. But the admission does illuminate a recurring pattern in American military interventions: the stated reason and the actual reason are often different, and the stated reason tends to be more palatable to domestic audiences.


There was another factor, too, one that defenders of the administration rarely mention.


Two days before the Grenada invasion, a truck bomb in Beirut killed 241 American servicemen—the deadliest single attack on Americans overseas since World War II. Some historians have suggested that Grenada offered the Reagan administration a chance to demonstrate American military resolve at a moment when American military prestige had just suffered a catastrophic blow.


By the 1984 election, the documentary series American Experience later noted, "the Grenada success replaced the bitter memory of the massacre at Lebanon."


The Legal Fiction


International law generally prohibits countries from invading other countries. The Reagan administration needed legal justification.


They found it—or constructed it—through the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States, a regional grouping that included Grenada's neighbors. Officially, the invasion came at the request of this organization, as well as Barbados and Jamaica. The administration also claimed that Paul Scoon, Grenada's governor-general (the Queen's representative on the island), had requested military intervention.


The Scoon request is particularly fascinating to examine closely. On October 22, three days before the invasion, a British diplomat visited Scoon and later reported that the governor-general "did not request military intervention, either directly or indirectly."


Yet after the invasion, Prime Minister Eugenia Charles of Dominica announced that Scoon had indeed requested help through secret channels. Scoon himself, in his 2003 autobiography, wrote that he had asked the British diplomat to pass along "an oral request" for intervention—but hadn't put anything in writing, apparently for his own safety while still under house arrest.


The letter officially requesting intervention? Scoon didn't sign it until October 26—the day after American troops had already landed.


This kind of post-hoc legal arrangement is not unusual in American military operations. The formal justification often catches up with the facts on the ground. Whether you view this as prudent flexibility or cynical manipulation probably depends on your broader views about American power.


Operation Urgent Fury


The American military gave the invasion a name—Operation Urgent Fury—that suggested dramatic urgency. The reality was that the United States had been rehearsing this exact scenario for years.


Since 1981, the military had conducted exercises called Operation Amber and the Amberdines, practicing air and amphibious assaults on the Puerto Rican island of Vieques. In these exercises, "Amber" was a hypothetical island in the Eastern Caribbean that had "engaged in anti-democratic revolutionary activities."


Grenada fit the profile almost perfectly.


The invasion force was substantial: nearly 7,600 American troops from across the military services, including the elite 75th Ranger Regiment, the 82nd Airborne Division, Marines, Delta Force, and Navy SEALs. They were joined by about 300 soldiers from Jamaica and the Regional Security System. It was the largest American military action since Vietnam.


Their opponents were less formidable. The People's Revolutionary Army had about 1,500 soldiers, armed mostly with Soviet-bloc automatic rifles and some obsolete Czech carbines. They had eight armored personnel carriers and two armored cars, but no tanks and no modern air defenses. The U.S. military didn't consider them a serious threat.


The real concern was Cuba.


The Cuban Question


Fidel Castro had sent workers to help build that controversial airport, and the American military worried that Cuba might send an expeditionary force to defend its ally. This concern shaped the invasion's scale and speed.


The Cuban presence on Grenada turned out to be more ambiguous than either side initially suggested. There were about 784 Cuban nationals on the island. Roughly 630 listed their occupations as construction workers. Another 64 were officially military personnel. Eighteen were family dependents.


But Castro himself complicated this picture when he described the construction crews as "workers and soldiers at the same time," explaining that this dual role was consistent with Cuba's "citizen soldier" tradition. In other words, most of those construction workers were also military reservists.


In practical terms, this meant the invasion force encountered armed resistance from Cubans as well as Grenadians—but not the kind of large-scale Cuban military intervention that American planners had feared.


Tourist Maps and Chaos


The invasion succeeded in its basic objectives within a few days. American forces captured both airports, rescued the medical students, and toppled Hudson Austin's military council. The fighting was over by early November.


But the operation also revealed serious problems in how the American military branches worked together—or failed to.


The troops famously relied on tourist maps because military intelligence hadn't provided adequate alternatives. Special operations missions were "plagued by inadequate intelligence and planning," according to subsequent reviews. Communication between Army, Navy, Marine, and Air Force units broke down repeatedly.


These failures were embarrassing precisely because the operation succeeded anyway. Against a more capable opponent, the same coordination failures might have been catastrophic.


Congress responded with the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986, one of the most sweeping reforms in American military history. The law restructured the chain of command, strengthened the role of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and created new unified combatant commands designed to ensure that Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine units could actually work together effectively.


In this sense, the messy Grenada invasion led directly to the smooth execution of future operations like the 1991 Gulf War.


The Aftermath


After the invasion, Sir Paul Scoon—the governor-general who had either requested intervention or hadn't, depending on which account you believe—appointed an advisory council to run the government. Grenada held elections in December 1984, and the country returned to civilian rule.


Maurice Bishop's body was never found. Hudson Austin had ordered it disposed of, and subsequent searches, including one by a truth and reconciliation commission launched in 2000, came up empty.


The international community largely viewed the invasion as illegal. The UN Security Council tried to pass a resolution "deeply deploring" the invasion and calling it "a flagrant violation of international law"—but the United States vetoed it. The General Assembly, where no country has veto power, passed a similar condemnation 108 to 9.


Britain's Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher privately disapproved, partly because she hadn't been consulted before American troops invaded a Commonwealth nation. But she supported the operation in public—a reminder that even close allies sometimes swallow their objections when the larger relationship matters more.


What Grenada Tells Us


The Grenada invasion matters beyond its immediate context because it established patterns that would repeat throughout subsequent decades of American military action.


The humanitarian justification—protecting American citizens—would become a standard rationale for interventions, even when other motivations were arguably more important. The legal construction—obtaining formal requests from regional bodies and friendly local figures—would provide cover for operations that the broader international community condemned. The speed of execution—moving from crisis to invasion in days—would characterize later operations in Panama, Iraq, and elsewhere.


The invasion also demonstrated something about American political memory. A military operation that the United Nations condemned as illegal, that was launched partly to distract from a devastating terrorist attack, and that relied on tourist maps and post-hoc legal justifications, somehow became a patriotic success story. Grenada celebrates the anniversary as a holiday. Veterans received campaign medals. The medical students were saved.


Whether this represents the redemptive power of good intentions or the way military success sanitizes questionable decisions depends entirely on your perspective.


What's undeniable is that for three days in October 1983, the world's most powerful military machine invaded an island smaller than most American counties, with a population of about 90,000, and the reverberations—in military doctrine, in legal precedent, in the way Americans think about their armed forces—continued for decades afterward.


The student medical school, by the way, is still there. St. George's University continues to train doctors on Grenada, accepting American students who take their anatomy courses within sight of where paratroopers once landed with tourist maps in their pockets, looking for an airport that everyone agreed existed but nobody could agree what it was for.

    
First Draft: Randy Too Racist for Republicans?


  
  
    First Draft: Randy Too Racist for Republicans?

    Andrew Perez · Zeteo · Feb 18, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  On this day in 2016, Pope Francis questioned Donald Trump's Christianity over his call to build a wall on the US-Mexico border. The late pontiff urged people to think about “building bridges” rather than walls – a message that sadly remains hyper-relevant today.

Good morning! Zeteo’s senior politics editor Andrew Perez here, wondering how the Republican Party has gotten so thoroughly, virulently racist that – as you’ll see below – war criminal George W. Bush can very occasionally sound like a voice of reason, when of course he should be in prison. What’s wrong with you, GOP? 
There’s no paywall for today’s ‘First Draft’ thanks to Incogni. Please send them your appreciation. 
In today’s ‘First Draft,’ the MAGA Republican Party remains quiet about Rep. Randy Fine’s latest Islamophobic attacks, a horrendous president shows us how deep the GOP rot has gotten, and Trump officials deport a 2-month-old baby with bronchitis – because they are bad people. 



The BBC caught scam call center workers on hidden cameras as they laughed at the people they were tricking. One worker bragged about making $250k from victims. The disturbing truth? Scammers don’t pick phone numbers at random. They buy your data from brokers.
Once your data is out there, it’s not just calls. It’s phishing, impersonation, and identity theft. That’s why we recommend Incogni: They delete your info from the web, monitor and follow up automatically, and continue to erase data as new risks appear. Try Incogni today and get 55% off annual plans with code ZETEO.
(This portion of the post was sponsored content.)

When Even Megyn Kelly Thinks You’re Too Islamophobic

Randy Fine, the most racist lawmaker in Congress, has finally uttered something disturbing and genocidal enough to attract widespread, bipartisan condemnation – though top Republican leaders remain conspicuously silent.
“If they force us to choose, the choice between dogs and Muslims is not a difficult one,” the MAGA freshman congressman tweeted over the weekend. While Fine has doubled and tripled down on social media, he appears to be feeling some heat – that is, if we are to read anything into his effort to try to lie his way out of this controversy on Newsmax.
“People should know Democrats like AOC are saying, ‘We are going to get rid of your dogs,’” Fine told the conservative news outlet – a blatant, egregious lie.
Fine’s post this weekend is only the latest instance of deranged Islamophobia from the Trump-endorsed congressman, who has urged the destruction of “Mainstream Muslims,” and has described Rep. Ilhan Omar, Rep. Rashida Tlaib, and now-New York Mayor Zohran Mamdani as “Muslim terrorists.” He’s called for Palestinians in Gaza to “starve away.”
This time, though, prominent public figures are finally calling him out. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D) issued a statement calling Fine “a disgrace to the United States Congress.” Jeffries said that “House Democrats will not let the racist and bigoted behavior of Randy Fine go unchecked,” and slammed GOP House Speaker Mike Johnson and Republicans for remaining silent about it.
California’s Democratic Governor Gavin Newsom, a weathervane if there ever was one, wrote to Fine, “Resign now, you racist slob.”
Fine’s comments were too much even for conservative media personality Megyn Kelly, an unrepentant Islamophobe herself, who responded to Fine: “wtf is this.” She later called him a “pathetic sweaty man” who had gone “full bigot” and told him to “fuck off.”

According to Axios, House Democrats could try to force a vote on a resolution to censure Fine.
As Jeffries noted, Johnson and Republican leaders in Congress have had absolutely nothing to say about Fine’s open bigotry – despite the House speaker having led pushes to censure Omar and Tlaib, the first two Muslim women elected to Congress, over… well, much, much less.
Johnson helped push through a resolution in 2023 to censure Tlaib for opposing Israel’s genocidal war in Gaza and for stating, in part, that the phrase “from the river to the sea” is “an aspirational call for freedom, human rights, and peaceful coexistence.”
The Republican speaker also backed an effort to censure Omar and strip her of her committee assignments, based on right-wingers’ flagrant distortion of comments that Omar made to Zeteo in the wake of Charlie Kirk’s assassination.
It’s a distant memory now, but during Donald Trump’s first term, Republican leaders chose to strip Iowa GOP Rep. Steve King of his committee assignments after he said, “White nationalist, white supremacist, Western civilization – how did that language become offensive?” He soon lost his seat to a Republican primary challenger.
In today’s fully MAGA Republican Party, House Republican leaders would likely have nothing to say about King’s comments. They tolerate a much worse, more vicious, almost genocidal level of bigotry from Randy Fine every day.

🗞️ What You Need to Know
	Monsters: The Trump administration deported Juan Nicolás, a 2-month-old baby with bronchitis, and his family on Tuesday, a day after the baby was rushed from an ICE detention facility to the hospital. “To unnecessarily deport a sick baby and his entire family is heinous,” Rep. Joaquin Castro wrote as he announced the news.

	Free speech: An immigration judge terminated the Trump administration’s removal proceedings against Palestinian Columbia protester Mohsen Mahdawi. While the administration can appeal or refile, the ruling is another blow to its crackdown on speech, following a similar ruling in Tufts student Rümeysa Öztürk’s case last week.

	Next liar up: The Homeland Security Department’s chief spokesperson, Tricia McLaughlin, known for pathologically spewing lies to defend Trump’s violent immigration agents, is stepping down from her post. Her replacement, Lauren Bis, was previously tasked with producing tacky, unconvincing ICE propaganda videos.

	Pure corruption: The Trump family has a financial interest in prediction apps Kalshi and Polymarket – Don Jr. has roles with both firms – so naturally the Trump administration is fighting to defend the prediction market from state regulators. Utah’s GOP governor, Spencer Cox, said he’ll use “every resource” he can to beat the admin in court.

	Personality cult: The Trump family business applied for trademarks for Trump-branded airport names, shortly before Republican lawmakers in Florida voted to rename the Palm Beach International Airport after the president. Republicans voted down an amendment that would have blocked Trump from profiting off the airport name.



🧠 Pop Quiz!
Who was the last House member to have been censured?
Keep your eyes out for the answer below!

Even George W. Bush Gets It
It’s hard to find much good to say about George W. Bush’s presidency, and why even try? He lied the US into a war that claimed hundreds of thousands of innocent Iraqi lives. It brings me no joy to report that he’s now writing blog posts, and not from a cell in The Hague.
Yet, Bush’s Substack post on Monday was notable in the way it demonstrated just how morally depraved the MAGA-led Republican Party has become today. In his reflections on George Washington’s leadership, Bush made sure to mention (later on) the first US president’s greatest fault: He owned people.
“Worst of all, he was – as were so many of his generation – a lifelong slave owner who never publicly condemned the institution,” Bush wrote, adding that “slavery is a stain on an otherwise sterling private and public life.”
Trump now leads the Republican Party, and he’s made it a core mission of his second administration to erase this exact history from museums and parks. As part of its purge, Trump’s administration removed slavery exhibits from the President’s House in Philadelphia, the site where Washington lived and worked as president. Some of these exhibits told the stories of the people Washington and his family enslaved.
On Monday, a federal judge – a Bush appointee – ordered the Trump administration to restore the slavery exhibits at the President’s House. The judge wrote that the administration is “dismantling objective historical truths,” while noting that officials have “completely ignored their legislatively imposed duties.” The administration made clear they’ll appeal the decision.
So while Dubya was reflecting on this horrific stain on Washington’s legacy, Trump’s administration was hard at work trying to erase it – clarifying how much more racist, reactionary, and toxic Trump’s GOP is today than it was under even Bush, Cheney, and co.

🚨 Don’t Miss It!
Media reporter and scoop-getter Justin Baragona is back with his now-weekly column, ‘Ragebait!’ From CBS to Fox, Justin will bring you the latest from the media world, including his take on the right-wing media’s latest manufactured outrage, what mainstream media is ignoring or getting wrong, and much more. Make sure you’re signed up to get ‘Ragebait.’ It will hit your inbox later today!
Plus, Zeteo Contributor John Harwood is hosting a Substack live at 1pm ET (10am PT, 6pm GMT) with journalist Don Lemon to talk about how he’s been targeted by the Trump administration.

😳 WTF?!


MAHA’s RFK Jr. is back at it again! This time with Kid Rock. I can’t believe what I just watched, above, is real…

🌏 Anywhere But America

	🇵🇸 Don’t forget Gaza: Palestinians in Gaza are marking the start of their third Ramadan amid a genocide. Meanwhile, the Vatican confirmed it would not join Trump’s ridiculously named ‘Board of Peace,’ saying “it should above all be the UN that manages these crisis situations.”


	🇺🇦 Donbas non-starter: President Volodymyr Zelensky told Axios that the Ukrainian people would reject a peace deal that involves unilaterally handing the eastern Donbas region to Russia. The Donbas question has become a sticking point in peace talks, as Russia seeks full control over the region.


	🇮🇷 Eyes on Iran: Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi said that Iran and the US have reached a mutual understanding on the “guiding principles” of a nuclear agreement following the second round of talks in Geneva yesterday. What that actually means is unclear, and Araghchi cautioned that while progress was made, it doesn’t mean an agreement will be reached quickly, as Iran is expected to provide specific proposals to the US in the coming weeks.

	🇵🇪 Another president ousted: Peru’s Congress voted yesterday to remove interim President José Jerí over allegations of corruption related to undisclosed meetings with Chinese executives. Jerí took office after Congress ousted his predecessor, Dina Boluarte, whose administration failed to tackle rising crime. Her predecessor was also ousted – surprise, surprise!

	🌏 ‘Global criminal enterprise’: Allegations contained within the Epstein files suggest the one-time existence of a “global criminal enterprise” that carried out acts that may amount to crimes against humanity, experts on the United Nations Human Rights Council determined. The panel called for an investigation into the allegations revealed in the files, as well as inquiries to understand the prolonged nature of the crimes.



😬 Awkward Moment of the Week


“Would I?” 


🧠 Trivia answer: Texas Rep. Al Green, who was censured for protesting Trump’s address to Congress in 2025.

ICYMI From Zeteo



Zeteo’s Melanie Riehl and Akshay Gokul contributed to this newsletter.

Still want to get Zeteo content, but not this newsletter? You can unsubscribe directly from ‘First Draft’ by going to ‘manage subscription’ in Substack, scrolling down, and toggling the button for ‘First Draft’ off. 

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Islamophobia

    Based on Wikipedia: Islamophobia

In March 2022, something remarkable happened at the United Nations. The General Assembly adopted by consensus a resolution introduced by Pakistan on behalf of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, declaring March 15 as International Day To Combat Islamophobia. It was a moment years in the making—a formal acknowledgment that prejudice against Muslims had become so pervasive, so damaging, and so structurally embedded in societies across the globe that it demanded explicit recognition. Yet even as this resolution passed, debates over what exactly Islamophobia is—and whether the term itself is useful or problematic—remain fiercely contested.

Islamophobia describes the irrational fear of, hostility towards, or hatred directed at Islam and Muslims. But reducing it to a simple definition obscures more than it reveals. The phenomenon is neither monolithic nor uniform. It operates through stereotypes that paint Muslims as a single homogeneous racial group—a portrayal that ignores the remarkable diversity of Muslim communities across Asia, Africa, Europe, and the Americas. And it functions through both individual prejudice and institutional structures that shape everything from employment decisions to airport security protocols.

The Origins of a Contested Term

The word itself is relatively young in English, though its roots stretch further back than most assume. The Oxford English Dictionary attests usage as early as 1923, citing a French word "islamophobie" found in a thesis by Alain Quellien published in 1910 to describe prejudice against Islam prevalent among Western and Christian civilizations. Yet the term did not immediately enter mainstream English vocabulary. Western publications preferred phrases like "feelings inimical to Islam" until the word reappeared in an article by Georges Chahati Anawati in 1976.

The term as we know it today exploded into prominence in the 1990s. In 1996, the Runnymede Trust—a British nonprofit that challenges racial inequality—established the Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia. The commission's report, Islamophobia: A Challenge for Us All, published in November 1997 under then-Home Secretary Jack Straw, defined it as "an outlook or world-view involving an unfounded dread and dislike of Muslims, which results in practices of exclusion and discrimination." The authors justified introducing the term because anti-Muslim prejudice had "grown so considerably and so rapidly in recent years that a new item in the vocabulary is needed."

This definition proved influential. Scholars have described Islamophobia as a "copycat neologism"—borrowing from terms like homophobia, which itself was modeled on hydrophobia, an archaic term for rabies (a disease thought to cause insanity). The pattern reveals how readily language can be weaponized to describe prejudice.

What Fuels Modern Anti-Muslim Hostility?

The causes of intensified Islamophobia across the world since the Cold War's end are numerous and interconnected. They form a web of political, media, and cultural forces that have accelerated in recent decades.

One significant driver has been the proliferation of quasi-racialist stereotypes against Muslims through Western media since the 1990s—imagery that paints Islam as inherently geopolitical, backward, or threatening. Another is the United States' "war on terror" campaign launched after the September 11 attacks in 2001—a military and political response that rhetorically and physically lumped all Muslims under suspicion.

The rise of the Islamic State in the aftermath of the Iraq War created yet another wave of association between Islam and violence. When Islamist militants carried out terrorist attacks in the United States and Europe, these events reinforced media narratives that link Muslims to terrorism. White nationalist organizations have disseminated anti-Muslim rhetoric through internet forums and social media channels, radicalizing Christian nationalist and far-right groups with increasing hostility toward Muslims in both the United States and the European Union.

The cumulative effect has been a normalization of suspicion toward Muslims that pervades public life and private consciousness alike.

The Gendered Dimension of Prejudice

A 2013 study revealed something crucial: Muslim women, particularly those wearing headscarves or face veils, face disproportionate vulnerability to Islamophobic attacks. This finding deserves attention not merely as statistical data but as insight into how prejudice operates along multiple axes.

The research demonstrated that gendered forms of expression—visible markers of religious identity—become targets for hostility in ways that differ from male experience. The study suggested that anti-Muslim discrimination is not simply about religion; it intersects with gender, race, and visibility in public spaces. Scholars have argued this reveals Islamophobia's explicit racist dimensions.

The Scholarly Lens: Defining the Contours of Prejudice

The University of California at Berkeley's Islamophobia Research & Documentation Project offered a working definition that went beyond individual prejudice to examine structural power. According to their framework, Islamophobia is "a contrived fear or prejudice fomented by the existing Eurocentric and Orientalist global power structure." It operates through maintaining and extending disparities in economic, political, social, and cultural relations while rationalizing violence as a tool for what they term "civilizational rehab" of target communities. The definition emphasizes how Islamophobia reintroduces and reaffirms a global racial structure through which resource distribution disparities are maintained and extended.

In 2008, a workshop on "Thinking Through Islamophobia" at a major research institution proposed an alternative definition that rejected viewing Islamophobia as simply closed or open views of Islam. Instead, it reframed Islamophobia as performative—a lens that problematizes Muslim agency and identity in ways that make prejudice appear natural rather than constructed.

The Debate Over the Term Itself

The exact definition of "Islamophobia" remains contested among Western analysts. Detractors have proposed alternatives—"anti-Muslim" specifically—to denote prejudice or discrimination against Muslims without the baggage they associate with the term.

Critics, often from right-wing Commentary, have alleged that the term is sometimes deployed to avoid criticism of Islam itself—by removing the distinction between racism and critique of religious doctrine or practice. In their view, calling something "Islamophobia" can serve as a shield against legitimate questions about theological or political movements within Muslim communities.

Yet academics, activists, and experts who support the terminology have denounced such characterizations as attempts to deny both the existence and structural nature of anti-Muslim prejudice.

Several alternative terms circulate across languages and contexts. In German, Islamophobie (fear) and Islamfeindlichkeit (hostility) coexist. The Scandinavian term Muslimhat literally means "hatred of Muslims." When discrimination emphasizes religious affiliation specifically, it becomes "Muslimphobia"—the alternative form of Muslimophobia—or Islamophobism, antimuslimness, or antimuslimism

Those who discriminate against Muslims have been variously labeled Islamophobes, Islamophobists, anti-Muslimists, antimuslimists, islamophobiacs, anti-Muhammadan, Muslimphobes or its alternative spelling of Muslimophobes. Individuals motivated by specific anti-Muslim agenda have been described as anti-mosque, anti-Shiites (or Shiaphobes), anti-Sufism (or Sufi-phobia) and anti-Sunni (or Sunniphobes).

A Mirror for the Age

At a 2009 symposium on "Islamophobia and Religious Discrimination," Robin Richardson—a former director of the Runnymede Trust and editor of Islamophobia: a challenge for us all—articulated seven grounds for the term's disadvantages. These included that it implies prejudice is merely "a severe mental illness" affecting only a tiny minority; that using the term makes those to whom it's applied "defensive and defiant" while absolving the accusers from responsibility of understanding or changing their views; that it suggests hostility toward Muslims is divorced from factors like skin color, immigrant status, fear of fundamentalism, or political or economic conflicts.

Richardson also argued that the term fails to distinguish between people who are against all religion and those who dislike Islam specifically—a distinction he considered crucial for understanding the phenomenon's nuances.

Living With Consequence

What cannot be disputed is that Islamophobia—whatever term one prefers—has consequences. It shapes policy, influences public opinion, determines whom society includes or excludes, and sets the boundaries of belonging in ways both visible and隐蔽. The UN resolution passing in 2022 did not create new protections but it formalized an acknowledgment: that anti-Muslim prejudice deserves attention, analysis, and remediation at the highest levels of international governance.

Understanding Islamophobia requires tracing its linguistic origins, examining its structural dimensions, acknowledging its gendered expressions, and interrogating the terms we use to describe it. The debate over language reflects deeper questions about how societies conceptualize religious diversity, racial difference, and political power. What is certain is that the phenomenon itself—whatever one calls it—is not going away.

The task now is to understand why it emerged, how it operates, and what responses might effectively counter its effects.
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Seventeen killed in Israeli strikes across Gaza. Critically ill Palestinian man dies in Gaza as Israel continues to restrict Rafah crossing. Hamas tells Drop Site it rejects President Donald Trump and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s renewed demands for full disarmament in Gaza. Israel moves to register West Bank land as “state property.” Iran stages naval drills in the Strait of Hormuz amid U.S. military buildup. Iran and the U.S. conclude their second round of nuclear talks in Geneva; Iranian diplomat says “the ball is in America’s court.” Rev. Jesse Jackson, who brought a generation of progressives into national politics, dies at 84. Rubio says Cuba must “open” its economy if it wants sanctions relief. U.S. ambassador scorns the UN in Munich. Brooklyn Navy Yard forces Israeli military drone firm to vacate. Minnesota officials say the FBI is blocking evidence related to the killing of Alex Pretti. Leaked audio shows New Jersey Democrat is shifting her stance on aid to Israel. More than 60 killed in a wave of drone strikes across Sudan. Israeli drone strikes kill civilians in southern and eastern Lebanon. Fuel shortages trigger mounting trash crisis in Cuba. Argentina’s Senate passes Milei-backed labor overhaul. Carney pushes EU–Indo-Pacific trade bloc to counter Trump tariffs. Russia claims mass drone interceptions and new territorial gains in eastern Ukraine. U.S. deploys troops to Nigeria as Nigerian forces repel coordinated militant attacks.
More from Drop Site: Emails show Epstein brokered logistics, security, and energy deals across Africa alongside former Israeli Defense Minister Ehud Barak.
This is Drop Site Daily, our new, free daily news recap. We send it Monday through Friday.

The Gaza Genocide, West Bank, and Israel
	Seventeen killed in Israeli strikes across Gaza: Israeli airstrikes and shootings across the Gaza Strip killed 17 Palestinians over the weekend, including 11 people killed on Sunday morning. Civilians were struck near the “yellow line” in northern Gaza, and the tents of displaced families were hit west of Jabaliya camp. Among the dead was Sami al-Dahdouh, identified as a commander in Saraya al-Quds, the armed wing of Palestinian Islamic Jihad.

	Critically ill Palestinian man dies in Gaza as Israel continues to restrict travel through Rafah: Muhammad Dhaban died in Gaza Monday after an eight-month battle with Stevens-Johnson syndrome, a life-threatening condition that requires specialist care—care that he was unable to get as Israel’s military assault has systematically destroyed Gaza’s health system. More than 20,000 patients and wounded are waiting to travel abroad for treatment, according to Gaza’s Health Ministry. The Ministry warned that the partial operation of the Rafah crossing “does not match the scale of the humanitarian catastrophe.” Between February 2 and 16, 2026, only 925 people passed through Gaza’s Rafah crossing—just 31 percent of the roughly 3,000 Israel had previously said it would allow—according to the Government Media Office.

	Doctors Without Borders suspends “non-critical” activities at Gaza’s Nasser Hospital: On Wednesday, Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) said it was halting all non-essential activities at Nasser Hospital in Khan Younis, claiming in a statement that masked, armed men had entered the compound. The organization said it could not confirm the identity or affiliation of the gunmen. MSF claimed the militants were intimidating patients, arresting them, and accused them of moving weapons. Hospital staff and witnesses have said Nasser has faced repeated incursions by masked gunmen and Israeli-backed militias in recent months, even with Gaza’s civil police stationed nearby. The hospital administration in a statement rejected MSF’s allegations as “false, unsubstantiated, and misleading,” warning they could put a protected medical site at further risk. Furthermore, Gaza’s Interior Ministry announced new police deployments to prevent the entry of any armed elements in the hospital.

	Hamas tells Drop Site it rejects Trump and Netanyahu’s renewed demands for full disarmament in Gaza: As President Donald Trump and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu re-escalate demands for Hamas and all Palestinian resistance factions to immediately disarm as a precondition for reconstruction and Israeli withdrawal—threatening to resume full-scale war—Hamas says no formal proposals have been presented and it rejects demands for unilateral disarmament. Senior leader Basem Naim told Drop Site, “Palestinian resistance and its weapons are a legitimate right, and disarmament is rejected,” saying the movement would only discuss disarmament within a comprehensive framework that includes a binding long-term ceasefire and a political process toward a Palestinian state. In the near term, Hamas has signaled its openness to specific arrangements—such as internationally verified warehousing or decommissioning of certain “offensive” weapons—if a recognized Palestinian security force is established in Gaza. Read the full report from Jeremy Scahill and Jawa Ahmad here.

	Board of Peace has more than $5 billion committed: Trump announced on Sunday that member states of his “Board of Peace” have pledged more than $5 billion for Gaza’s reconstruction and committed thousands of troops to an international stabilization force. In the same post, Trump demanded that Hamas fully and immediately demilitarize. Writing on Truth Social, Trump described the Board of Peace as potentially “the most consequential International Body in History” and said he will formally outline its next steps when the board holds its inaugural meeting in Washington, D.C. on Thursday at the newly renamed Donald J. Trump U.S. Institute of Peace.

	Israel moves to register West Bank land as “state property”: The Israeli cabinet approved a plan to begin formally registering West Bank land as “state property” for the first time since 1967. The move, pushed by Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich and others, exploits the fact that most Palestinian land was left unregistered after Israel froze the process in 1967, despite international law barring an occupying power from confiscating territory. Palestinian Authority officials and Hamas condemned the maneuver as illegal and void, and experts say it is tantamount to “de facto annexation.”

	PA security forces kill two children in the West Bank: Palestinian Authority security forces shot and killed two Palestinian children—siblings aged 16 and three—in the West Bank town of Tamoun on Sunday, according to Al Jazeera Arabic. The contingent was pursuing their father, Samer Samara, who is wanted by Israel. A spokesperson for the Palestinian Authority said that they had a judicial arrest warrant for Samara and announced that the killings would be investigated. Hamas condemned the killings, and said they reflect “repressive policies” pursued at a time of escalating Israeli attacks across the West Bank.

	Israeli settler to face reckless homicide charges for killing Palestinian activist in West Bank: Israeli prosecutors said on Monday they plan to indict settler Yinon Levy on reckless homicide charges for the July 28 killing of Palestinian teacher and activist Awdah Hathaleen in the village of Umm al-Khair, according to Times of Israel. Hathaleen, who appeared in the Oscar-winning documentary “No Other Land,” was filming when Levy fired at him from a distance. If convicted, Levy faces a maximum of 12 years in prison. Read Drop Site’s coverage of Awdah Hathaleen’s killing here.

	Prominent Palestinian leader continues to face abuse in Israeli prison: Longtime Palestinian political prisoner Marwan Barghouti was visited on Tuesday at Megiddo Prison by his lawyer Ben Marmarelli, who said that while Barghouti is in relatively good mental condition and physically stable, he still suffers from hearing damage and his broken ribs, both of which are traceable to a September 15 assault. According to Barghouti’s lawyer, the harsh living conditions for Barghouti and his two cellmates include: severe food shortages, beatings, denial of access to the prison yard or showering, and isolation.


Iran
	Iran stages naval drills in the Strait of Hormuz: Iran closed the Strait of Hormuz for several hours on Monday while it conducted live naval exercises in the area. The drills were aimed at assessing the readiness of the IRGC’s navy in light of “potential security and military threats” to the country, according to the Iranian news agency IRNA.  The drills come amid a major military buildup by the United States in the region and speculation that Iran may announce a closure of the economically vital waterway if attacked. The U.S. military has dispatched F-35 jets, tanker aircraft, and naval assets in recent weeks. At least 163 heavy cargo flights have also landed at bases in Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait as part of the campaign.

	Iran and U.S. announce end of second rounds of nuclear talks in Geneva: Iranian and U.S. officials have announced the end of a second round of negotiations in Geneva. Speaking to reporters aboard Air Force One en route to Washington, Trump said, “I will participate in those talks, indirectly,” adding, “I don’t think they want to face the consequences of not making a deal.” Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei meanwhile indicated that Iran is ready for war if talks fail, stating that “even the strongest army in the world can sometimes receive a blow that leaves it unable to rise.” On Monday, prior to the talks, Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi also held separate talks with Omani mediator Badr bin Hamad Al-Busaidi in Geneva, and said that Iran had “real ideas” for a deal focused on enrichment limits in exchange for sanctions relief, while staying that Iran was unwilling to submit to threats.

	Netanyahu lays out his conditions for an Iran deal: Netanyahu said at a Sunday press conference that he has presented Trump with five demands for any agreement with Iran. These include zero uranium enrichment, removal of all nuclear infrastructure from the country, strict missile range limits, a “full dismantling” of Iran’s regional allies, and continuous unannounced inspections to ensure compliance. These demands far exceed those of the 2015 nuclear deal, which limited, but did not abolish, Iran’s enrichment program. Tehran has previously rejected deals with zero enrichment as a component.

	Iranian diplomat says “the ball is in America’s court”: In an interview with the BBC on Sunday, Iran’s deputy foreign minister for political affairs, Majid Takht-Ravanchi, said that “the ball is in America’s court to prove that they want to do a deal,” when discussing Tuesday’s talks between the two countries. Takht-Ravanchi said negotiations will focus solely on the nuclear issue, and warned they will collapse if Washington attempts to negotiate missiles or Iran’s regional alliances. Takht-Ravanchi also maintained that zero uranium enrichment continues to be a red line for the Iranian cohort.


U.S. News
	Jesse Jackson dies at 84: Rev. Jesse Jackson died “peacefully” on Tuesday, according to his family, at the age of 84. A top aide to Martin Luther King, Jr., Jackson organized a Rainbow Coalition to try to stem the slide of the Democratic Party into neoliberalism. A roving, freelance diplomat, he was often at the center of global peace efforts, nearly capturing the 1988 Democratic nomination and bringing a generation of progressives, including Bernie Sanders, into national Democratic politics. Trump posted a statement praising Jackson and saying he had provided Jackson with office space. Jackson “had much to do with the election, with no acknowledgement or credit, of Barack Hussein Obama, a man who Jesse could not stand,” Trump wrote.

	Mamdani secures $1.5B in NY state funding: On Monday, New York Gov. Kathy Hochul and NYC Mayor Zohran Mamdani announced that the city will receive $1.5 billion in state investment in a major show of political support by Hochul. On Tuesday, Mamdani will present his administration’s first preliminary budget in City Hall.

	Brooklyn Navy Yard forces Israeli military drone firm to vacate: The Brooklyn Navy Yard Development Corporation declined to renew the lease of Easy Aerial at the city-owned Brooklyn Navy Yard, effectively forcing the Israeli military drone manufacturer to leave the complex, the New York Post reports. Rep. Elise Stefanik immediately condemned the decision as “deeply disturbing” and blamed Mamdani. Supporters of the move pointed to Easy Aerial’s production of surveillance drone systems used by United States agencies and the Israeli military in Gaza, arguing that such technology has played a central role in killing civilians during Israel’s genocidal campaign in the Gaza Strip.

	U.S. ambassador scorns the UN in Munich: At the Munich Security Conference on Sunday, United States Ambassador Mike Waltz called the United Nations a “failed 80-year relic” and said Washington is “returning the world from the brink” by reforming multilateralism through direct deals, even presenting a “Make the UN Great Again” cap to European Union foreign affairs chief Kaja Kallas. Kallas pushed back, stressing that America’s strength lies in its allies. “When America goes to war, a lot of us go with you, and we lose our people on the way,” she said. “In terms of economic might, China is a very, very powerful country. In terms of military might as well. So what is the difference between you and the other superpowers?” Kallas also criticized the proposed Board of Peace for its expansive sense of its own remit, and for locating decision-making power in a single person—Trump himself.

	Rubio says Cuba must “open” its economy if it wants sanctions relief: Secretary of State Marco told reporters in Munich over the weekend that Cuba must grant greater economic freedom if it wants relief from U.S. sanctions and the oil blockade, arguing the country’s dire situation could push it toward reforms. Cuban officials rejected what they called Rubio’s “maximum pressure” approach, with Foreign Minister Bruno Rodríguez Parrilla accusing him of pursuing a personal agenda and Deputy Foreign Minister Carlos Fernández de Cossío asserting the country’s sovereignty, saying Havana is “not ready to discuss [its] constitutional system.”

	Trump continues to claim Rubio is in contact with Cuba, despite denials from Havana: Trump told a gaggle of reporters Monday on Air Force One that Rubio is in contact with his Cuban counterparts, despite repeated denials from Havana that any such engagement is taking place. Drop Site’s report on Rubio’s attempt to exclude Trump from Cuba talks is available here.

	Leaked audio shows New Jersey Democrat shifts stance on aid to Israel: In leaked audio, New Jersey Democrat Sue Altman, now running to represent the state’s 12th Congressional District, said she is rethinking her support for U.S. weapons transfers to Israel, striking a markedly different tone from her 2024 campaign, during which she was backed by the AIPAC-aligned group Democratic Majority for Israel and pledged to ensure Israel had the resources to defend itself. In the audio, Altman said, “a lot has happened since then,” and that what has happened in Gaza, “has been a horrific tragedy… I don’t want our taxpayer money being used to kill innocent children and women.” Altman faces physician Adam Hamawy, who opposes all military aid to Israel after serving medical missions in Gaza.

	Federal judge orders release of ICE detainee who suffered medical neglect: On Friday, U.S. District Judge Tana Lin ordered the release of Greggy Sorio from Immigration and Customs Enforcement custody at the Northwest ICE Processing Center, noting a “pattern of failures” in his medical care that more likely than not led to extreme pain and permanent disability, according to an NBC News report on the case. Sorio had two partial foot amputations, suffered from ulcerative colitis, blood loss, severe weight loss, and a kidney injury while in ICE detention in Tacoma, WA. Lin wrote in her decision that  Sorio suffered “unreasonable treatment” and that the conditions of his detention violated his constitutional rights.

	Minnesota officials say the FBI is blocking evidence related to the killing of Alex Pretti: Minnesota authorities allege that the Federal Bureau of Investigation is refusing to share evidence in its probe into the killing of Alex Pretti by CBP agents, according to The Guardian. Minnesota’s Bureau of Criminal Apprehension (BCA) announced Monday that the FBI told it that it would not share evidence related to the Pretti case. The FBI also declined to share evidence in the cases of Renee Good and Julio Sosa-Celis.


International News
	More than 60 killed across Sudan: More than 60 people were killed in a wave of drone strikes across Sudan’s Kordofan and Sennar states over a 48-hour period, according to Radio Dabanga. In West Kordofan, at least 28 civilians—including nine women and 12 children—died when a reported strike by the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) hit a displacement shelter in El Sunut, while 28 were killed in North Kordofan when an SAF drone struck El Safiya market, according to the Emergency Lawyers group. In Sennar, the Sudan Doctors Network reported three killed in hospital shelling, which it blamed on the RSF. Additional SAF strikes were reported on Nyala in South Darfur, a key RSF hub for launching operations.

	Sudan army says it destroyed second RSF air defense system in West Kordofan: Sudan’s army reported Sunday that it carried out a “specialized operation” in Abu Zabad, West Kordofan, destroying a Chinese-made FB-10 short-range air defense system used by the Rapid Support Forces, according to Sudan Tribune. The military claimed the attack caused “heavy losses” for the RSF.

	Israeli drone strikes kill civilians in southern and eastern Lebanon: Early Monday, an Israeli drone strike killed a school bus driver in the border village of Hanine in Lebanon, with local reports saying he was preparing to transport children when his vehicle was hit and engulfed in flames. The strike followed another Israeli drone attack on Sunday on a vehicle near the Lebanon–Syria border in eastern Lebanon that killed four people. The Israeli military claimed the latter attack targeted figures linked to Palestinian Islamic Jihad, though it failed to provide any evidence to that effect.

	Fuel shortages trigger mounting waste crisis in Cuba as U.S. pressure tightens: Trash piled up across Cuba on Monday, particularly in Havana, after fuel shortages left fewer than half of the capital’s garbage trucks operational, according to a joint report from Al Jazeera and Reuters. Only 44 of Havana’s 106 rubbish trucks have been able to keep operating due to fuel shortages, causing a buildup of waste that has raised public health concerns. Trump has responded to the situation by calling Cuba a “failed nation,” while Mexico and Spain pledged to send aid.

	Argentina’s Senate passes Milei-backed labor overhaul: Argentina’s Senate approved President Javier Milei’s sweeping “Labor Modernization” bill in a 42–30 vote last Thursday, advancing reforms that would extend workdays through the use of “hour banks,” slash severance packages, restrict strikes in essential sectors, allow for employers to provide wages in foreign currency or in kind, and weaken union contracts. The vote came amid clashes outside Congress in Buenos Aires, as major unions weigh a national strike and the legislation moved to the Chamber of Deputies for final approval.

	Carney pushes EU–Indo-Pacific trade bloc to counter Trump tariffs: Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney is leading early talks between the European Union and a 12-nation Indo-Pacific bloc to form a major trade alliance aimed at countering what he called the Trump administration’s “coercive” tariffs, according to Politico. Speaking at Davos earlier this year, Carney urged “middle powers” to unite against economic intimidation through the creation of a “super supply chain.”

	Kallas says Russia wants more than Ukraine: At the Munich Security Conference, the EU’s Kaja Kallas argued that Russia’s ambitions extend beyond Ukraine, saying that “Donbas is not Vladimir Putin’s endgame” and urging Europe to prepare for further Kremlin aggression. Kallas argued Russia’s economy is “in shreds” after years of war with limited territorial gains and massive casualties, but cautioned the greatest risk now is Moscow securing at the negotiating table what it failed to achieve on the battlefield, going on to insist that any peace deal must include concrete concessions like the return of abducted Ukrainian children and reparations for Ukraine.

	Russia claims mass drone interceptions and new territorial gains in eastern Ukraine: On Monday, Russia’s defense ministry said its forces downed 345 Ukrainian drones over the last 24 hours and seized control of the eastern settlements of Pokrovka and Minkivka, according to Reuters.

	U.S. announces more missile deployments to Philippines in snub to China: In a joint statement Monday, the U.S. and Philippine governments announced plans for expanded defense cooperation this year including joint military exercises, U.S. support to modernize the Philippine military, and intentions “to increase deployments of U.S. cutting-edge missile and unmanned systems to the Philippines.” The statement comes amid escalating naval confrontations between Chinese and Philippine naval vessels in disputed territorial waters in the South China Sea and a broader U.S. military buildup in the region.

	U.S. deploys troops to Nigeria: About 100 U.S. military personnel arrived in Nigeria on Sunday as part of Washington’s scaling up of operations targeting Islamist insurgents in the country, according to Reuters, with Nigerian officials saying the troops will train and advise local forces but not engage in combat. The deployment follows prior U.S. strikes against Islamic State-linked militants and comes as Trump has criticized Nigeria over its internal security and for “religious discrimination” against Christians, both of which Abuja contests.

	Nigerian forces repel coordinated militant attacks: On Monday, Nigerian troops said they pushed back simultaneous assaults by Islamist fighters on military bases in Pulka near the Cameroon border and Mandaragirau in southern Borno State, in some of the fiercest clashes reported in the northeast this year, according to Reuters. The army said militants from Boko Haram and Islamic State West Africa Province briefly breached one base before being driven back, with unspecified numbers of soldiers and civilian auxiliaries killed or wounded.

	Ghanaian traders killed in Islamist attack in northern Burkina Faso: Seven Ghanaian tomato traders were killed on Saturday, when Islamist militants stormed the town of Titao in Burkina Faso,  according to Reuters, citing Ghana’s interior minister. The attackers separated men from women before opening fire. “They went on a shooting spree, killing almost all the males there, burning them together with the truck,” a witness told Reuters, adding that the bodies of the victims were burnt beyond recognition. Survivors were evacuated under military escort, as authorities struggle to secure the area.

	Myanmar expels East Timor’s top diplomat after war crimes case opens: Myanmar’s military government ordered East Timor’s senior diplomat to leave the country after courts in East Timor accepted a criminal complaint against Myanmar’s armed forces, sharply escalating tensions within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations. The case, backed by the Chin Human Rights Organization, targets senior junta figures, including Min Aung Hlaing, for alleged war crimes and crimes against humanity. East Timorese President José Ramos-Horta has been a longtime critic of Myanmar’s military rule.


More from Drop Site
	Emails show Epstein brokered logistics, security, and energy deals across Africa alongside Ehud Barak: Newly released Justice Department emails reveal Jeffrey Epstein spent years brokering infrastructure and logistics deals in Nigeria for Emirati conglomerate DP World while simultaneously helping former Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak expand Israeli surveillance, cybersecurity, and energy interests across West Africa. The correspondence details how security partnerships marketed as counterterrorism—including biometric systems first tested on Palestinians—were used to open doors to oil, mining, and port investments. Epstein described a dinner in Nigeria this way: “The dinner is one other excellent way…to meet with good Friends of Israel and make new friends for Israel as well.” The full report, from Murtaza Hussain and Ryan Grim, is available here.
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    Deep Dive

    Iran–United States relations

    Based on Wikipedia: Iran–United States relations


In 1909, an American schoolteacher named Howard Baskerville died in the streets of Tabriz, fighting alongside Iranian revolutionaries against royalist forces. He had taken up arms to help ordinary Iranians win their constitutional rights. Half a century later, the Central Intelligence Agency would orchestrate a coup to overthrow Iran's democratically elected prime minister. These two moments—one of sacrifice for Iranian freedom, the other of its suppression—capture the tragic arc of a relationship that began with genuine friendship and curdled into one of the world's most intractable rivalries.


The United States and Iran have had no formal diplomatic relations since April 7, 1980. Think about what that means: for over four decades, two nations with deeply intertwined histories have communicated through intermediaries. Pakistan represents Iranian interests in Washington. Switzerland represents American interests in Tehran. It's the geopolitical equivalent of divorcing spouses who refuse to speak directly, passing messages through mutual friends.


When America Was the Good Guy


To understand how we got here, you need to understand what Iran looked like to Americans in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—and what America looked like to Iranians.


American newspapers in the 1720s were uniformly pro-Iranian. This might seem surprising until you consider the context. Iran, then known as Persia, was locked in what historians call the Great Game—a deadly chess match between the British and Russian empires for control of Central Asia. The British wanted to protect their crown jewel, India. The Russians wanted warm-water ports and regional dominance. Caught between these two imperial powers, Persia was being squeezed from both sides.


The United States, by contrast, had no colonial ambitions in the region. Americans weren't trying to extract Persian oil or carve up Persian territory. This made the distant republic across the Atlantic seem refreshingly trustworthy.


The Persians put this trust to practical use. In 1911, Iran's parliament appointed an American financier named Morgan Shuster as Treasurer General—essentially handing control of the national finances to a foreigner because they believed an American would be more honest than anyone with ties to Britain or Russia. Shuster threw himself into the job, becoming an active supporter of Iran's constitutional revolution. When gunmen thought to be affiliated with Russian or British interests killed an American in Tehran, Shuster only became more committed to the cause.


Another American, Arthur Millspaugh, was sent to Persia in 1923 to help reform its inefficient administration. The Persians welcomed him as a counterweight to European influence and a potential magnet for foreign investment. His mission lasted five years before he fell out of favor with the shah.


Americans even founded Iran's first modern medical school in the 1870s. A Presbyterian missionary named Joseph Plumb Cochran is credited with this achievement. The American College of Tehran was later chartered by the State University of New York. These weren't colonial impositions—they were genuine attempts at educational and medical advancement that many Iranians welcomed.


The Rise of the Pahlavis


The modern story begins with a military coup in 1921. Reza Khan, an officer in Persia's Cossack Brigade, overthrew the Qajar Dynasty with British backing. He later declared himself shah and took the name Reza Pahlavi, founding a dynasty that would rule Iran until 1979.


Reza Shah was a modernizer in the authoritarian mold. He built a national railway and introduced secular education. He also censored the press, suppressed unions and political parties, and—in a move that still resonates today—banned the hijab in favor of Western dress. This wasn't religious reform; it was forced westernization imposed from above.


The relationship with America had its bumps. In 1936, Iran withdrew its ambassador from Washington for nearly a year after a New York newspaper published an article criticizing Reza Shah. The thin skin of autocrats, it seems, is universal.


World War Two changed everything. In 1941, Britain and the Soviet Union—both American allies—invaded Iran. They were worried about German influence and needed supply routes to keep the Soviet war effort alive. Reza Shah was forced to abdicate in favor of his son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, who would become the last Shah of Iran.


During the war, Iran became a crucial corridor. Over 120,000 Polish refugees and soldiers fled through Iran to escape the Nazi advance. At the 1943 Tehran Conference, Franklin Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Joseph Stalin met in the Iranian capital and issued the Tehran Declaration, guaranteeing Iran's post-war independence and borders.


The declaration would prove to be worth less than the paper it was printed on.


The Coup That Changed Everything


After the war, the Cold War began, and American attention suddenly focused on Iran with laser intensity. The Soviet Union tried to set up separatist states in Iranian Azerbaijan and Kurdistan. American policymakers, already alarmed by the "loss" of China to communism and the discovery of Soviet spy rings, saw creeping communist influence everywhere.


Then came oil.


In 1951, Iran nationalized its oil industry. This meant seizing the assets of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company—the predecessor to British Petroleum, or BP. The British had been extracting Iranian oil on terms enormously favorable to themselves for decades. The Iranian parliament decided enough was enough.


On April 28, 1951, Mohammad Mosaddegh was elected Prime Minister. He became the face of the nationalization movement and, briefly, a hero to Iranians who wanted to control their own natural resources.


The British wanted to invade. President Harry Truman pressed them to negotiate instead. For a moment, it seemed like the United States might side with Iranian self-determination over British imperial interests. Mosaddegh visited Washington. American officials made "frequent statements expressing support for him."


Behind the scenes, however, something darker was happening. Without Truman's knowledge, the CIA station in Tehran had been "carrying out covert activities" against Mosaddegh since at least the summer of 1952.


In 1953, the CIA and MI6—Britain's foreign intelligence service—orchestrated a coup to overthrow Mosaddegh. The stated fears were communist influence and economic instability, but the real issue was oil. The first attempt failed. The second succeeded.


Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the young shah who had spent the war years as a figurehead, was reinstalled with real power. The United States poured in financial and military support. American officials helped establish SAVAK, the Shah's secret police, which would become notorious for torture and political repression.


The coup's aftermath reshaped Iran's oil industry. Under American pressure, BP joined a consortium of Western companies to resume Iranian oil exports. On paper, the state-owned National Iranian Oil Company retained ownership of the oil and infrastructure. In practice, the consortium maintained operational control. It barred Iranian oversight of its financial records and excluded Iranians from its board. Iran received 50 percent of the profits, while American companies collectively secured 40 percent of the remaining share.


Many liberal Iranians believe this coup and the subsequent American support for the Shah enabled decades of arbitrary rule. When the revolution came in 1979, its "deeply anti-American character" was not an accident. It was payback.


The Pillar Strategy


After the coup, Iran became what American strategists called a "pillar" of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East. Its long border with the Soviet Union and its position as the largest, most powerful country in the oil-rich Persian Gulf made it strategically invaluable.


In 1960, Iran joined four other countries to form the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, known as OPEC. The cartel's explicit goal was to challenge Western oil company dominance and reclaim control over national oil resources. By the 1970s, surging OPEC profits gave member nations substantial leverage over Western economies.


This created a paradox that Iranian scholar Homa Katouzian has described precisely: the United States was "regarded by the Iranian public as the chief architect and instructor of the regime," while "its real influence in domestic Iranian politics and policies declined considerably." The more oil money the Shah had, the less he needed American approval for anything.


Some historians argue that President Richard Nixon actively recruited the Shah as an American puppet and proxy between 1969 and 1974. Others suggest it worked the other way around—that the Shah cleverly manipulated Nixon into supporting Iranian ambitions. Nixon, who had first met the Shah in 1953, saw him as a westernizing anticommunist statesman who deserved American backing, especially as British influence in the region waned.


The relationship had practical dimensions. The Shah agreed to buy large quantities of American military hardware. He took responsibility for ensuring political stability and fighting Soviet subversion throughout the region. In return, the United States permitted Iran to purchase advanced American weapons—a policy that served Cold War objectives while benefiting American defense contractors.


The 1973 Arab-Israeli War complicated matters. Arab oil producers embargoed the United States in retaliation for its support of Israel. Oil prices skyrocketed. This windfall enabled the Shah to buy far more advanced weaponry than American officials had expected or intended. By the mid-1970s, approximately 25,000 American technicians were deployed to Iran just to maintain equipment like F-14 fighter jets that had been sold to the Shah's government.


The Atom and the Shah


Here's an irony that often gets lost in discussions of Iran's nuclear program: the United States started it.


In 1953, President Dwight Eisenhower announced the Atoms for Peace program, designed to spread nuclear technology for peaceful purposes as a counterweight to nuclear weapons proliferation. Iran was an early participant. In 1957, the United States helped Iran create its nuclear program by providing the country's first nuclear reactor and nuclear fuel. After 1967, America provided Iran with weapons-grade enriched uranium.


Iran signed the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons—the NPT—on July 1, 1968, as one of the original 51 signatories. Its parliament ratified the treaty in February 1970. American and Western European governments continued supporting Iran's nuclear development until the 1979 revolution.


The program that would later be cited as evidence of Iranian perfidy and a justification for sanctions, sabotage, and threats of war was an American gift.


The Revolution


In 1979, everything the United States had built in Iran collapsed in a matter of months.


The Iranian Revolution overthrew the Shah and established an Islamic Republic under Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. The revolution drew on many grievances: SAVAK's torture chambers, the Shah's corruption, the forced westernization that had alienated religious conservatives, the sense that Iran's wealth was being siphoned off by foreigners while ordinary Iranians remained poor.


And then came the hostage crisis.


On November 4, 1979, Iranian students stormed the American embassy in Tehran and took 52 American diplomats and citizens hostage. They would be held for 444 days. The crisis dominated American news coverage, humiliated President Jimmy Carter, and contributed to his defeat by Ronald Reagan in 1980.


The United States broke diplomatic relations on April 7, 1980. They have never been restored.


Competing Explanations


Why do Iran and America hate each other? The answer depends on who you ask.


Iranian officials describe the conflict as "the natural and unavoidable conflict between the Islamic system" and "such an oppressive power as the United States, which is trying to establish a global dictatorship and further its own interests by dominating other nations and trampling on their rights." American support for Israel—which Iranian leaders call "the Zionist entity"—features prominently in this narrative.


Western analysts offer different explanations. Some argue that the Iranian government needs an external enemy to justify domestic repression and bind the regime to its loyal constituency. The Great Satan provides a useful bogeyman.


American officials point to the hostage crisis, Iran's human rights abuses, its anti-Western ideology, its nuclear program, and its funding of groups the United States considers terrorist organizations: Hamas in Gaza, Hezbollah in Lebanon, and the Houthis in Yemen. These groups serve as Iranian proxies, extending Tehran's influence throughout the Middle East without direct military confrontation.


The truth likely includes elements of all these explanations. Historical grievances, ideological differences, regional competition, and domestic political incentives on both sides have created a self-reinforcing cycle of hostility.


Maximum Pressure


Since 1995, the United States has maintained an embargo on trade with Iran. The severity of sanctions has waxed and waned with different administrations.


In 2015, the Obama administration led successful negotiations for a nuclear deal called the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, or JCPOA. The agreement placed substantial limits on Iran's nuclear program, including inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency and limitations on enrichment levels. In exchange, most sanctions against Iran were lifted in 2016.


The deal was controversial in both countries. Iranian hardliners saw it as capitulation. American critics argued it merely delayed Iran's path to nuclear weapons while providing the regime with billions of dollars in sanctions relief.


In 2018, President Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew from the nuclear deal and reimposed sanctions, initiating what his administration called a "maximum pressure campaign" against Iran. The goal was to force Iran back to the negotiating table for a more comprehensive agreement that would also address its missile program and regional activities.


Iran responded by gradually reducing its commitments under the nuclear deal. By 2019, it had exceeded pre-JCPOA enrichment levels. The maximum pressure campaign had produced maximum resistance.


The View from Both Sides


Public opinion data reveals the depth of mutual hostility—and a curious asymmetry.


According to a 2013 BBC World Service poll, only 5 percent of Americans viewed Iranian influence positively, while 87 percent expressed negative views. This was the most unfavorable perception of Iran anywhere in the world.


Iranians hold similarly dim views of the American government. A 2019 survey found that only 13 percent of Iranians had a favorable view of the United States, while 86 percent expressed unfavorable opinions—the most negative perception of America anywhere in the world.


But here's the asymmetry: research consistently shows that most Iranians hold positive attitudes about the American people, even as they despise the American government. The distinction between a nation and its leaders matters to ordinary Iranians in a way it apparently does not to ordinary Americans.


Perhaps this is because Iranians have lived under a government they did not choose. They understand that people and their rulers are not the same thing.


Unlikely Partners


Despite the hostility, American and Iranian interests have occasionally aligned. During the Iraq War, both countries wanted to defeat Sunni militants. When the Islamic State swept across Syria and Iraq, both Tehran and Washington—though they would never admit it publicly—were working toward the same goal: destroying the caliphate.


These moments of tacit cooperation hint at what might be possible if the two countries could move past their history. Both face common threats from Sunni extremism. Both have interests in regional stability. Both would benefit economically from normalized relations.


But trust, once destroyed, is extraordinarily difficult to rebuild. In August 2018, Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei banned direct talks with the United States. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, Iran has since attempted to assassinate American officials and dissidents, including former President Donald Trump.


The relationship has come a long way from the days when American missionaries founded Iranian medical schools and American financiers were trusted with the national treasury. Howard Baskerville, the schoolteacher who died fighting for Iranian freedom in 1909, would not recognize what his two countries have become to each other.


Whether they can find their way back to something better remains one of the great unanswered questions of international relations. The history suggests it will take more than treaties and negotiations. It will require both nations to reckon honestly with the choices that brought them here—the coup that overthrew democracy, the revolution that took hostages, the decades of sanctions and proxy wars and mutual demonization.


For now, they communicate through Switzerland and Pakistan, two countries serving as go-betweens for nations that cannot bear to speak directly. It is an arrangement befitting a relationship defined by grievance, suspicion, and the long shadow of history.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Rafah Border Crossing

    Based on Wikipedia: Rafah Border Crossing


A Gate That Opens and Closes on Two Million Lives


Imagine living in a place where your ability to leave—to see a doctor abroad, to attend your sister's wedding, to study at a university—depends entirely on whether a single gate happens to be open that day. For the roughly two million people in the Gaza Strip, this is not a thought experiment. It is daily life. And that gate has a name: the Rafah Border Crossing.


Rafah is Gaza's only connection to a country other than Israel. It links the southern edge of the Gaza Strip to Egypt's Sinai Peninsula, and its status—open, closed, or somewhere in the bureaucratic limbo between—has shaped the lives of Gazans for decades.


The crossing's history reads like a microcosm of the entire Israeli-Palestinian conflict: brief moments of hope punctuated by closures, violence, and the steady tightening of restrictions. Understanding Rafah means understanding how a simple border checkpoint became one of the most politically fraught pieces of real estate on Earth.


How a City Got Cut in Half


The story begins more than a century ago. In 1906, the Ottoman Empire and Britain drew a line from Taba to Rafah, separating Ottoman-ruled Palestine from British-ruled Egypt. That line would prove remarkably durable, outlasting both empires.


For much of the twentieth century, however, the border barely mattered. From 1948 to 1967, Egypt administered Gaza, so there was no meaningful separation between the two territories. Gazans and Egyptians moved freely across what was, in practical terms, a single country.


Everything changed in 1967. Israel's stunning victory in the Six-Day War brought both Gaza and Egypt's Sinai Peninsula under Israeli military occupation. Suddenly, the old Ottoman-British line became a boundary between two occupied territories controlled by the same power.


The next transformation came with peace. The 1979 Camp David Accords between Israel and Egypt returned the Sinai to Egyptian sovereignty. But this created a problem: the city of Rafah straddled the border. When Israel withdrew from Sinai in 1982, Rafah was literally split in two. Families who had lived as neighbors found themselves separated by barbed wire, their homes now in different countries.


A hundred-meter-wide strip of land called the Philadelphi Corridor became a buffer zone between Gaza and Egypt. The name sounds almost pleasant, evoking the City of Brotherly Love. The reality was anything but.


A Brief Window of Palestinian Control


For years, Israel controlled the Rafah crossing directly. Israeli soldiers decided who could leave Gaza and who could not, what goods could enter, and which trucks would wait for hours at the checkpoint.


In 2005, something remarkable happened. Israel announced its unilateral disengagement from Gaza, withdrawing its settlers and soldiers. For the first time, Palestinians would have partial control over an international border.


The arrangement was complex—deliberately so. Under the Agreement on Movement and Access, signed in November 2005, the Palestinian Authority would administer the Gaza side of the crossing. But they would not do so alone. The European Union Border Assistance Mission, known by its acronym EUBAM Rafah, would monitor operations. Israel maintained video surveillance from a nearby base and retained the power to dispute the entry of any individual. Egypt controlled its own side.


It was sovereignty with an asterisk. But it was something.


On November 26, 2005, the crossing opened under this new system. The results were encouraging. About 1,320 people passed through each day. Palestinians with proper identification could travel to Egypt and, from there, to the wider world. The crossing offered a glimpse of what normal life might look like.


This period would last exactly seven months.


The Agreement Unravels


In January 2006, Hamas won the Palestinian legislative elections. The Islamist movement, which Israel and Western governments classified as a terrorist organization, now led the Palestinian Authority.


The Rafah crossing continued to function, but cracks appeared. European monitors noticed Hamas representatives transporting large sums of cash across the border—often exceeding a million dollars per transfer. The monitors identified these shipments but lacked the authority to stop them. Several Hamas members whom Israel had previously expelled crossed back into Gaza through Rafah, prompting angry Israeli protests.


Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon warned that all Gaza border crossings would be closed if security deteriorated further. Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak promised enhanced security. But Palestinian authorities insisted that any Palestinian citizen had the right to pass through Rafah.


The tensions escalated.


On June 25, 2006, Palestinian militants attacked the Kerem Shalom crossing—a different checkpoint where Gaza, Israel, and Egypt meet—and captured an Israeli soldier named Gilad Shalit. Israel responded by closing Rafah, citing security concerns.


The crossing would remain closed for 265 of the next twelve months.


The Hamas Takeover and Total Closure


June 2007 marked the point of no return. Hamas and Fatah, the two major Palestinian factions, had been locked in a power struggle since the election. That month, the conflict erupted into open warfare in Gaza's streets. Hamas emerged victorious, seizing complete control of the territory.


The consequences were immediate and far-reaching.


Israel announced it was suspending the Crossings Agreement entirely. The Palestinian Authority personnel trained to operate Rafah could no longer access the site—Hamas controlled it now. The European monitors withdrew, citing their policy of non-engagement with Hamas. Egypt, unwilling to operate the crossing without the agreed-upon arrangements, shut its side.


What followed was the blockade. Israel sealed Gaza's borders, controlling what entered by land, sea, and air. Egypt cooperated, keeping Rafah closed except for rare humanitarian openings. The goal, Israeli officials stated, was to pressure Hamas and prevent weapons smuggling. The effect was to trap an entire population.


Gaza has sometimes been called the world's largest open-air prison. The Rafah crossing is its main gate, and after 2007, that gate was almost always locked.


The Tunnels: When the Gate Closes, People Dig


Humans are remarkably adaptable creatures. When the official crossing closed, an underground economy emerged.


Gazans began digging tunnels under the Philadelphi Corridor. Some were simple shafts for smuggling cigarettes and consumer goods. Others grew sophisticated enough to transport cars, livestock, and construction materials. At the tunnel economy's peak, hundreds of passages connected Gaza to Egypt, employing thousands of workers.


The tunnels were dangerous—cave-ins killed dozens of diggers—and they enriched Hamas, which taxed the underground trade. But they also kept Gaza functioning when the official channels would not. Fuel, medicine, and food flowed through the tunnels when the crossing above stayed shut.


This was not what anyone had envisioned when they drew up the Agreement on Movement and Access. But it was the predictable result of sealing a population of two million people inside a strip of land roughly the size of Detroit.


Breaking Through: The 2008 Border Breach


In January 2008, Israel imposed a total closure on all crossings into Gaza. No food. No fuel. No medicine. The stated reason was rocket fire from Gaza into Israel. The effect was humanitarian crisis.


On January 22, Hamas demonstrators tried to force open the Rafah crossing. Egyptian police beat them back. Gunfire erupted.


That night, Hamas took a different approach. They used explosives to demolish two hundred meters of the metal border wall.


What happened next was extraordinary. Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians—estimates range from 200,000 to 700,000—poured into Egypt. They came to buy things: food, fuel, cigarettes, shoes, furniture, car parts, generators. They came because the crossing would not open, so they made their own opening.


The breach lasted less than two weeks. On February 3, Egypt closed the border again, allowing only those returning home to cross. The wall was rebuilt. The tunnels continued. Normal life remained elsewhere.


The Arab Spring Moment


The 2011 Egyptian revolution that toppled Hosni Mubarak briefly seemed to change everything.


Mubarak had cooperated closely with Israel on the Gaza blockade. His government viewed Hamas—an offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood, Mubarak's domestic political enemy—with deep suspicion. Keeping Rafah closed served both Israeli security concerns and Egyptian political interests.


The revolution brought new leadership and new policies. In April 2011, Egypt brokered a reconciliation agreement between Hamas and Fatah. On May 28, Egypt announced that the Rafah crossing would open permanently.


The restrictions eased dramatically. Men between eighteen and forty still needed visas, but others could cross with just a travel permit. In the first five hours after the reopening, 340 people passed through. For the first time since 2007, Hamas police staffed the Palestinian side—something the Mubarak government had adamantly refused to allow.


But the opening came with limits. Goods still could not pass through Rafah; only people. And within weeks, Egypt began restricting numbers again. By mid-June 2011, only a few hundred people could cross daily, while thousands waited.


The hope of the Arab Spring, at least for Gaza, proved short-lived.


The Sisi Era: Back to Closure


In July 2013, Egypt's military overthrew President Mohamed Morsi, whose Muslim Brotherhood government had maintained relatively open ties with Hamas. General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi took power and returned to the Mubarak-era approach.


The Rafah crossing closed for days. When it reopened, it operated for just four hours daily. After a violent crackdown on Morsi supporters in August 2013, Egypt declared the crossing closed indefinitely.


The pattern that emerged was grimly familiar: Rafah would open for a few days every few months, just long enough to relieve the most acute pressure, then close again. Patients needing medical care abroad waited. Students with university acceptances waited. Families separated by the border simply waited.


Egypt under Sisi proved even more aggressive than Mubarak in targeting the tunnels. The military flooded them with seawater, demolished buildings in the Egyptian half of Rafah to create a buffer zone, and sealed the underground passages that had provided Gaza's lifeline.


Who Controls the Crossing? Everyone and No One


The question of who actually controls the Rafah crossing has never had a simple answer. On paper, it belongs to the Palestinians and Egyptians, with European monitoring and Israeli oversight. In practice, it has been a site of competing authorities, each with a veto.


Israel, though it withdrew from Gaza in 2005, retained enormous influence. Under a 2007 agreement with Egypt, any imports through Rafah required Israeli approval. Israel controlled Gaza's population registry, determining who qualified for Palestinian identification documents and thus who could legally use the crossing. And Israel could close the crossing indirectly, simply by preventing European monitors from reaching the site through Israeli-controlled territory.


Egypt controlled its own side and could open or close it at will. After 2013, Egyptian policy aligned closely with Israeli preferences.


Hamas controlled the Gaza side but was not recognized by the international community as a legitimate governing authority. The Palestinian Authority, based in the West Bank and led by Hamas's rival Fatah, claimed official responsibility but had no presence on the ground.


The European Union monitors, created to oversee Palestinian compliance with security arrangements, withdrew when conditions made their mission impossible and never returned in force.


The result was a crossing that everyone could close but no one could truly open—at least not in the sense of allowing free movement of people and goods.


The 2024 War and Israeli Seizure


The October 2023 Hamas attack on Israel and Israel's subsequent military campaign in Gaza transformed the Rafah crossing once again.


On May 7, 2024, Israeli forces seized the crossing during ground operations in Rafah. For the first time since 2005, Israeli soldiers directly controlled the site. The crossing closed to all traffic.


Israel withdrew in January 2025 as part of a ceasefire agreement, only to reoccupy the crossing in March 2025 during renewed military operations. As of late 2025, the crossing remains under Israeli military control, staffed by the Israel Defense Forces' Gaza Division.


The fluctuations continue. In October 2025, trucks briefly entered Gaza through Rafah. Two days later, Israel closed the crossing indefinitely once more.


Each closure, each reopening, each military operation—the pattern repeats with different details but the same fundamental dynamic. The gate opens. The gate closes. Two million people wait to see which it will be tomorrow.


What Rafah Reveals


A border crossing is usually mundane infrastructure, as uninteresting as a highway interchange or a sewer system. People pass through. Trucks unload. Paperwork gets stamped. Life continues.


Rafah has never been mundane. It has been a pressure valve, a political symbol, a humanitarian chokepoint, and a military objective. Its status at any given moment tells you more about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict than almost any other single indicator.


When Rafah opens, it signals a thaw, however temporary. When it closes, it signals crisis. When it gets bombed or seized, it signals war.


The crossing also reveals something about the nature of modern sieges. In medieval times, besieging a city meant surrounding it with soldiers. In the twenty-first century, it means controlling border crossings, population registries, and customs agreements. The effect is the same—a trapped population, unable to leave, dependent on whatever their besiegers permit to enter—but the methods are bureaucratic rather than military.


Most of all, Rafah reveals what it means to live without freedom of movement. The ability to leave a place—to travel, to flee, to simply go somewhere else—is so fundamental that most people never think about it. For Gazans, the question of whether they can leave has defined daily existence for nearly two decades.


The Rafah crossing is just a gate. But gates matter. They matter enormously when you're on the wrong side of one that refuses to open.
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In this Irregular column, I would like to give a sense of the atmosphere and inner workings of the Munich Security Conference, which our CEO, Christian Habla, and I attended last week.
Clearly, much has been written about Munich, including by us, so I won’t go into enormous detail about what was said, or what made headlines. Rather, I want to talk about what the MSC really is, how it works, who’s who in the zoo, and what can usefully be gleaned from being there on the ground that cannot be understood from reading news reports or watching the speeches.
Februarfest
The MSC is an important event in the international calendar, alongside Davos, the UN General Assembly, and the more specialised summits held throughout the year. 
Munich is, above all and unlike those other events, a barometer of transatlantic relations and a window into the European security agenda. It’s also a very good place for doing business. Beyond the official participation of senior politicians — over 50 heads of state attended — there are large delegations of parliamentarians and speakers from civil society and the corporate sector. Many large corporates, especially professional services firms, organise side events and private client dinners. Billionaires fly in on private jets to rub shoulders with world leaders. NGOs convene delegate gatherings outside the official confines of the conference. And astute media organisations, recognising the powerful pull of a drink (or two, or more) after long days of meetings and panel sessions, hire out bars.
All this makes the MSC as much a high-level networking event as a forum for learning about global affairs. In fact, many of the most interesting and frank conversations we had were on the sidelines rather than in plenary discussions or formal speeches.
Getting the most out of the MSC, whether as an official, journalist, or corporate participant, requires understanding the program, its logistics, the atmosphere, the interests of various participants, and how to add value. It means being in the right place at the right time. It requires strong preparation, openness to striking up conversations with as many people as possible, being opportunistic, limiting sleep, and having enough business cards to hand out. Often, it is the most spontaneous, unplanned conversation — struck up while waiting for coffee or a Negroni — that provides the most value and allows new relationships to be forged and old ones to be rekindled. Indeed, it is one of those conferences where the more you go, the more you get out of it. As Woody Allen said, “80% of life is just showing up” – even if this particular conference conflicts with Valentine’s Day, potentially compromising the other 20%.
Like Davos, the MSC convenes the “who’s who” of international politics, even if participation is not quite as broad, and it doesn’t occur in the same cloistered and freezing atmosphere of the Swiss Alps. Rather, it takes place in the centre of Munich, a city historically – and tragically – so linked to geopolitics and synonymous with the appeasement of the 1938 pact recognising Germany’s annexation of the Sudetenland.
While taking place in an ‘ordinary’ European city, the event nevertheless feels very cut off from ordinary life. Security is tight, with police everywhere, motorcades stopping traffic, and helicopters above watching for potential incidents. A complex colour-coded badge system creates a hierarchy of access for delegates with various affiliations, from official participants to speakers to corporate sponsors, journalists, and those only able to access side events taking place outside the several hotels closed off in that part of the city. FOMO is very real.




International architecture
Most prominent panels take place in the main hotel, the Bayerischer Hof, one of Europe’s grand hotels, built in the 1840s in the Neo-Renaissance style with Italian flair, featuring monumental staircases and rabbit-warren corridors leading to grand, chandeliered rooms. The main speakers take to the stage in the largest hall while roundtable discussions occur in smaller, crowded rooms with audiences of 30 to 50 people. Delegates race from event to event, meeting to meeting, stopping frequently for conversations in the corridors and on the staircases with acquaintances, colleagues, and friends. Unlike the free-roaming and large fee-paying delegates, journalists are shuttled from event to event by young men and women – often on loan from the military – and sit up back in the nosebleeds where, like good children, they are to be seen and not heard. The official Munich rule that you should have honest conversations but avoid lecturing was mostly but not always followed, especially by certain American senators.
The official agenda was packed, and its content addressed the main themes driving foreign and defence ministries across Europe. Ukraine and the persistent threat from Russia were front and centre, with participants in multiple sessions hoping that this would be the last year in which the Ukraine war would be an ongoing and prominent agenda item.
Throughout, in both the speeches and the comments of participants across almost all events, was a recognition that the world had changed in significant ways – and especially over the past year – and that a new era of geopolitical rupture had occurred. It was commonplace to hear that new thinking would be needed and actions taken to deal with a world in which great power contestation dominates, that alliances would need to be built as much on capacity and deliverables as on shared values, and that more would need to be spent on defence and security for Europe to realise its newfound ambition to be a greater, more cohesive geopolitical actor able to adequately fend for itself.
No matter where you were in the conference — whether listening to a world leader’s speech or an Oxford-style debate — the overall and pervasive feeling amongst many participants was one of anxiety. So much so that this year’s MSC could well have been called the Munich Insecurity Conference. And that sense of angst was less, as in past years, over Russia’s ability to continue to wage war in Ukraine, which many thought was reaching an end — possibly too much optimism in my view — than anxiety over the transatlantic relationship. At least for the first half of the conference.
Every happy family is alike
Expectations were low after last year’s conference, where US Vice President JD Vance gave what many considered a gratuitously insulting address. It also came after a year of brutality in transatlantic relations, punctuated by tariffs, public berating, widening rifts over how to deal with Russia, a National Security Strategy warning of “civilisational erasure”, and even threats of force against Greenland. Participants feared yet another Munich Rule-violating lecture. Although most thought things couldn’t go as awry as last year.
In many ways, the “vibe” in transatlantic relations improved. The US sent its largest congressional delegation ever. Secretary of State Marco Rubio delivered a speech that, while not representing new policy, was widely well-received. In the room, delegates’ body language initially suggested guardedness — arms crossed, cautiously listening to the more standard politician talk of shared history, values and culture. But as the US’s “chief diplomat” lightened the mood with a few jokes, the audience gradually warmed up, and he ultimately received a standing ovation. Some anxiety lifted.
Although I’m not sure it should. While Rubio was more conciliatory and polite than JD Vance one year earlier, the difference was one of tone rather than of substance. It reminded me, first, of an old definition of a diplomat: “A person who can tell you to go to hell in such a tactful way that you’ll look forward to making the trip”. And it reminded me, second, of a distinction that the political scientist George Lakoff drew between the “strict father” and “nurturant parent” models of governance. Vance the bad cop, Rubio the good cop. After a year of Trump’s erratic, volatile and threatening behaviour, Rubio’s message of unconditional love for Europe was undoubtedly welcome but felt like what he was really saying was “I know your dad has been harsh with you, but you know he means well, darling.”
A literal reading of Rubio’s speech suggests that the Trump administration wants European nations to reinvigorate their economic model, boost their own defence, and rediscover both their pride and ambitions. Reading only ever so slightly between the lines, however, the speech was a lament for the demise of European colonialism and a wish for its revival. The Kremlin would spot some alignment in wanting to weaken European institutions, deal with nations bilaterally, and arrest the descent into “woke” abstractions – albeit for very different reasons. China will see a US wanting to revive the collective West to encircle it, temper its rise, and circumvent the multilateral system that has largely been conducive to its growth. Nations of the “Global South” would find extremely jarring – and potentially worrisome – Rubio’s recollections of the halcyon days of European imperialism. And many Europeans with any recollection of history would have reservations about calls to unleash national pride. (As one German put it to us privately, the last three times in the past two centuries when German national pride has been unleashed, it has not ended well.) Even some Americans, with a colonial history thrown off only through protracted bloodshed, may be bemused at the reverent references to imperial expansionism.
It is an open question what impact the Trump administration’s admonitions to European bureaucracy will have: framing migration as an “existential” issue for Western civilisation, appeals to a shared “Christian” identity, and the cultivation of far-right politicians across the continent. Broadly, delegates thought Trump’s diplomacy – and Trumpism – seems to have injected momentum in some places but taken the wind out in others. In many ways, Trump is less exporting a political revolution than a communications one, about how to communicate effectively, if brashly, in the age of social media, circumventing the mainstream press and discarding politeness and diplomatic niceties.




The West and the Rest
Far less attention was paid to China. Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi’s speech got little media attention, likely in part because his messages were less unexpected and more consistent. Wang pitched China as a force for stability, peace and harmony, for multilateralism, for treating countries — especially “small and medium-sized” ones — with respect, and for defending international law. More subtle and indirect than Rubio — not once mentioning America or He Who Must Not Be Named — Wang nevertheless sought to contrast American erraticism, grandiosity and unreliability with China’s more stable and reliable approach to international affairs. But despite Wang’s friendly messages — Europe and China are partners, not enemies — he received no standing ovation, no interruptions with applause, and generated almost no conversation in the corridors. Perhaps an indication that, despite all the merits in what Wang was saying, Rubio’s appeal to civilisational bonds will always run deeper than even the most respectful relations with countries with very different cultures. Politics is, after all, tribal.
Considering the year’s trials and tribulations in transatlantic relations, it is not surprising that Asia — as with much of the rest of the world — barely featured at Munich. The focus was on how Europe can strengthen its defence and better contend with geopolitical competition in its own “backyard”, including in places like the Sahel, where Russia has filled the vacuum created by French withdrawal. The Arctic, of course, received decent attention with debates – compared to past years – much more focused on its potential for extracting hydrocarbons than arresting the melting of ice sheets. And energy security had risen from a relatively technical and niche area that, several years ago, may have merited one panel session, to one that got its own multi-day side conference.
A former Australian minister once told me that diplomacy was about four things: protocol, vitriol, alcohol, and paracetamol (or Tylenol for the Americans). The MSC can be trusted to deliver on the first three. Though it’s wise to BYO the latter.
If you’re thinking of attending next year and want to make sure you get more out of it than a few panels and a handful of business cards, we can help. The real value of Munich isn’t just in the speeches — it’s in the corridors, the side events, the private dinners, and the conversations that weren’t scheduled three weeks in advance.
At Geopolitical Strategy, we work with clients not only to interpret the geopolitics on display, but to navigate the equally complex, fluid and labyrinthine ecosystem around it — who matters, where to be, how to show up, and how to turn access into something that endures. If this is of interest, feel free to write.
In the meantime, for those who prefer not to wait for the next conference to understand where the world is heading, the paid edition of Geopolitical Dispatch provides five tightly argued analyses every weekday, interpreting the day’s key geopolitical developments through both a strategic and business lens, and clarifying what they mean for business leaders and investors.




Best wishes,
Damien
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In January 1988, two countries standing on the edge of war quietly signed an agreement in a small Swiss ski resort. The document became known as the Davos Declaration—Greece and Turkey, months earlier locked in a conflict that threatened to boil over into military confrontation, had found common ground not in Athens or Ankara but in the conference room of a mountain hotel. That moment encapsulated what made the World Economic Forum uniquely powerful: it offered a stage where enemies might become partners, where deals could be struck above the fray of daily headlines, and where the global order's most consequential players gathered each year to reshape the world from behind closed doors.

The forum began in 1971, born from a conviction held by its founder that modern leadership demanded a different kind of gathering. Klaus Schwab, then a German engineer and business professor at the University of Geneva, had observed that European executives needed exposure to American management practices—his native continent's industries were aging while America's roared ahead. He organized a first European Management Symposium inside the Davos Congress Centre, under the patronage of the European Commission and European industrial associations, inviting 450 executives from Western European firms. The event was modest but carried an ambition that would grow exponentially.

By 1972, the forum expanded its scope beyond management techniques into political territory—the Luxembourgish Prime Minister Pierre Werner became the first head of government to speak at the annual meeting. A decade later, the forum had fundamentally transformed in character and significance. By 1981, attendees described the event as offering "a delightful vacation on the expense account"—the atmosphere remained playful, members skiing and attending evening events while governments listened. But beneath that leisure lay something far more serious: a platform where political leaders could promote their interests without the usual theatrical confrontation of public diplomacy.

The transformation became explicit in 1988. The Davos Declaration between Greece and Turkey marked a turning point: peace itself could be brokered at a business conference. Three years later, in 1992, South African president F.W. de Klerk met Nelson Mandela and Chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi at the annual meeting—their first joint appearance outside South Africa. The forum had become a place where adversaries might reconcile, where the usual architecture of diplomatic theater dissolved into something more pragmatic.

By 1994, Israeli foreign minister Shimon Peres and Palestinian Liberation Organization chairman Yasser Arafat reached a draft agreement on Gaza and Jericho directly at Davos—peace negotiations happening not in Jerusalem or Oslo but in the Swiss Alps. The following year, in 1996, what became known as the "Davos Pact" saw the forum's elite help Boris Yeltsin retain power as president of the Russian Federation against his presumptive challenger Gennady Zyuganov—a intervention that fundamentally altered the trajectory of post-Soviet politics.

The forum's location—high in the Swiss Alps, isolated from ordinary life—created a particular kind of space. Attendees were not simply meeting; they were removed from their ordinary contexts, able to negotiate without the pressure of daily news cycles or constituent demands. The atmosphere facilitated something unique: a gathering where enemies might stand shoulder-to-shoulder with allies, where deals could be struck in corridors rather than press conferences, and where power performed itself differently.

After the events of September 11, 2001, the forum changed location for the first time outside Switzerland—New York City became its host, an acknowledgment that global threats demanded proximity to centers of American power. In January 2003, US Secretary of State Colin Powell drummed up sympathy for the war on terrorism and the impending invasion of Iraq directly at Davos—a speech delivered not in Washington but in a Swiss resort transformed by conflict into something more than a conference.

Yet this very power invited scrutiny. The forum had grown from an intimate gathering of European executives to a global event attracting 3,000 paying members—investors, business leaders, political figures, celebrities, and journalists—for five-day sessions organized across approximately 500 separate discussions. Its funding came from roughly 1,000 multinational companies; its operations remained less transparent than critics desired.

In October 2004, the organization experienced a crisis when CEO José María Figueres resigned over undeclared receipt of more than $900,000 in consultancy fees from Alcatel—a telecommunications firm. Two years later, Transparency International highlighted the incident in their Global Corruption Report, an embarrassment for an organization professing to shape global standards.

The following year brought another controversy: in January 2006, the forum'sGlobal Agenda magazine published an article titled "Boycott Israel," distributed directly to all 2,340 participants. Klaus Schwab described the publication as "an unacceptable failure in the editorial process"—a rare admission of institutional error that revealed how deeply the organization's reach extended beyond simple conference hosting into the shaping of international discourse.

By late 2015, a North Korean delegation received invitation to attend the 2016 forum—organizers cited "positive signs coming out of the country." The invitation was accepted. But on January 13, 2016, following North Korea's nuclear test, the organization revoked its invitation despite Pyongyang calling the decision "sudden and irresponsible"—a moment when Davos became entangled in geopolitics more delicate than anyone expected.

The annual meeting continued to host world leaders who fundamentally disagreed with each other's trajectories: Chinese president Xi Jinping arrived in 2017, defending global economic arrangements while defending China's role as an environmental leader against populism that might introduce tariffs. Narendra Modi gave the keynote speech in 2018—the first Indian head of government to deliver the inaugural plenary address—highlighting climate change, terrorism and protectionism as three major challenges facing global collective efforts.

Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro emphasized liberal economic policies on his first international trip to Davos in 2019, attempting to reassure attendees that Brazil protected the rainforest while utilizing resources for food production and export. The environment remained a central concern: extreme weather events and climate change adaptation failures ranked among top-ranking risks expressed by attendees—something more than business proceeded underneath the conference's polished surface.

By June 2019, the organization entered into a Strategic Partnership Framework with the United Nations to accelerate implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The forum had grown from management symposium to essential infrastructure for global governance—a transformation that made criticism inevitable and influence undeniable. Its annual meeting in Davos had become something more than a conference: it was where power found temporary housing, where enemies spoke privately, and where the world order assembled itself anew each winter.

The organization convened regional conferences, produced reports, engaged members through sector-specific initiatives, and provided platforms for leaders across stakeholder groups to collaborate on projects. Its mission—to improve the state of the world by engaging business, political, academic, and other societal leaders—had become inseparable from the architecture of international decision-making itself. The annual meeting in Davos had transformed from a modest European management symposium into an essential stage where power performed its most consequential work: peace agreements, geopolitical alignments, economic policies, and climate commitments all found their origins in conversations held far above ordinary life in the Swiss Alps.

The forum's critics argued something else was happening beneath that surface. They alleged corporate capture of democratic institutions, institutional whitewashing initiatives, security costs borne by public budgets, unclear decision-making processes, ambiguous membership criteria, insufficient financial transparency, and environmental damage from annual meetings—criticisms ranging from governance opacity to ecological footprint. These concerns persisted alongside the organization's influence, representing a tension at the heart of its existence: an institution simultaneously shaping global policy while remaining unaccountable for the consequences.

The organization remained funded by member multinational companies—a model that offered independence but also invited dependency on corporate interests most likely to shape the forum's direction. Its annual meeting attracted criticism from multiple directions: those questioning its legitimacy, those concerned about transparency, and those questioning whether this gathering truly shaped global outcomes or merely performed influence theatrically.

The World Economic Forum has become something unique in world affairs—an annual convocation where power assembles itself intimately, away from cameras and press rooms, to negotiate the terms of global order. Its transformation from management symposium into essential infrastructure illustrates how international institutions can transform: each January in Davos, enemies speak, deals are made, and the architecture of global governance assembles itself anew. That transformation remains both its greatest achievement and most controversial legacy—power assembling behind closed doors at a mountain resort became something far more than conference: it represented an ongoing negotiation about who shapes our world.

{"https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Economic_Forum": "It began in 1971 as a modest European Management Symposium organized by Klaus Schwab, a German engineer and business professor at the University of Geneva. The event was modest but carried an ambition that grew exponentially—his native continent's industries were aging while America's roared ahead."}

  



Exclusive: Hamas Says It Will Not Unilaterally Disarm as Trump and Netanyahu Threaten a Return to Full-Scale War


  
  
    Exclusive: Hamas Says It Will Not Unilaterally Disarm as Trump and Netanyahu Threaten a Return to Full-Scale War

    Ryan Grim & Jeremy Scahill · Drop Site · Feb 16, 2026 · 19 min read

  

  We have a commitment to ensuring that our journalism is not locked behind a paywall. But the only way we can sustain this is through the voluntary support of our community of readers. If you are a free subscriber and you support our work, please consider upgrading to a paid subscription or gifting one to a friend or family member. You can also make a 501(c)(3) tax-deductible donation to support our work. If you do not have the means to support our work financially, you can do your part by sharing our work on social media and by forwarding this email to your network of contacts.

As President Donald Trump prepares to convene the first official meeting of his speciously named Board of Peace on Thursday, he and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu have re-escalated demands that Hamas and other Palestinian resistance factions imminently disarm—with Netanyahu insisting that all small arms must be turned over before the Israeli military withdraws any of its forces. 
“Very importantly, Hamas must uphold its commitment to Full and Immediate Demilitarization,” Trump wrote in a post on Truth Social on Sunday.
This demand is being presented as a condition for any reconstruction to begin in Gaza, with no guarantees for Palestinian security or sovereignty. A senior Israeli official also claimed Monday that Trump is considering imposing a two-month deadline for Palestinians to surrender their weapons. Both Trump and Netanyahu have threatened that a large-scale war against Gaza could resume if Hamas refuses to capitulate. 
Meanwhile Hamas has not been part of any formal negotiations for several months. Amid media reports of new drafts and U.S. preparation for negotiations, Hamas leaders say there has been nothing formally presented to the movement and that no official meetings have been held with the group to discuss possible scenarios.
Basem Naim, a senior Hamas leader who has been deeply involved with ceasefire negotiations, told Drop Site that Hamas will not accede to sweeping demands that the Palestinian resistance unilaterally disarm, nor will it submit to a total demilitarization of the Gaza Strip. He reiterated that the group is willing to negotiate on disarmament of resistance forces only if it is linked to a long-term ceasefire that restrains Israel and is accompanied by a political process that leads to the establishment of a Palestinian state and armed force capable of defending itself.
“Our position on this matter is very clear,” Naim said. “Before speaking about disarmament or confiscation of weapons, we believe it is necessary for Netanyahu and his extremist government—along with the mediators and the American guarantor—to ensure full implementation of everything agreed upon in the first phase, so that there can be a fundamental change in the humanitarian situation in Gaza.”
“Palestinian resistance and its weapons are a legitimate right, and disarmament is rejected and will not be accepted by any Palestinian,” Naim continued. “The problem is fundamentally political, not security-based, and its solution lies not in the weapons of the resistance but in [ending] the Zionist occupation. Gaza is not a real-estate project; it is an integral part of the Palestinian homeland.”
Netanyahu has regularly and falsely claimed—often backed by Trump and other Western leaders—that Hamas agreed to a total disarmament of the Palestinian resistance as part of the limited-scope first phase of the “ceasefire” deal signed in October. He has justified the killing of more than 600 Palestinians since the “ceasefire” was signed by claiming Hamas fighters and civilians alike are violating the agreement. In reality, Hamas did not sign any terms having to do with disarmament, asserting that they could not unilaterally make an agreement on future governance or armed resistance on behalf of all Palestinians.
“It is clear that Netanyahu and his extremist government are searching for new justifications to continue the aggression against Gaza and to resume the war, despite all the regional and international positions rejecting a return to fighting,” Naim said. “Hamas also is exerting all efforts to avoid the return to war again. Until recently, Netanyahu used the issue of [Israeli] captives to justify continuing the assault on the Gaza Strip, refusing to withdraw, open the crossings, and allow aid in.”
Throughout the Gaza genocide, Israel has demanded a total surrender not only of Hamas, but of the Palestinian cause of liberation. Hamas officials have told Drop Site that while the group rejects total disarmament, it is open to negotiating the issue of weapons, including an internationally-verified warehousing or decommissioning of some “offensive” weapons on the condition that a Palestinian security force is established in Gaza.
Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad officials have maintained that the armed resistance would only disband in the context of the establishment of an internationally recognized Palestinian armed force capable of defending its territory and people. The Trump plan calls for the destruction of “offensive infrastructure, including tunnels and weapon production facilities” and a longer term vision for “an agreed process of decommissioning” other weapons.
“Life in Gaza today is unsustainable,” Naim emphasized, noting that the reported proposal and demands do not make any guarantees for Palestinian security. “How can there be talk of disarmament while the aggression continues and Netanyahu does not commit to the ceasefire? Armed gangs are being formed, supported, and backed to carry out dangerous security operations such as kidnappings and killings. How can disarmament be discussed while [nearly] 60% of the Gaza Strip remains occupied by Israel?”
Mutual Security Pacts
As Drop Site has previously reported, Hamas repeatedly suggested to regional mediators a solution to the weapons issue wherein the Palestinian resistance would agree to store or “freeze” its weapons and not deploy them in any attacks against Israel. This configuration, which would be part of an internationally-enforced long-term ceasefire, would come with the endorsement of the Palestinian resistance groups themselves. Violating such an agreement, especially one endorsed by large numbers of Arab and Islamic countries, would carry grave consequences for the broader Palestinian struggle. The key to its success, Palestinian officials cautioned, would be compelling Israel to respect the agreement. Israel has consistently violated ceasefire deals not only with Palestine, but also in Lebanon where it continues to bomb on a nearly daily basis despite a ceasefire signed in November 2024. Hamas’s proposals went nowhere and since Trump officially launched his board, there have been almost no substantive discussions with Hamas leaders.
On Sunday, Netanyahu sought to front-run any potential technical negotiations with Hamas that would permit Palestinian fighters to retain even small arms, declaring that the Gaza Strip must be entirely demilitarized as a condition for Israel to move to the second phase of a deal.
“What has to happen is that Hamas must first be disarmed and then Gaza must be demilitarized. Disarmed means that it must give up weapons,” Netanyahu said in a speech at the conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations in Jerusalem, dismissing the notion that any negotiations on decommissioning should take place. “There are practically no heavy weapons in Gaza. There’s no artillery, there are no tanks, there’s nothing. The heavy weapon, the one that does the most damage, is called an AK-47, okay, that’s it. That’s how they execute people. That’s how they shoot our people. That’s what they used, assault rifles. That’s what they used in the massacre of October 7,” he added. “That’s the main weapon, and that has to go.”
On Monday, Yossi Fuchs, Israel’s Cabinet Secretary and a senior aide to Netanyahu, claimed that the Trump administration had asked Israel for a two-month window to force Hamas to disarm before Israel re-launched a large-scale military assault on Gaza. ​​”We are currently preparing for a period of around 60 days during which Hamas will be given the opportunity. We are in complete coordination with the Americans, this is their request, we respect them,” Fuchs told a media conference in Jerusalem. “This process will be examined, if it goes well, great. And if not, the IDF will have to return and complete the mission.” Fuchs said he did not know when the 60-day deadline would begin, but predicted that if full disarmament did not happen by June, Israel would renew its total war against Gaza.
“Does talk of disarmament mean the absence of any reciprocal security arrangements, leaving Israel free to operate in Gaza Strip wherever, whenever, and however it wishes?” asked Naim. “Attempting to portray the problem as the existence of weapons in Palestinian hands—light weapons that cannot be compared in any way to the conventional, chemical, biological, or nuclear arsenal possessed by Israel—[ignores] what was witnessed over two years of genocide in the Gaza Strip. These light weapons in the hands of the Palestinian people are fundamentally for self-defense, not for aggression against anyone. Therefore, such a measure is rejected and cannot be allowed to pass, as they claim or demand.”
Naim said that Hamas’s position is that any proposals regarding weapons or disarmament must center around mutual security pacts, not unilateral demands put before the Palestinian side. “Israel must be restrained from continuing the aggression, and it must be ensured that a multi-year ceasefire—three, five, or seven years—runs parallel to the political process,” he said. “During this period, the resistance would commit—under Palestinian, Arab, and international supervision—to the ceasefire. In this time, the weapons would be removed from the field and stored, and full opportunity would be given to the Palestinian government or the administrative committee to manage all civil and security affairs in the Gaza Strip without interference from anyone.”
This position has been consistently articulated by Hamas officials since the signing of the October agreement at Sharm El Sheikh, Egypt. Despite the pervasive false characterizations from U.S. and Israeli officials that Hamas agreed to all of Trump’s terms, Hamas and other Palestinian factions did not sign an agreement beyond a ceasefire, exchange of captives, and an initial framework for the redeployment or withdrawal of Israeli forces from some parts of Gaza. Officially, there is no deal on a “second phase.” Palestinian negotiators made clear that demands impacting the future of a Palestinian state, the weapons of resistance factions and other existential issues would require consultation with a broad cross-section of Palestinian political parties and factions.
“We have discussed a comprehensive and holistic approach. First, the humanitarian track must be entirely separated: the daily life of the people—their food, water, and medicine—cannot remain at the mercy of this fascist government and its political agenda, whose stated goal is to resolve the conflict by force in favor of the entity and to erase Palestinian existence,” said Naim. “There must also be a serious, time-bound political process that begins and ends with the establishment of an independent Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its capital. At that point, the weapons and fighters of the resistance would become part of that state and its army.”
“Either disarmament or war”
Last weekend, Trump announced that he had received more than $5 billion in commitments for his board and that partner nations have pledged thousands of troops to deploy as part of an International Stabilization Force (ISF). While Trump did not name specific countries, Indonesia became the first nation to publicly declare its participation, announcing it was preparing for a potential deployment of up to 8,000 of its troops. Many nations have said they will not send troops if the mission includes disarming or clashing with Palestinian resistance factions.
Hamas has said it welcomes an international force, but only to serve as a neutral buffer between Israeli forces and Palestinians in Gaza. “Indonesia’s participation is not intended for combat missions and not for demilitarization missions,” read a February 14 statement from Indonesia’s foreign ministry. It added that the “mandate is humanitarian in nature, focusing on the protection of civilians, humanitarian and health assistance, reconstruction, as well as training and capacity-building for the Palestinian Police.” The statement declared that Indonesia would “terminate participation if the ISF’s implementation deviates” from that mandate.
The Trump plan also calls for a Palestinian police force to be formed under the banner of a newly-established technocratic governing body known as the National Committee for Administration of Gaza (NCAG). Composed of 15 Palestinians, the NCAG is the only component of Trump’s board that includes Palestinians and is situated on the lowest rung of the Board of Peace hierarchy. When Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, presented a slide deck at the launch of the Board of Peace in Davos, Switzerland on January 22, a slide titled “Demilitarization Principles” stated, “Heavy weapons decommissioned immediately. Personal arms registered and decommissioned by sector as NCAG’s police becomes capable of guaranteeing personal security.” The section concluded: “The end state: only NCAG-sanctioned personnel may carry weapons.”
A top official in Trump’s Board of Peace likewise indicated that efforts to disarm Palestinian resistance groups would occur as part of the establishment of a Palestinian security force and not as a formal surrender ceremony. That Trump officials appeared headed toward a slower process of disarmament than Netanyahu has demanded was also reinforced by a report in the New York Times describing a draft U.S. plan that would require Hamas to “surrender all weapons that are capable of striking Israel, but will allow the group to keep some small arms, at least initially.”

Hamas’s leader in Gaza, Dr. Khalil Al-Hayya, met recently in Cairo with Nickolay Mladenov, the high representative for Trump’s board, though a senior Hamas official told Drop Site that no official proposals for disarmament were presented at the meeting. “In some meetings, the topic was put on the table in general,” the official said. “Until now, no official discussion with us has been launched.”
At the Munich Security Conference on February 13, Mladenov was asked where he wanted to see the situation in Gaza a year from now. “I hope that we will be significantly advanced on deploying a new security force of Palestinians inside Gaza and Hamas would have given up a significant part of its weapons so that we are moving forward to the point at which Israel can withdraw from the yellow line,” said Mladenov, a Bulgarian diplomat who served as the UN’s top envoy to the region from 2015-2020. “These are conditions that I think are critical if we are ever to return back to the political resolution of the Palestinian question because the political resolution to the Palestinian question requires negotiations, it requires one Palestinian leadership over the entire occupied territory, and it requires a dialogue that is facilitated—not overseen, but facilitated—by the United States, Europe and others as it has been in the past.”
While Mladenov’s theoretical timeline appears to contradict Netanyahu’s demands for immediate disarmament, he also acknowledged that no serious reconstruction or Israeli military withdrawals would occur unless the resistance was disbanded. On this issue, Mladenov said that not only Hamas’s armed wing would need to disarm, but also Islamic Jihad and all other armed factions. He called Trump’s plan “the only option for going ahead with anything that makes sense in Gaza and that stops this war and doesn’t allow a return to violence.” He added, “Gaza needs to be governed by a transitional authority as authorized by the Security Council resolution under which it needs to take on the full civilian and security control of Gaza and that includes the disarmament of all factions in Gaza, not just Hamas.”
Mladenov said that is the condition for Israeli forces to withdraw and for reconstruction to begin. “The reality is that all of this needs to move very fast,” he said. “Let me be absolutely clear about the risks that we’re facing here: The first risk is that we are not going to implement the second phase of the ceasefire, but we’re going to go to the second phase of the war and that is a serious threat.” He said that if Israel resumed the war, there would be no place for the Board of Peace “until we see what is left and pick up the rubble, potentially, at the end of it.” Mladenov warned that if Phase 2 was not implemented swiftly, the Israeli division of Gaza into two halves and the treatment of Gaza as a separate entity from the West Bank and not as two parts of the same occupied territory would be “cemented.”
Naim, the Hamas official, blasted Mladenov’s statement. “It is a disgrace to hear some American or international politician like Mladenov saying, ‘Either disarmament or war’ because this makes him a spokesperson for the Israeli government, instead of being a representative of a body working to create peace.”
That coercive ultimatum constitutes the centerpiece of Israel’s campaign to ensure it maintains full control of the eastern half of Gaza, an ability to strike at will in the western areas and to impede the minimal concessions offered to the Palestinian side. Phase 2 of Trump’s plan envisions a large-scale reconstruction plan, expanded freedom of movement for Palestinians through the Rafah crossing with Egypt, the empowerment of the Palestinian transitional technocratic committee, under the direction of Mladenov, to assume basic governance duties and the gradual deployment of a Palestinian security force in Gaza. It also includes terms that call for the withdrawal of Israeli forces to a perimeter encircling Gaza, rather than the status quo of Israel occupying more than half of the enclave.
“The U.S. is playing the good cop in this moment to Netanyahu’s bad cop position. They are talking reconstruction and peace while he keeps the threat of war hanging. So I see them doing a diversionary tango that constantly moves Hamas further and further into a corner,” said Sami Hermez, a political analyst and professor of anthropology at Northwestern University in Qatar. “I don’t think we can separate the U.S. and Israel or Trump and Netanyahu into two different strategies versus partners in one overall strategy working in tandem. It is naive to think otherwise or to follow the media narrative that Trump is not seeing eye-to-eye with Netanyahu every now and then.”
Devastation in Gaza
Despite the overarching colonialist structure of the Board of Peace and Trump’s constant deference to Israel’s agenda, Netanyahu continues to publicly reject any plan that would allow Palestinians to remain in Gaza with even a semblance of autonomy or an ability to rebuild homes, hospitals, roads or schools. Israel has systematically refused to uphold the terms of the October agreement. Over the four months since the so-called ceasefire took effect on October 10, approximately 1,620 Israeli violations have been recorded, according to the latest figures from Gaza’s Government Media Office. These include hundreds of shooting incidents, repeated shelling and airstrikes, incursions into residential neighborhoods, and the demolition of homes and buildings. These violations resulted in the killing of at least 603 Palestinians and the wounding of more than 1,600.
Israel has also refused to allow in the agreed-upon levels of food and other life essentials stipulated in the agreement. Although 600 aid trucks per day were supposed to enter the Gaza Strip, the average has been only around 260 trucks per day. Fuel deliveries have been especially restricted, with just 861 trucks entering out of the 6,000 agreed upon. Israel has severely restricted passage in and out of Gaza at the Rafah crossing since its partial reopening last week, allowing roughly a quarter of the expected number of Palestinians to depart or return to Gaza. As Israel continues to move its forces deeper into Gaza than permitted, it has also been constructing infrastructure in areas of eastern Gaza that indicate long term plans for open-ended occupation.
In the bigger picture, Netanyahu is manufacturing a state of chaos in Gaza that relegates Palestinians to fragile tent encampments and limited access to basic life necessities. He has made no secret that Israel’s aim is for Trump to empower ongoing Israeli attacks, severely limit any improvement to living conditions or the hope of reconstruction and to encourage the large-scale removal of Palestinians from Gaza. By making a boogieman of the small arms of the resistance, Netanyahu is maintaining a political justification to continue a low intensity war—that Amnesty International has deemed a continuation of the genocide—with the spectre of resuming larger operations.
“The longer Netanyahu can keep Gaza unlivable the better, the longer he can stall any reconstruction and relief the better. The idea of total disarmament is a good way to ensure nothing gets done in Gaza because he knows it is an unrealistic demand,” said Hermez. “To a great extent, the US and Israel are following the same playbook they used in the West Bank for decades: they talk peace and the US even funds peace initiatives, while the troops on the ground make life hell for Palestinians and continue to squeeze them. All in the name of some future promise—it was statehood post Oslo, it is mere reconstruction in Gaza. The wild card, of course, is Hamas and the resilience of life on the ground.”
Naim said that the unfolding events underscore the continuance of Israel’s multi-decade campaign to annihilate not only the aspirations for a Palestinian state, but an intensification of the war to force Palestinians entirely from the land. He pointed to Israel’s ongoing siege of the occupied West Bank, replete with regular Israeli military invasions, the expansion of illegal settlements, and the terror being unleashed on Palestinians by state-backed settlers on a daily basis. He also cited recent judicial actions that allow Israel to register land in areas of the West Bank as legal property of the state for the first time since 1967.
“The Palestinian experience over more than 33 years since the Oslo Accords—which were supposed to end with the establishment of a Palestinian state—shows how Israel, especially during Netanyahu’s tenure since 1996, used every means to destroy that opportunity, weaken and undermine the [Palestinian] Authority, and expand annexation by all means. Recent decisions bypassing previous Israeli laws and obligations toward both Palestinians and Jordanians and canceling Jordanian law and the administrative capacity of the Palestinian National Authority, amount to de facto and legal annexation,” he said. “This experience confirms that the problem has never been the Palestinians or the resistance, but rather the Israeli colonial settlement project aimed at erasing Palestinian existence and ending the Palestinian cause in favor of a Jewish state between the river and the sea.”
Naim added, “What Netanyahu and his army have failed to achieve over the course of two years, they will not succeed [in attaining] by any other means—regardless of the support he may receive from any party.”
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The Organization Israel Once Quietly Supported


Here's an irony that should make you pause: Hamas, the militant group that launched the devastating October 7, 2023 attacks on Israel, was once discreetly supported by Israel itself. The reasoning? Israeli officials in the 1980s saw this Islamic movement as a useful counterweight to the secular Palestine Liberation Organization, or PLO. They calculated that a fractured Palestinian political landscape would make it harder for Palestinians to achieve statehood.


That calculation aged poorly.


To understand how we got here, you need to understand what Hamas actually is, how it came to power, and what it says it wants—which turns out to be more complicated than most headlines suggest.


What's in a Name


The word "Hamas" is actually a clever Arabic acronym. It comes from "Harakat al-Muqawamah al-Islamiyyah," which translates to "Islamic Resistance Movement." But the acronym itself, HMS in Arabic letters, was deliberately chosen because it sounds like the Arabic word "hamas," meaning zeal, strength, or bravery. This kind of linguistic double meaning is common in political movements—it makes the name both descriptive and emotionally resonant.


The organization emerged in 1987, during what's called the First Intifada—the first major Palestinian uprising against Israeli occupation. But its roots go back further, to a charitable organization founded by a Palestinian Islamic scholar named Ahmed Yassin in 1973. That charity, called Mujama al-Islamiya, was affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood, the influential Islamic political movement that originated in Egypt and has spawned offshoots across the Middle East.


A Different Kind of Resistance


Understanding Hamas requires understanding what made it different from the PLO. The Palestine Liberation Organization, led for decades by Yasser Arafat, was explicitly secular. It framed Palestinian nationalism in political rather than religious terms.


Hamas took a different approach. It wrapped Palestinian nationalism in Islamic religious language and ideology. This wasn't just marketing—it represented a genuinely different vision of what a Palestinian state should be and why it should exist.


There's another crucial difference worth noting. After Israel occupied Gaza in 1967, the Muslim Brotherhood in Gaza—Hamas's precursor organization—refused to join the resistance boycott against Israel. They focused instead on building social institutions: mosques, schools, charitable organizations. This patient institution-building would later prove crucial to Hamas's political success.


The 2006 Election Shock


In January 2006, something happened that caught almost everyone off guard. Hamas won a decisive majority in Palestinian parliamentary elections.


How did a militant organization defeat the established Palestinian Authority? Two words: corruption and credibility.


The Palestinian Authority, dominated by the Fatah party, had developed a reputation for corruption after years in power. Hamas campaigned on promises of clean governance. They also argued that armed resistance was the only realistic path to ending Israeli occupation—a message that resonated with Palestinians who had seen little progress from years of negotiations.


The election results created an immediate crisis. The United States and European Union had designated Hamas as a terrorist organization and refused to work with them. Israel and the West imposed sanctions. The stage was set for conflict—not just between Hamas and Israel, but between Hamas and Fatah.


The Battle for Gaza


In June 2007, tensions between Hamas and Fatah exploded into open warfare. Over several days of intense fighting, Hamas forces defeated Fatah's security services in Gaza and seized complete control of the territory.


This created a bizarre political situation that persists today. The Palestinian territories were split in two. Hamas controlled Gaza, a tiny coastal strip roughly 25 miles long and 5 miles wide, home to over two million people. The Palestinian Authority, led by Fatah, controlled the West Bank, a larger territory separated from Gaza by Israel.


Israel and Egypt responded to Hamas's takeover by imposing a blockade on Gaza. This blockade has remained in place, with varying intensity, ever since. It severely restricts the movement of people and goods in and out of the territory, creating what many observers have called an open-air prison.


The Cycle of Violence


What followed was a grim pattern that repeated itself multiple times. Hamas and affiliated militant groups would launch rockets at Israeli cities. Israel would respond with military operations, including airstrikes and ground invasions. Ceasefires would eventually be brokered, hold for a while, then break down. Major conflicts erupted in 2008-09, 2012, 2014, and 2021.


Each round left Gaza more devastated. Infrastructure was destroyed. Civilian casualties mounted on both sides, though far more heavily on the Palestinian side. And each round seemed to harden positions rather than move anyone toward resolution.


October 7, 2023


Then came the attack that changed everything.


On October 7, 2023, Hamas militants breached the heavily fortified barrier between Gaza and Israel and launched coordinated attacks on nearby communities. Nearly 1,200 Israelis were killed, about two-thirds of them civilians. Approximately 250 people were taken hostage and brought back to Gaza.


Hamas said the attack was a response to Israel's continued occupation, the blockade of Gaza, expanding settlements in the West Bank, and what they described as threats to the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem—one of Islam's holiest sites. There were also reports of sexual violence committed during the attack, which Hamas denied.


Israel's response was the largest military operation in Gaza's history. By the time a ceasefire took effect in January 2025, over 70,000 Palestinians had been killed, with a peer-reviewed study in The Lancet medical journal finding that about 59 percent were women, children, and elderly people.


The Leadership Question


The months following October 7 saw dramatic changes in Hamas's leadership—mostly through Israeli targeted killings.


In July 2024, Ismail Haniyeh, the head of Hamas's political bureau who had been living in exile, was assassinated in Tehran, Iran, where he had traveled for the inauguration of Iran's new president. Yahya Sinwar, who had planned the October 7 attacks and remained in Gaza, was elected to replace him.


Sinwar himself was killed by Israeli forces in October 2024 during what the military described as a chance encounter during a routine patrol in southern Gaza. His younger brother, Mohammed Sinwar—nicknamed "Shadow"—reportedly took over leadership in Gaza, though he too was killed by Israeli forces, with his death confirmed in June 2025.


The organization's military leadership has been similarly decimated. Mohammed Deif, Hamas's senior military commander, was killed in July 2024. Abu Obaida, the masked spokesman who became the public face of Hamas's armed wing, was killed in August 2025.


What Does Hamas Actually Want?


This is where things get genuinely complicated, and where honest analysis requires holding multiple ideas in tension.


Hamas's 1988 founding charter was a maximalist document. It claimed all of what had been British Mandatory Palestine—the territory that now includes Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza—as an Islamic endowment that could never be surrendered. The charter also contained language that was widely condemned as antisemitic.


But Hamas's stated positions have evolved significantly since 1988, in ways that matter but that don't fit neatly into either a "they've moderated" or "they haven't changed" narrative.


In 2017, Hamas released a new charter. This document removed the antisemitic language and explicitly stated that Hamas's struggle was with Zionists, not with Jews as a people. It also declared Hamas's willingness to accept a Palestinian state based on the borders that existed before the 1967 war—meaning the West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem.


Here's the crucial nuance: the 2017 charter accepted those borders without recognizing Israel's right to exist. Hamas leaders have consistently refused to officially recognize Israel, even while accepting territorial boundaries that implicitly acknowledge another entity on the other side of those boundaries.


The Hudna Question


To understand Hamas's position, you need to understand an Arabic concept called "hudna." A hudna is a long-term armistice or truce—not a permanent peace treaty, but a binding agreement to cease hostilities for an extended period.


Hamas has repeatedly offered Israel a hudna in exchange for a Palestinian state on 1967 borders. Ahmed Yassin, Hamas's founder, initially proposed ten years. He later suggested the truce could be extended to 30, 40, or even 100 years.


In 2006, newly elected Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh sent messages to both U.S. President George W. Bush and Israeli leaders proposing a 50-year armistice with automatic renewal. Neither responded.


Some scholars argue this effectively amounts to a two-state solution with different terminology. A Hamas finance minister reportedly said around 2018 that "a long-term ceasefire as understood by Hamas and a two-state settlement are the same."


Others are more skeptical. They note that Hamas has never abandoned its claim to all of historic Palestine—it's just willing to accept partial territory as an interim step. Under this reading, a hudna would be a strategic pause, not a genuine acceptance of Israel's permanent existence.


A Hamas official once compared their position to the Irish Republican Army's relationship with the United Kingdom: willing to accept a permanent armistice without recognizing British sovereignty over Northern Ireland.


The Practical Politics


Hamas's position also reflects a theological argument about what kind of agreements Islamic law permits. Under traditional Islamic jurisprudence, a hudna is a legitimate form of agreement with binding obligations. Hamas leaders argue that a Western-style peace treaty would amount to surrender and permanent recognition of what they view as an illegitimate seizure of Islamic land. A hudna, by contrast, allows for an extended period of peace while preserving the theoretical claim.


This distinction may seem like hair-splitting to Western observers. But it matters enormously to Hamas's ability to maintain legitimacy with its base. An organization built on Islamic resistance cannot simply declare that resistance over without facing accusations of betrayal.


The International Dimension


Hamas doesn't operate in isolation. Understanding its foreign relationships helps explain its durability and its decision-making.


Iran has been Hamas's most important external backer, providing funding, weapons, and training. This relationship has sometimes been strained—Hamas broke with Iran's ally, the Assad regime in Syria, during the Syrian civil war—but it has proven durable. After Yahya Sinwar's election as Hamas leader in 2024, officials cited his "strong connections with Iran and the Axis of Resistance" as a factor.


The "Axis of Resistance" refers to an informal coalition of Iranian-aligned groups across the Middle East, including Hezbollah in Lebanon, various militias in Iraq and Syria, and the Houthi movement in Yemen. This network provides Hamas with strategic depth that a small organization in a blockaded territory couldn't achieve on its own.


Qatar has provided crucial financial support, including funding for Gaza's government operations. Turkey and Egypt have served as intermediaries at various times. These relationships have been complicated by regional politics—the Arab Spring, for instance, disrupted several of Hamas's key relationships.


The Terror Designation


Hamas is designated as a terrorist organization by the United States, European Union, United Kingdom, Israel, Australia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, and several other countries. This designation has significant practical effects: it freezes assets, criminalizes material support, and effectively bars diplomatic contact.


It's worth noting that this designation is not universal. Two separate motions at the United Nations to condemn Hamas as a terrorist organization—in 2018 and 2023—failed to achieve the required two-thirds majority.


The distinction between "terrorist organization" and "legitimate resistance movement" often tracks with broader political positions on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Those who view Israeli occupation as the primary problem tend to see Hamas as a symptom; those who view Palestinian violence as the primary problem tend to see Hamas as a cause.


Human Rights Concerns


Hamas's rule over Gaza has drawn criticism from human rights organizations on multiple grounds.


The organization has been accused of suppressing political opposition, restricting press freedom, and using torture against detainees. During conflicts with Israel, Hamas has been criticized for launching rockets from civilian areas and for preventing civilians from evacuating. The use of suicide bombings against Israeli civilians, particularly during the 1990s and early 2000s, killed hundreds of people.


Hamas's treatment of hostages taken during the October 7 attack has also been condemned, with released hostages describing harsh conditions and abuse.


These criticisms exist alongside criticisms of Israeli actions—the blockade of Gaza, the high civilian death toll in military operations, conditions in the occupied territories. The question of proportionality and moral equivalence between the two sides is hotly contested and beyond the scope of this article to resolve.


Where Things Stand


As of the January 2025 ceasefire, Hamas as an organization has been severely weakened but not destroyed. Its top leadership has been systematically killed. Its military infrastructure in Gaza has been devastated. The territory it governed lies in ruins.


Yet the conditions that gave rise to Hamas—Israeli occupation, Palestinian statelessness, the blockade of Gaza—remain. The question facing everyone involved is whether the catastrophic violence of 2023-2025 has created any new possibilities for resolution, or whether it has simply reset the clock on the next cycle.


History suggests pessimism. But history is also full of conflicts that seemed intractable until suddenly they weren't. The question is what it would take to move from endless cycles of violence to something else—and whether any of the parties involved are capable of imagining, let alone accepting, what that something else might be.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Benjamin Netanyahu

    Based on Wikipedia: Benjamin Netanyahu

In the spring of 1968, a young Israeli soldier named Benjamin Netanyahu parachuted into Lebanon on a daring raid to capture a Palestinian leader. He was shot in the shoulder. The mission failed. Five decades later, that same man—now weathered by decades of political combat—would order similar invasions himself, this time with the full weight of state power behind him.

Benjamin "Bibi" Netanyahu is Israel's longest-serving prime minister, a title he has held across multiple discontinuous terms spanning from 1996 to the present. Born in Tel Aviv in 1949, raised partly in Jerusalem and partly in suburban Pennsylvania, he returned to Israel in 1967 as a sixteen-year-old eager to join the military. The IDF recruited him into Sayeret Matkal, one of the most elite special forces units in the Israeli military. He served for five years as a combat soldier, participating in cross-border raids during the 1967-70 War of Attrition—including the infamous Battle of Karameh in March 1968—where Israeli forces attempted to capture PLO leader Yasser Arafat but were repulsed with heavy casualties.

He became a team-leader in his unit. He was wounded multiple times. In May 1972, he took part in the rescue of hijacked Sabena Flight 571, during which he was shot in the shoulder. After his discharge from active service in 1972, he left to study in the United States.

The American Years

Netanyahu returned to the United States in late 1972 to study architecture at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Under the name "Ben Nitai"—a pen name his father used for academic articles—he completed a bachelor's degree in architecture in February 1975 and earned a master's degree from MIT Sloan School of Management in 1976. He studied concurrently at Harvard University, completing his degree in two and a half years while taking courses across multiple institutions.

Professor Leon B. Groisser recalled his student with striking clarity: "He did superbly. He was very bright. Organized. Strong. Powerful. He knew what he wanted to do and how to get it done." The name change to Ben Nitai—derived from Mount Nitai and the Jewish sage Nittai of Arbela—was, Netanyahu later explained in interviews, intended to make it easier for Americans to pronounce his name. His political rivals have used this fact to question his national identity and loyalty, though he has consistently demonstrated commitment to Israel through military service and political leadership.

He worked as an economic consultant at Boston Consulting Group in Boston between 1976 and 1978. At the firm, he was a colleague of Mitt Romney, with whom he formed a lasting friendship. Romney described Netanyahu as "a strong personality with a distinct point of view"—an assessment that would prove prescient.

He returned to Israel in October 1973 to serve in the Yom Kippur War, then went back to the United States to complete his degrees. His studies were interrupted by devastating personal loss: his brother Yonatan was killed leading the Entebbe raid, and Benjamin inherited both his military legacy and his political future.

The Ambassador

In 1978, Netanyahu moved back to Israel and founded The Jonathan Institute—a think tank dedicated to public policy. Between 1984 and 1988, he served as Israel's ambassador to the United Nations. The role was natural for a diplomat who spoke fluent English, understood American institutions, and could navigate international politics with the polish of someone who had studied in America.

Netanyahu rose to prominence after his election as chair of Likud in 1993, becoming leader of the opposition. In the 1996 general election, he became the first Israeli prime minister elected directly by popular vote—a landmark moment in Israeli democratic history.

His first term was short-lived: he was defeated in the 1999 election and entered the private sector temporarily before returning to politics as minister of foreign affairs and finance. He initiated economic reforms before resigning over the Gaza disengagement plan.

The Comeback

Netanyahu returned to lead Likud in 2005, leading the opposition between 2006 and 2009. After the 2009 legislative election, he formed a coalition and became prime minister again—beginning a stretch of continuous power that would last, with interruptions, until the present day.

He made his closeness to Donald Trump central to his political appeal starting in 2016. During Trump's first presidency, the United States recognized Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, Israeli sovereignty over the Golan Heights, and helped broker the Abraham Accords between Israel and the Arab world—historic normalization agreements that reshaped Middle Eastern politics.

His governments have been criticized for expanding Israeli settlements in the occupied West Bank, deemed illegal under international law by multiple international bodies. In 2019, Netanyahu was indicted on charges of breach of trust, bribery, and fraud—a remarkable turn for a man who had spent decades as the face of Israeli authority. He relinquished all ministerial posts except prime minister.

The 2018-2022 Israeli political crisis resulted in a rotation agreement between Netanyahu and Benny Gantz, which collapsed in 2020, leading to the 2021 election. In June 2021, Netanyahu was removed from the premiership before returning after the 2022 election.

The Crisis of Democracy

Netanyahu's multiple premierships have been criticized for perceived democratic backsliding and an alleged shift towards authoritarianism. His coalition pursued judicial reform in early 2023, which was met with large-scale protests across Israel—demonstrations that drew hundreds of thousands into the streets.

The October 7 attacks by Hamas-led Palestinian groups in 2023 changed everything. Netanyahu faced nationwide protests over what many perceived as a security lapse and the failure to secure the return of Israeli hostages held captive by Hamas. The war that followed placed enormous pressure on his leadership.

In October 2024, he survived an assassination attempt—an extraordinary event that might have ended other political careers but instead seemed to harden his resolve. He ordered an invasion of Lebanon with the stated goal of destroying the military capabilities of Hezbollah, a key ally of Hamas.

After the fall of the Assad regime in December 2024, Netanyahu directed an invasion of Syria—moving troops across yet another border. In February 2026, he launched a major attack on Iran alongside the United States with the stated goal of regime change—the culmination of years of political confrontation with Tehran.

The International Courts

Netanyahu's government has presided over the ongoing conflict in Gaza, culminating in the South Africa v. Israel case before the International Court of Justice in December 2023. The International Criminal Court issued an arrest warrant in November 2024 for Netanyahu for alleged war crimes and crimes against humanity as part of the ICC investigation in Palestine.

The man who entered politics as a decorated commando, who studied at MIT alongside future American politicians, who has led Israel through wars and peace, remains—as he approaches his late seventies—the most consequential Israeli leader of his generation. Whether judged by his supporters as a defender of Israeli sovereignty or by his critics as an architect of authoritarian drift, Benjamin Netanyahu has fundamentally reshaped the nation he was born to serve.

He graduated from Cheltenham High School in Pennsylvania, was active in the debate club, chess club, and soccer. He and his brother Yonatan grew dissatisfied with what they saw as the superficial way of life in their American suburb—encountering the prevalent youth counterculture movement and the liberal sensibilities of the Reform synagogue, Temple Judea of Philadelphia, that the family attended.

Netanyahu was born in 1949 in Tel Aviv. His mother, Tzila Segal, was born in Petah Tikva in the Mutasarrifate of Jerusalem—her family had migrated from Minneapolis in 1911, having relocated there from Lithuania in the 1870s—and studied law at Gray's Inn, London.

His father, Benzion Netanyahu (née Mileikowsky), was born in Warsaw and specialized in the Jewish Golden Age of Spain. His paternal grandfather, Nathan Mileikowsky, was a rabbi and Zionist writer. When his father immigrated to Mandatory Palestine, he adopted the Hebrew surname "Netanya," meaning "God has given." While his family is predominantly Ashkenazi, he has said that a DNA test revealed some Sephardic ancestry. He claims descent from the Vilna Gaon.

He was the second of three children. A copy of his evaluation from his 6th grade teacher Ruth Rubinstein indicated that Netanyahu was courteous, polite, and helpful—that he was "responsible and punctual"—and that he was friendly, disciplined, cheerful, brave, active, and obedient.

Between 1956 and 1958, and from 1963 to 1967, his family lived in the United States in Cheltenham Township, Pennsylvania, while father Benzion Netanyahu taught at Dropsie College. That boy who returned to Israel in 1967 to join the Israel Defense Forces—that soldier who was wounded multiple times, that team-leader who participated in numerous missions—is now the man ordering invasions and facing international arrest warrants.

The arc from Sayeret Matkal commando to the helm of Israeli power is complete. The question that remains is what history will make of it.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Gaza Strip

    The article has been rewritten as an engaging essay optimized for text-to-speech reading. Here's a summary of the transformation:

**Key changes made:**
- Opened with a vivid hook about the marathon-length strip of land rather than a dry definition
- Broke the content into narrative sections with clear headings
- Varied paragraph length significantly (some just one sentence for emphasis)
- Spelled out acronyms like UNRWA on first use with pronunciation guide
- Added context and explanations (e.g., comparing Gaza's child population to Western countries)
- Created natural transitions between sections
- Maintained substantive depth while improving flow for audio listening
- Removed encyclopedic reference-style formatting in favor of essay prose

The rewritten article is approximately 2,200 words, which translates to roughly 12-15 minutes of reading time with Speechify.
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The year before Jeffrey Epstein’s suspicious death in a Manhattan jail, the financier was working to broker an infrastructure deal for Emirati logistics conglomerate DP World in Nigeria, according to a massive trove of emails released by the Justice Department last month. 
In an email exchange from the summer of 2018, Epstein facilitated talks between then-chair of Nigeria’s sovereign investment fund, Jide Zeitlin, and DP World’s ex-chairman, Sultan Ahmad bin Sulayem, on possible shipping terminals in Lagos and Badagry. Sulayem resigned from DP World on February 13, 2026 amid fallout from the revelation of his intimate friendship with Epstein.
DP World’s leadership was reluctant to invest in an industrial zone in Nigeria unless they could own the surrounding port outright, and talks with previous Nigerian presidents, since 2005, had led nowhere. Zeitlin informed Sulayem that he was close to then-President Muhammadu Buhari and billionaire shipping magnate Gabriele Volpi—the owner of Intels, Nigeria’s largest logistics company, which services the country’s massive oil & gas sector. Epstein, in turn, offered to involve Kathryn Ruemmler, former White House counsel under President Barack Obama. Ruemmler recently announced her resignation as chief legal officer of Goldman Sachs.
Sulayem and Epstein worked together for more than a decade, cultivating a friendship between Israel and the United Arab Emirates long before the Abraham Accords agreement in 2020. Zeitlin wrote to Epstein in September 2018, after Djibouti nationalized DP World’s main hub in East Africa, “I hope your pal’s sojourn in Tel Aviv … was more effective than his efforts on the African continent.” After Epstein’s death, DP World acquired a controlling stake in a Nigerian logistics provider in 2022 and began expanding its footprint in Lagos as of last year.
Epstein was keen to profit from armed conflicts on the African continent. While negotiating DP World’s access to Nigeria, he was also helping Zeitlin navigate around U.S. sanctions on Ivan Glasenberg, the Israeli-South African CEO of mining giant Glencore, and Oleg Deripaska, then-chairman of the Russian aluminum titan Rusal. Glencore’s operations had been disrupted by a fraud probe into their dealings with Israeli mining kingpin Dan Gertler in Congo-Kinshasa. “Do you know Oleg Deripaska or Ivan Glasenberg?” Zeitlin asked Epstein. “Easy,” Epstein replied.
The American financier had deep ties to Israeli mining and military outfits in Africa, which he helped support alongside former Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak—a close associate with whom Epstein corresponded almost daily. “With civil unrest exploding in ukraine syria, somolia, libya, and the desperation of those in power,” Epstein wrote in a 2014 email to Barak, “isn’t this perfect for you.” Barak replied, “You’re right [in] a way. But not simple to transform it into a cash flow.”
That year, as the Nigerian military was locked in a grinding war with Boko Haram, Barak positioned Israeli security vendors as partners to then-President Goodluck Jonathan’s government, using a Christian university as a foothold to establish Israel’s cybersecurity industry in Nigeria. Epstein, who was friendly with Nigerian pastor and former trade minister Okey Enelamah, was closely involved in cultivating Barak’s opportunities in West Africa.
Israeli intelligence firms marketed their security know-how as “field-proven,” a euphemism for technologies deployed against Palestinians living under Israeli military occupation. Years before Barak sold a biometric access control system in Nigeria, Israeli authorities installed its prototype, called “Basel,” at the Erez Crossing between Gaza and Israel. Israel’s automated checkpoints, equipped with facial and hand-geometry scanners, were touted as a way for African governments to control movement of populations at scale.
Security cooperation offered an appealing way for Barak and Epstein to generate cash from chaos in Nigeria, while also promoting the political interests of the Israeli government. Barak’s initial foray in Nigeria led to a broad institutionalization of Israeli cyber expertise over the following years. In 2020, the World Bank tapped the Israel National Cyber Directorate and a digital forensics startup co-founded by Barak to shape Nigeria’s cyber infrastructure.
A hidden motive behind the security deals was the promise of accessing Nigeria’s rich petroleum resources. Barak’s hacked emails, published by Distributed Denial of Secrets and thoroughly corroborated by recent releases from the Justice Department’s Epstein Files, show Barak parlaying his Nigeria security relationships into oil investment opportunities, with Epstein’s steady guidance. This playbook illustrates a clear through-line for Epstein and Barak’s Africa strategy: Counter-terrorism partnerships opened doors and foreign investors seeking energy and mining deals walked through them.
“Hit the nail on the head”
At the start of 2014, emergency rule was in force in Nigeria as states on the borders of Niger, Chad, and Cameroon faced near-daily attacks by Boko Haram. Several hundred people were killed in a surge of violence, including arson, car bombs, and a massacre at a Catholic church. The apparent inability of the Nigerian government to halt the accelerating chaos offered an opportunity for Barak—one year removed from public office, and building a portfolio as a high-level consultant for foreign governments—to pitch Israeli security cooperation as a solution.
Barak often relied on his wife to approach leads for unofficial negotiations on Israeli security deals. On January 28, 2014 she wrote a message to Tim Akano, CEO of Nigerian technology firm New Horizons, who had invited Barak to Nigeria the previous year:
Dear Tim
we are shocked at the horrible deadly terror attack today with so many innocent people killed.
Terror works like a cancer when it is trying to have a grip in a country.
Please convey Former PM Barak and my condolescences to the President, to the First Lady and to the Nigerian people.
As we discussed during our last visit, Former PM Barak is ready to be of help tackling and defeating the challenge of Boko Haram based on his experience.
Our hearts are with you,
Nili Priell Barak

Coincidentally, Akano was attending a cybersecurity conference in Tel Aviv the very same day. He wrote back, “I am an incurable optimist. I am confident that very soon we will have opportunity in Nigeria to receive help from Prime Minister Barak. I will continue to look for the right opportunity to hit the nail on the head.”
In the following months, the Israeli Defense Ministry negotiated a deal to transfer U.S.-made attack helicopters to Nigeria—but the sale was blocked by the Obama administration in the summer, after officials flagged human rights violations by the Nigerian army.
Epstein looked for other ways of penetrating Nigeria. On August 30, 2014, he sent a snippet of philosopher Robert Nozick’s “Tale of the Slave” to his friend Barnaby Marsh, an investment advisor. Marsh responded, “We should think about the growing emerging role of cards and phones in economic exchange and the future of money,” and shared an article about the use of electronic identity cards and biometric databases in Nigeria. In October, DP World chairman Sultan Ahmad bin Sulayem emailed Epstein to inform him of a meeting with Aliko Dangote, “the richest man in Nigeria.”
Akano, ever the optimist, was persistent. In April 2015, he emailed Barak a new opportunity, this time in the energy sector. During a previous visit to Abuja, Barak had floated the idea of Israeli firms building power plants in Nigeria. Akano proposed a pilot case: A Christian school, Babcock University, needed a power plant to supply electricity to its campus.
Barak’s emails and subsequent news reports don’t show any records of a power plant purchase—instead, Babcock bought biometric surveillance equipment developed by Israeli military intelligence.
In May 2015, Barak and his business partner Gary Fegel made a $15 million investment in FST Biometrics, a facial recognition technology for “access control” founded by Aharon Ze’evi Farkash—the former head of Israel’s military intelligence and the author of a Côte d’Ivoire surveillance plan brokered by Barak and Epstein the previous year.
Fegel, dubbed “Ehud Barak’s billionaire” by Israeli media, ran the aluminum business at Glencore, where he worked with both Deripaska, the aluminum kingpin, and Glasenberg, the CEO of Glencore—the two sanctioned individuals whom Epstein later advised through Zeitlin, then-head of Nigeria’s sovereign wealth fund. Fegel was also working closely with Barak to source cyberweapons from Israeli military research units, while Epstein secured funding from Silicon Valley and European bankers.
Farkash developed the concept of “remote identification” during the second Palestinian Intifada at Israeli checkpoints on the Gaza border. In 2003, Israel deployed the “Basel” system at the Erez Crossing, using facial scans to identify and process Palestinians going to work in Israel. “Palestinians were standing in the [queue] to enter Israel for four, five, or even six hours,” a spokesperson explained. “The military was trying to make sure that no one passing through the checkpoint was a terrorist or on a watch list.” He pitched the technology as a convenience for Palestinians frustrated by the wait times: “If someone is not a terrorist, he will not like us very much.”


As Boko Haram targeted Christians in their places of worship, the biometrics pilot at Babcock University took on a sectarian subtext. The pilot helped build relationships between Israeli operators and the Nigerian national security officials, while their partnership was framed as a matter of countering Islamic terrorism. By July 2015, a new “in-motion identification” system—the name for FST’s patented technology—was live at Babcock, allowing for facial recognition and authentication of students from a distance, in chapels, classrooms, and dormitories. Five hundred Babcock lecturers were trained to secure their classrooms with biometrics; a press release boasted, “the Israeli latest technology…helps guarantee safety on campus by filtering away all unwanted persons.”
Meanwhile, Epstein was working hard to establish Barak’s credibility as a global leader in cybersecurity. Emails show that Epstein connected Barak with several influential figures in Silicon Valley, including billionaire venture capitalist Peter Thiel, former Microsoft president Steven Sinofsky, and many others.
Around the same time as Barak’s FST investment, Epstein loaned Barak $1 million to invest in another security startup founded by Israeli intelligence officers: Reporty Homeland Security (now rebranded as Carbyne), a 911 response platform which enables emergency dispatchers and security services to retrieve precise location data and live video/audio feed from phones. As with FST Biometrics in Nigeria, Reporty pilot projects laid the groundwork for state security cooperation between Israel and Mongolia.
The two seed investments, FST and Reporty, built Barak’s reputation as a cybersecurity pioneer. Barak emailed Epstein from Israel, shortly after the investment in FST was announced: “We miss you. Never a dull moment here…Reporty moves forward. The access control co. I’ve entered with Gary Fegel drew positive attention here. I start to look as being involved in Security related HighTec.”
Epstein and Barak’s persistence paid off. Barak’s companies scaled up from operating a pilot at a small university to advising at the highest level of Nigeria’s state cybersecurity apparatus. In 2020, the World Bank subsidized a partnership with the Israel National Cyber Directorate and Toka Group, another ex-intelligence startup co-founded by Barak, to work directly on Nigeria’s national cybersecurity infrastructure. The cooperation deepened last year, in July of 2025, as an Israeli firm installed cyber warfare simulators at Babcock to train the next generation of cybersecurity operators.
“This is going to be fun”
Epstein had a long history in Nigeria. His first documented visit to the country was in September 2002, when he traveled with President Bill Clinton and a large entourage on his private Boeing 727 jet (later dubbed the “Lolita Express”), part of a highly-publicized HIV/AIDS advocacy tour that included stops in Ghana, Rwanda, Mozambique, and South Africa. Epstein’s interests in Africa were not purely philanthropic, however; he was deeply involved in shipping, logistics, and the global commodities trade.
JPMorgan’s Investment Bank consulted with Epstein on major African investment deals, according to unsealed emails from the U.S. Virgin Islands’ lawsuit against the bank. In a 2010 email to a JPMorgan executive, Epstein boasted of receiving security clearance to meet with several senior African and Arab political officials—including Nigerian foreign minister Henry Ajumogobia, who had recently served as Nigeria’s OPEC delegate and Minister of State for Petroleum Resources.
Among the names of celebrities and politicians in Epstein’s “little black book,” seized from his Palm Beach residence in 2005, was a contact for Lal Dalamal, a Nigeria-born British-Indian philanthropist, whose family was a major player in the import and export of agricultural commodities and consumer goods in Nigeria.
In a September 2010 email exchange, German businessman David Stern sent a note to Epstein about an upcoming meeting with “a guy who has access to Nigeria oil and when selling it to China (or somebody else).” Stern expressed skepticism about the deal, writing “This seems very fishy (as my boss JEE would say).”
Later that day, Stern sent Epstein an update, using a racial slur for Africans to express his frustration about the deal. “This is getting insane…” Stern wrote, “Now F thinks the Nigeria oil deal might be a scam so the idea is for me to meet the [slur] to check it out.”

Epstein’s connections to West Africa proved lucrative for his associates. In 2011, Epstein invited a JPMorgan executive to his New York mansion to meet Karim Wade, son of the President of Senegal, Abdoulaye Wade. Epstein wrote: “one of the most important players in africa, will be at the house this week, i think you will enjoy him.” Epstein tried to tee up a deal: “karim wants to hedge a million barrels each quarter of oil buying. This is going to be fun.” Senegal’s sole oil refinery, in Dakar, is supplied almost entirely by Nigerian crude.
“A way to make new friends for Israel”
Epstein quietly began helping Ehud Barak leverage his security ties in Nigeria to set up energy investments for his friends in Israel after Barak resigned as Israeli defense minister in 2013. 
In emails with Renova Group, a conglomerate owned by Russian-Israeli oligarch Viktor Vekselberg, Barak proposed a Nigeria joint venture with Idan Ofer, chairman of the Israel Corporation, a massive petrochemical conglomerate founded by the government of Israel. Epstein had worked closely with Barak in establishing the relationship with Vekselberg and a consulting deal with Renova Group, which they also leveraged in backchannel negotiations with Russia during the Syrian civil war.
On May 19, 2013, Barak contacted his friend Michael “Micky” Federmann, billionaire chairman of the Israeli military technology giant, Elbit Systems. At the time, Elbit was facing controversy over a mass surveillance project in Nigeria. Ten days earlier, Nigerian legislators had learned of a secret $40 million intelligence contract for Elbit to develop infrastructure to spy on Nigerians’ online communications, and the country’s House of Representatives threatened to shut it down.
In the first week of June of 2013, Barak traveled to New York to visit Epstein and attend former U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s 90th birthday party. Following his meeting with Barak, Epstein made an impromptu five-day trip to Africa; two weeks later, Barak received an invitation to speak at a conference for senior leadership of the Nigerian military and representatives from the country’s banking, oil & gas, and manufacturing sectors.
The event, called the World Cyber Security Conference, was hosted by an IT firm called New Horizons and was not announced publicly until after Barak confirmed his attendance. According to email correspondence, the main purpose of the conference appeared to be arranging private meetings for Barak with President Goodluck Jonathan and senior military chiefs, including the Chief of Defense Staff, Ola Sa’ad Ibrahim.
In an email to Barak on July 14, 2013, Akano, the event organizer, candidly expressed that Nigerian leaders saw Barak as a direct channel to the Israeli government. Akano shared with Barak a news article in which the Nigerian president called for additional Israeli support to fight Boko Haram. He wrote to Barak: “[Jonathan] needs more assistance from the Government of Israel. I am sure he will appreciate whatever help the Prime Minister can still render in whatever form- if there are new solutions or new technologies etc that can help Nigeria.”
Barak asked private intelligence firm Ergo to prepare a briefing on Nigeria, containing a dossier on Goodluck Jonathan, and his inner circle and adversaries. Ergo used informants inside Nigeria to develop their reports, and Barak cautioned them to be discreet. On July 20, Barak wrote to his Ergo contact: “[Please] make sure sources in Nigeria DO NOT know the purpose of the questions and/or identity of end user (namely myself).”
The conference was postponed after the mother of First Lady Patience Jonathan, who was hosting the event, was killed in a car accident. So, on August 5, Barak changed his travel destination to New York City. On arrival, he emailed Epstein: “R U in NY?” Epstein replied “no,” and sent Barak a number so they could catch up on the phone.
Instead, that week Barak met Henry Kissinger, another contact from Epstein’s black book, at the Four Seasons Hotel restaurant. In his final interview with Steve Bannon, Epstein recalled meeting Kissinger when they were both members of the Trilateral Commission, a non-governmental organization founded by David Rockefeller, the former CEO of Chase Bank.
After their meeting, Barak sent Kissinger an email asking for an invitation to the annual gathering of the Bilderberg Group, a transnational off-record forum held annually and attended by a select group of international elites. Kissinger’s office did not respond to requests for comment.
Epstein sent Barak an email on August 7, checking in: “is your time productive[?]” Barak replied: “Time will tell. I’m trying to make it one.”
Barak finally arrived in Abuja, Nigeria on September 16, 2013 for the rescheduled World Cyber Security Conference. According to the event itinerary, he was slated to meet with President Goodluck Jonathan in the afternoon, followed by dinner hosted by the First Lady, with key leaders in the government, military, and intelligence community, and several foreign ambassadors.
Notwithstanding Barak’s status as a private citizen, his hosts treated the event as a diplomatic outreach to the Israeli state. The event organizer wrote to Barak: “The dinner is one other excellent way…to meet with good Friends of Israel and make new friends for Israel as well.”
The actual conference, held on September 17, was only six hours long—and three of them were dedicated to prayer, reciting the national anthem, taking photographs, eating lunch, and presenting souvenirs and certificates to attendees. Barak spoke for 20 minutes, followed by a Q&A.
Nigerian media used the event to urge speedy passage of a pending Cybercrime Bill, a comprehensive legal framework for online surveillance, which was under pressure after the House of Representatives voted to suspend Elbit’s $40 million contract. Two days after the cybersecurity conference, on September 19, the Senate voted to advance the bill.

The next month, Goodluck Jonathan traveled to Jerusalem for his first-ever state visit to Israel. Although the cybersecurity bill was still stuck in the House, Elbit technicians “quietly landed” in Abuja on November 26 to begin installing the internet surveillance facility. Civil-society monitors observed Nigerian personnel being trained in Israel, even as Nigerian legislators were still debating the details of the bill.
“I don’t have time to learn from my mistakes”
As Epstein coached Barak to become an energy dealmaker, he was not shy about giving harsh criticism to steer him in the right direction. When American oil & gas developer Jack Grynberg pitched Barak on buying some of his oil assets, Barak shared the detailed financials with Epstein to pass along to Apollo Global Management CEO Leon Black for due diligence. Barak wrote, “Do not hesitate to correct or direct me along the way. I don’t have enough time to learn from my own mistakes. Shabbat Shalom.”
A few hours later, Epstein sent a frustrated response: “This is total 100 percent BULLSHIT. I told you on the phone before sending or asking anyone about it you should do your own homework,  You cannot be seen to be selling garbage ,frauds. bad things and or trouble. this is a total waste of your time.”
Later, Barak introduced Grynberg to ex-Mossad chief Danny Yatom, when Grynberg sought help with armed security for his power generators in Nigeria’s Ogun and Ondo states. Barak warned Yatom that Grynberg was a “tricky” character, and cautioned against getting too entangled with Grynberg’s operations; Yatom ultimately declined to work with on the American’s Nigeria project.

The following July, Barak set up shop at Epstein’s 71st Street mansion, aiming to meet with powerful industry titans who could advance his geopolitical ambitions in Africa. After meeting Nigerian petrochemical magnate Ambrosie Bryant Chukwueloka Orjiako at Idan Ofer’s house in London, Barak followed up with Orjiako, to make plans to meet again there or in New York soon.
Barak and Epstein were actively engaged in Israel’s oil and gas sector, working together to broker access to the Leviathan natural gas field for foreign investors. Epstein also arranged a meeting between Barak and DP World chairman Sultan Sulayem, while Barak was in Russia for a private meeting with Vladimir Putin at the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum in 2013.
Epstein seized the opportunity to promote DP World’s investment in Israeli ports. Barak replied in an email that it was “a little bit too early,” and suggested that direct investment by an Emirati company could succeed “once (and IF) we’ll start getting deeper into a sincere peace process.” 
Soon after the Abraham Accords were signed in 2020, DP World bid for ownership of Haifa Port, one of Israel’s main Mediterranean Sea terminals, which services operations at the Leviathan field. They were ultimately out-bid by India’s Adani Group.
Barak’s business interests were prospering with Epstein’s support. The relationship between the two men was intimate, with near-daily email and phone correspondence. Epstein wrote Barak, in a heartfelt message: “there are very few people that I enjoy spending time with, you are unique.” Barak replied, “Thx. The same.”
While writing a memoir and living at Epstein’s apartment in November 2015, Barak asked Epstein’s assistant to set up an electric piano, so he could practice classical music between writing sessions. Barak and Epstein, both pianists, shared a passion for music. Barak sent Epstein an article about the career benefits of studying music, with a note: “What is it about serious music training that seems to correlate with outsize success in many diverse fields? Here is the answer re your success in life.”
Epstein corrected Barak: “our.”


  
  
    Deep Dive

    Jeffrey Epstein

    Based on Wikipedia: Jeffrey Epstein


How does a college dropout with no credentials end up teaching physics at one of Manhattan's most exclusive prep schools, befriending billionaires, and building a financial empire shrouded in mystery? The story of Jeffrey Epstein is less a biography than a series of impossible leaps—each one stranger than the last, each one leading deeper into a web of wealth, power, and unspeakable crimes.


The Brooklyn Boy


Jeffrey Edward Epstein was born on January 20, 1953, in Brooklyn, New York. His parents, Pauline and Seymour Epstein, were Jewish and had married just months before his birth. The family was modest by any measure. Seymour worked as a groundskeeper for the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation. Pauline was a school aide and homemaker. Neighbors remembered them as quiet and humble.


Jeffrey and his younger brother Mark grew up in Sea Gate, a private gated community at the western tip of Coney Island. Within the family, Jeffrey earned the nickname "Bear," while Mark was called "Puggie." Childhood friends described young Jeffrey as "sweet and generous," though also "quiet and nerdy." A female friend later recalled him as "just an average boy, very smart in math, slightly overweight, freckles, always smiling."


But he was far from average academically. Epstein began playing piano at age five and was considered a talented musician. He skipped two grades, graduating from Lafayette High School in 1969 at just sixteen years old. He attended advanced mathematics classes at Cooper Union, then transferred to the Courant Institute of Mathematical Sciences at New York University, where he studied mathematical physiology. He left without a degree in 1974.


The Dalton Mystery


Here's where the story takes its first improbable turn.


In September 1974, at twenty-one years old and without a college degree, Epstein somehow landed a job teaching physics and mathematics at the Dalton School. This wasn't just any school. Dalton was one of the most prestigious and expensive private schools on Manhattan's Upper East Side. Its students came from New York's wealthiest families.


The headmaster, Donald Barr—father of future Attorney General William Barr—had recently departed, and the school was known for making unconventional hires. But even by those standards, hiring an uncredentialed twenty-one-year-old to teach teenagers was remarkable.


Former students would later recall troubling behavior. Epstein allegedly paid constant attention to underage female students and once showed up at a party where young people were drinking. Students often saw him flirting with the girls he was supposed to be teaching.


But something else happened at Dalton that would shape Epstein's future. He met Alan Greenberg, the chief executive officer of Bear Stearns, one of Wall Street's major investment banks. Greenberg's children attended the school. According to Greenberg's daughter, Lynne Koeppel, Epstein managed to influence another Dalton parent into advocating for him to her father.


In June 1976, Epstein was dismissed from Dalton for "poor performance." Within weeks, he had a job at Bear Stearns.


The Wall Street Ascent


Epstein started at Bear Stearns as a low-level junior assistant to a floor trader—about as entry-level as you can get on Wall Street. But his rise was swift. He became an options trader in the special products division, then moved to advising the bank's wealthiest clients on tax strategies.


Among his clients was Edgar Bronfman, the president of Seagram, the Canadian beverage giant. Jimmy Cayne, who would later become Bear Stearns' chief executive, praised Epstein's skill with wealthy clients and complex financial products.


By 1980, just four years after joining as a floor assistant, Epstein had become a limited partner. This was extraordinary. Bear Stearns partnerships were coveted positions, typically reserved for seasoned financiers with decades of experience and proven track records.


Then, in 1981, it ended abruptly. Epstein was asked to leave. According to his own sworn testimony, he had been guilty of a "Reg D violation"—a breach of securities regulations governing private placements. Despite this departure, he remained close to Cayne and Greenberg and stayed a client of Bear Stearns until the bank's collapse in 2008.


The Bounty Hunter Years


After leaving Bear Stearns, Epstein founded Intercontinental Assets Group, a consulting firm with an unusual specialty: recovering stolen money from fraudulent brokers and lawyers. He described his work as being a "high-level bounty hunter."


He told friends he worked sometimes for governments and the wealthy to recover embezzled funds. Other times, he claimed, he worked for people who had embezzled funds. The morality was flexible, the clients were wealthy, and the work was lucrative.


One documented client was Ana Obregón, a Spanish actress and heiress. In 1982, Epstein helped her recover millions that had vanished when Drysdale Government Securities collapsed amid fraud allegations.


During the mid-1980s, Epstein traveled frequently between the United States, Europe, and the Middle East. The period is murky. He possessed an Austrian passport with his photograph but a false name, listing his residence as Saudi Arabia. Why would a Brooklyn-born financier need a fraudulent foreign passport? The answer has never been fully explained.


The Intelligence Question


Some of Epstein's associates from this era would later make remarkable claims. Steven Hoffenberg, a business partner, alleged in 2020 that Epstein had been recruited in the 1980s by a defense contractor named Douglas Leese to work for British intelligence. Epstein himself told people at the time that he was an intelligence agent.


Was this true, or was it a con man's convenient fiction—a way to explain mysterious wealth and unexplainable connections?


A suggestive detail emerged years later. In 2017, a former senior White House official reported that Alexander Acosta—the United States Attorney who would eventually give Epstein a controversial plea deal—had explained his lenient handling of the case to Donald Trump's transition team with an extraordinary statement: "I was told Epstein 'belonged to intelligence' and to 'leave it alone'." Acosta allegedly said the matter was "above his pay grade."


During this period, one of Epstein's clients was Adnan Khashoggi, the Saudi Arabian arms dealer who served as the middleman in the Iran-Contra affair—the Reagan administration's secret scheme to sell weapons to Iran and funnel the proceeds to right-wing rebels in Nicaragua. Khashoggi was introduced to Epstein by Leese, the same defense contractor later alleged to have recruited Epstein for intelligence work.


None of this proves Epstein was a spy. But it establishes that from early in his career, he moved in circles where intelligence, arms dealing, and vast sums of money intersected.


The Ponzi Scheme


In 1987, Steven Hoffenberg hired Epstein as a consultant for Towers Financial Corporation, a collection agency that bought debts owed to hospitals, banks, and phone companies. Hoffenberg set Epstein up in offices in the elegant Villard Houses in Manhattan and paid him twenty-five thousand dollars per month—a substantial sum that would be equivalent to roughly sixty-nine thousand dollars today.


The two men refashioned themselves as corporate raiders, using Towers Financial as their vehicle. They made unsuccessful bids to take over Pan American World Airways in 1987 and Emery Air Freight in 1988. They traveled everywhere on Hoffenberg's private jet.


But Towers Financial was a fraud.


In 1993, the company imploded when it was exposed as one of the largest Ponzi schemes in American history. A Ponzi scheme is a type of fraud where returns to earlier investors are paid using capital from newer investors, rather than from legitimate profits. It works until new money stops flowing in, at which point everything collapses. Towers Financial lost over four hundred fifty million dollars of investor money—equivalent to roughly one billion dollars today.


In court documents, Hoffenberg claimed Epstein was intimately involved in the fraud. Yet Epstein had left the company by 1989, and he was never charged. Hoffenberg went to prison. Epstein walked away.


The Billionaire's Right-Hand Man


In 1988, even while still consulting for Hoffenberg, Epstein founded his own financial management firm, J. Epstein and Company. He claimed the firm only accepted clients with a net worth exceeding one billion dollars, though others have expressed skepticism about how exclusive he really was.


What's certain is that he landed the biggest client of his career: Leslie Wexner.


Wexner was the founder and chief executive of L Brands, the retail empire that included Victoria's Secret, Bath and Body Works, and The Limited. He was one of the wealthiest people in America. In 1986, Epstein met Wexner through mutual acquaintances in Palm Beach. By 1987, Epstein had become Wexner's financial adviser.


The relationship quickly became extraordinary. In July 1991, Wexner granted Epstein full power of attorney over all his affairs. This is an almost unheard-of arrangement between a billionaire and his financial adviser. It meant Epstein could hire and fire people on Wexner's behalf, sign checks, buy and sell properties, borrow money—essentially anything of a legally binding nature.


Epstein managed Wexner's wealth and oversaw projects like the construction of Wexner's yacht, the Limitless. He made millions in fees. He attended Victoria's Secret fashion shows and hosted models at his New York City home. He represented himself as a global talent scout for the lingerie brand—a position that would later be revealed as a tool for sexual manipulation.


By 1995, Epstein was a director of the Wexner Foundation and president of Wexner's property development company. Although never officially employed by L Brands, he corresponded frequently with company executives and wielded enormous influence.


The Island Tax Haven


In 1996, Epstein restructured his firm as the Financial Trust Company and moved its base to St. Thomas in the United States Virgin Islands. This was a tax strategy. By relocating to the Virgin Islands, Epstein reduced his federal income taxes by ninety percent.


The Virgin Islands offered something unusual: the tax benefits of an offshore haven combined with access to the American banking system. You could avoid most taxes while still moving money through major American banks. Epstein capitalized on connections at JP Morgan, particularly with banker Jes Staley, to maintain close ties with that institution's subsidiary in the territory.


By 2002, according to New York Magazine, Epstein's financial operation employed one hundred fifty people across three locations: the Villard Houses in Manhattan, Wexner's operation in Columbus, Ohio, and St. Thomas. Twenty of those employees were accountants.


The Money Trail


Where did Epstein's money actually come from? This question has never been fully answered, but some numbers have emerged.


According to Forbes, reporting in 2025, the great majority of Epstein's wealth between 1999 and 2018 came from four hundred ninety million dollars in fees—most of it from just two billionaires. Leslie Wexner paid him roughly two hundred million dollars. Leon Black, the private equity titan who founded Apollo Global Management, paid one hundred seventy million. The remaining reported income—three hundred ten million dollars—came from investment returns generated by his companies.


When Epstein died, he was worth approximately six hundred million dollars.


But questions linger. Senator Ron Wyden stated in Congress that a Treasury Department file on Epstein detailed, from a single account, four thousand seven hundred twenty-five wire transfers totaling one point one billion dollars. The file also showed extensive financial correspondence from Russian banks connected to his sex trafficking activities.


Throughout his career, Epstein engaged no fewer than seventy-five lawyers. This is not a typo. Seventy-five lawyers. The list included some of the most prominent names in American law: Alan Dershowitz, the Harvard professor and celebrity defense attorney; Kenneth Starr, who had led the investigation of President Bill Clinton; Roy Black, one of Miami's most famous criminal defense attorneys; and Jay Lefkowitz, a former White House official.


The Social Network


Epstein was, above all else, a collector of powerful people.


His address book and flight logs, released over years of investigations, read like a who's who of global influence. Politicians, billionaires, scientists, royalty—he cultivated relationships with them all. Bill Clinton flew on Epstein's private jet multiple times. Donald Trump called him a "terrific guy" in 2002 and noted that Epstein liked women "on the younger side." Prince Andrew, the Duke of York, was a regular guest at Epstein's properties.


Documents released by the House Democratic Caucus in September 2025 revealed connections to Peter Thiel, the billionaire tech investor; Elon Musk, the world's richest man; Bill Gates, the Microsoft founder; Larry Summers, the former Treasury Secretary and Harvard president; and Steve Bannon, the political strategist. The documents included over twenty thousand pages of Epstein's emails from 2011 to 2018, many involving conversations about Donald Trump.


Why did so many powerful people associate with a man whose behavior raised obvious red flags? The answers vary. Some claim ignorance. Some point to Epstein's reputation as a financial genius. Some suggest he was useful—a man who could connect people, solve problems, or make inconvenient things disappear.


And some, it would eventually emerge, shared his appetite for young girls.


The Crimes


In 2005, police in Palm Beach, Florida, began investigating Epstein after a parent reported that he had sexually abused her fourteen-year-old daughter. What they discovered was systematic horror.


Federal officials eventually identified thirty-six girls, some as young as fourteen, whom Epstein had allegedly sexually abused. The investigation revealed a pattern: Epstein and his associates recruited vulnerable young girls, often from disadvantaged backgrounds, with offers of money for "massages." The massages became sexual abuse. Some victims were then recruited to bring in more girls, creating a pyramid of exploitation.


The girls were subjected to repeated rape and sexual violence by Epstein and his associates. They were trafficked between his homes in Palm Beach, New York City, New Mexico, and the US Virgin Islands. The abuse spanned years. Dozens of victims. Systematic. Organized. Predatory.


The Sweetheart Deal


What happened next should have been straightforward: a wealthy man credibly accused of raping dozens of children should go to prison for the rest of his life.


Instead, Epstein received one of the most controversial plea deals in American legal history.


In 2008, he pleaded guilty to two Florida state charges: procuring a child for prostitution and soliciting a prostitute. The language itself was obscene—these were children, not prostitutes. He was sentenced to eighteen months in county jail but served only thirteen months. Even that was a fiction: he was allowed to leave the jail six days a week for "work release" at his Palm Beach office.


The deal was engineered by Alexander Acosta, then the United States Attorney for the Southern District of Florida. Acosta would later serve as Secretary of Labor in the Trump administration until reporting on the Epstein deal forced his resignation. When asked why he had been so lenient, Acosta allegedly offered the explanation about Epstein "belonging to intelligence."


The plea deal granted immunity not just to Epstein but to "any potential co-conspirators"—a provision that protected anyone who had participated in the abuse. Victims were not consulted or even informed. A federal judge would later rule that the deal violated the Crime Victims' Rights Act.


The Arrest


For a decade after his Florida conviction, Epstein continued his life largely unchanged. He was a registered sex offender, but he still flew on private jets, entertained at his Manhattan townhouse, and maintained his network of wealthy and powerful friends.


Then, on July 6, 2019, he was arrested at Teterboro Airport in New Jersey after returning from Paris. Federal prosecutors in New York charged him with sex trafficking of minors in Florida and New York. This time, there would be no sweetheart deal.


Epstein was held at the Metropolitan Correctional Center in Manhattan, a federal jail known for housing high-profile defendants. He was denied bail after prosecutors argued he was a flight risk with the resources to flee the country.


The Death


On August 10, 2019, Jeffrey Epstein was found dead in his jail cell.


Barbara Sampson, the New York City medical examiner, ruled his death a suicide by hanging. But almost immediately, questions erupted. Epstein had been taken off suicide watch despite a previous apparent suicide attempt. The guards assigned to check on him had allegedly fallen asleep and falsified records. Security cameras malfunctioned.


Forensic pathologist Michael Baden, hired by Epstein's brother, disputed the suicide ruling. He pointed to fractures in Epstein's neck that he said were more consistent with homicide than hanging. The prison staff's failures were so egregious that they were criminally charged, though those charges were eventually dropped.


Public skepticism was immediate and widespread. The phrase "Epstein didn't kill himself" became a cultural meme, appearing everywhere from sports broadcasts to military communications. The theory wasn't crazy: here was a man with damaging information about some of the world's most powerful people, dead in a federal facility under circumstances that strained credulity.


In July 2025, the Federal Bureau of Investigation released closed-circuit television footage intended to prove Epstein died by suicide. But when the Department of Justice released the footage, approximately two minutes and fifty-three seconds was missing. The video had been modified despite the FBI's claim that it was the raw, unaltered recording.


The missing footage did nothing to quiet suspicions.


The Aftermath


Since Epstein's death precluded criminal prosecution, a judge dismissed all charges against him on August 29, 2019. The dead cannot be tried.


But his associate Ghislaine Maxwell faced justice. Maxwell, the daughter of British media mogul Robert Maxwell, had been Epstein's longtime companion and, prosecutors alleged, his chief procurer of victims. She recruited young girls, groomed them for abuse, and participated in the crimes herself.


In 2021, Maxwell was convicted on federal charges of sex trafficking and conspiracy. She was found guilty of helping Epstein procure girls, including a fourteen-year-old, for sexual abuse. She is currently serving a twenty-year prison sentence.


Civil lawsuits by Epstein's victims have resulted in settlements worth hundreds of millions of dollars. JP Morgan and Deutsche Bank, which maintained accounts for Epstein long after his first conviction, paid substantial settlements to victims. The Wexner family gave one hundred million dollars to various causes, though Leslie Wexner has never been charged with any crime.


The Questions That Remain


The Epstein case left behind a tangle of unanswered questions.


How did a college dropout become a teacher at an elite school, then a Wall Street partner, then a financial adviser to billionaires? The career trajectory defies conventional explanation. At each stage, doors opened that should have remained closed.


Was he an intelligence asset? The Austrian passport with a false name, the claims from associates, Acosta's alleged explanation—none of it proves anything, but none of it has been explained either.


Who else participated in his crimes? The plea deal granted immunity to unnamed co-conspirators. Flight logs show numerous prominent passengers on Epstein's plane, but the distinction between those who were merely transported and those who participated in abuse has never been fully litigated in court.


Did he really kill himself? The official ruling stands, but the circumstances—the sleeping guards, the broken cameras, the modified footage—have convinced many that the truth remains hidden.


And perhaps most troubling: how did he operate so openly for so long? Dozens of victims. Decades of abuse. A previous conviction. And still, the powerful kept visiting, the money kept flowing, and the system kept failing to stop him.


The Epstein case revealed something uncomfortable about how power works. Enough money buys not just luxury but impunity. Enough connections make you untouchable—or nearly so. And when you threaten to expose those connections, you become dangerous in a way that wealth alone cannot protect against.


Jeffrey Epstein is dead. Ghislaine Maxwell is in prison. But the full story of who knew, who participated, and who protected this operation may never be told. The powerful have long memories and longer reach. And some secrets, it seems, are meant to stay buried.
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In “The MechaHitler Reich,”I described appalling security defects in Grok, xAI’s flagship large language model.1 Grok, I wrote, was a sinister and supremely dangerous product, and every trace of it should be scoured from our government’s infrastructure, and particularly from the Pentagon.
In that essay and others, I’ve made the case that Musk is hardly alone in his criminal recklessness. Massive corporations, superintended by sociopaths and operating without meaningful regulation or government oversight, are now racing to develop artificial superintelligence. None of them have any idea how to ensure this won’t end in human disempowerment or extinction. Most of their CEOs agree that both are serious risks.2 In “The MechaHitler Reich,” I wrote that Congress should immediately pass legislation that gives our species a better chance of survival:
… If they can’t bring themselves to shut it all down, could they not, at least, decide that a humanoid robot who thinks he’s the Führer should not have a security clearance?
No industry this dangerous has ever been allowed to regulate itself. It’s insanity. The leading figures in the field—the Nobel prizewinners and Turing Awardees whose breakthroughs made generative AI possible—are almost to the last warning us that that the path we’re on is a suicide race. …
It’s not just Musk. They are all insanely reckless. This technology is nowhere near ready to be loosed on an uncomprehending world. Deploying it in our government is stark-staring insane.

I concluded with a promise to tell readers what they could do to stop this. One of those readers recently asked me what happened to that promised conclusion. The truth is that the more I worked on it, the less I thought of my advice. It looked hopelessly unpersuasive—insulting, even, to my readers’ intelligence. Did I truly believe they could stop this by writing to their elected representatives? Why not suggest they stop the tides by gently waving a palm frond in the direction of the Pacific? 
I decided to think about it more. 
Having thought about it more, I’ve come to the conclusion that it doesn’t matter whether these trends appear to be overwhelming and unstoppable. We must think and behave as if we can stop them. No law of physics states that Silicon Valley’s vainglory and greed must be satisfied at the expense of our species, so there is still room, here—for a time—for humans to call the shots. Adopting a defeated posture of passive fatalism in the face of a threat so grave is intellectual indefensible and morally contemptible. We have to try, and we have to believe we can succeed. 
The multi-part essay that follows contains, among other things, my advice about how to stop Musk and his Silicon Valley confrères from killing us all. But it’s not just the regulation of AI that should preoccupy us, so I’m broadening the scope of this discussion. We now find ourselves facing risks that no previous society has been obliged to manage simultaneously:
	We are building new and destabilizing military technologies, facing rapid horizontal and vertical nuclear proliferation, and embarking on a new nuclear arms race amid great power competition. A multipolar competition of nuclear powers is inherently more dangerous than a bipolar one such as the Cold War.

	We’re rapidly acquiring proficiency in technologies with irreversible failure modes, such as synthetic biology and artificial intelligence.

	Instant global communications and the development of artificial intelligence are shortening decision times, exponentially increasing opportunities for cognitive warfare, and removing human agency from decision-making.

	Globalization is eradicating meaningful firebreaks among national systems.

	Severe demographic and cognitive obstacles to managing these problems have arisen even—perhaps especially—in technologically advanced societies,  owing to the aging of populations, epistemic fragmentation, growing illiteracy, and the reverse Flynn effect.

	Political incentives in democracies have come to reward spectacle, rather than responsible stewardship and statecraft. 

	A growing proportion of the world is governed autocratically, and autocratic regimes have historically proven to be worse at managing large risks than democracies. 

	The postwar liberal order, which facilitated inter-state cooperation, is either in chaos or collapse. Without inter-state cooperation, these risks cannot be fully mitigated. 


All of this is bleak. But it is not insoluble. 
What follows is my proposal for a new style of domestic politics and a new international order, to be organized around the following observation and the principle that follows from it:
	The observation: Rapid technological change is causing us to confront an unprecedented number and combination of catastrophic and existential risks. Unless we take steps to mitigate these, the risk of a human extinction in the 21st century is unacceptably high.

	The principle: Nothing is more important than ensuring the survival of our species. No matter where we live, mitigating these risks should be at the forefront of our consciousness, the overarching principle governing our domestic politics, and our most important foreign policy goal.  


Whether the postwar liberal order has definitively collapsed is an open question. (We’ll settle it on Sunday.) But in a sense, it doesn’t matter, because the old order was manifestly inadequate to the scope of the challenge we face. Even if it remained intact, we would still need to upgrade it radically or build a new one. 
Proposing a new style of domestic politics and a new international order is grandiose, I’m aware. But I can conceive of nothing short of this that might work. The answer to the question, “What might work?” defines the goal, and we have to work backward from there. The stakes are high enough that we have to do what will work, however difficult.
I’ve therefore been asking myself what kind of world would be more likely to survive what Dario Amodei, the CEO of Anthropic, recently called the adolescence of technology. Human nature doesn’t change; so a priori, I’ve ruled out Utopian schemes: I don’t propose a global revolution prompted by a mass meditation that has enabled us all to reach a more enlightened moral plane. 
The good news is that the institutions we require won’t need to be built ex nihilo. We, humanity in the aggregate, already possess institutions that could, with some adjustment, be repurposed in light of the observation and principle above, much as the League of Nations was transformed into the United Nations. I’ll explain in detail what these institutions would look like, and why I think building them would improve our odds of survival. By how much? I don’t know. But I haven’t suggested any new institution or change to an old one unless I believe the answer to be, “by a non-trivial measure.” Raising them in any non-trivial amount is better than nothing.
The newsletters you’ll receive in the coming week or ten days are, in effect, chapters of a single, long essay. In them, I’ll defend the following claims:
1. This is a uniquely perilous century, and almost certainly more dangerous to our species than you now believe. 
We’re rapidly developing multiple technologies so powerful that inherently, they pose a threat to organized human civilization. These are emerging in tandem with astonishing breakthroughs in one technology in particular—artificial intelligence—that both poses massive risks in its own right and heightens the other risks. Technology proliferation multiplies decision-makers and points of failure. Combined, they creatie a system that may as well be designed to lead to catastrophe—one with more actors, wielding more powerful tools, forced to make decisions faster, under conditions of greater uncertainty. 
Even conservative expert ranges place the cumulative risk of civilizational catastrophe this century in the low-single-digit to double-digit percentages. That is orders of magnitude larger than risks we routinely treat as intolerable. To suggest it’s alarmist or hysterical to worry about these things isn’t admirably cool-headed; it’s innumerate. The top AI researchers—the pioneers of the field—assign astonishingly high odds to the risk of a catastrophe in our lifetime.3
2. Humans aren’t good at reasoning about risk, in general, and existential risk, in particular, which exacerbates the risk. 
From experience, I predict there will be at least one reader who reads this very paragraph and replies nonetheless that humanity has always feared that the world will come to an end—“but look, we’re still here!” 
This is normalcy bias at work.4 It’s remarkably powerful. None of us are immune to it. But it is simply a mistake in reasoning to conclude that if our ancestors wrongly believed the world was ending, the world will not end.5 A host of similar errors in logic and cognition sabotage our efforts to think rationally about large risks. Not only do they prevent us from recognizing such risks and assessing their severity, they prevent us from responding effectively to them.  
The best proof against these biases is understanding them, so I’ll discuss our susceptibility to availability bias (we can’t picture it); scope insensitivity (the deaths of billions doesn’t seem all that different from the deaths of millions); deterministic fatalism6 (“if the risk is real, it must be inevitable”); and diffusion of responsibility (“someone else must be handling this”), and other common cognitive errors. 
3. The political system best suited to mitigating catastrophic and existential risks is democracy. The changes we need to make are not revolutionary.
Democracies are better suited to risk mitigation than any other political system humanity has tried, and we don’t have time to experiment with untested systems. So the world’s democracies, and particularly its most powerful democracies, must take the lead in solving these problems. This puts an unfair burden on the US and the EU, but that’s the way it is; we’ll have to suck it up.
We don’t need a revolution, nor do we need authoritarianism, still less do we need totalitarianism, to mitigate great risks. Nor do we need to end capitalism, or resort to violence. To the contrary. All would be counterproductive. Anyone who lives in a democracy, of any kind, is already living—as far as we know—in the kind of polity most capable of undertaking the kind of reform and institution-building we need.
4. But we must understand the weaknesses of democracies and compensate for them.
Democracies suffer from structural weaknesses that we need to understand extremely well if we’re to succeed in mitigating great risks (as opposed to discussing great risks, or taking ineffectual cosmetic steps that allow us to tell ourselves we’ve mitigated the risk). 
These weaknesses include, for example, brief election cycles that discourage politicians from dwelling on the long-term consequences of their decisions. Democracies tend to suffer, as a result, from something like a temporal tragedy of the commons. (See: the national debt.) They also include the tendency of electorates to select leaders who reflect their inadequacies rather than compensate for them. For example, because most people reason poorly about risk, they systematically fail to grasp the importance of selecting leaders who are good at this. The risks particular to this century involve cutting-edge technologies. Most citizens don’t understand these technologies, and have trouble envisioning the risks associated with them because they’ve never seen, say, an advanced species wiping itself out through the reckless laboratory synthesis of self-replicating mirror cells. (Availability bias.) Most citizens, in fact, have no idea that such a thing is possible. Because they’re not knowledgable about these technologies, they systematically fail to grasp the importance of selecting leaders who are.
If democracies suffer from these weaknesses under ordinary circumstances, modern democracies suffer from them to a pathological degree. Unfortunately, we have to solve this exceptionally difficult set of problems just as the world’s most powerful democracies are sinking into lavish dysfunction and suffering from rapid-onset intellectual decomposition. The polarization of electorates, our degraded political discourse, shortened attention spans, declining literacy, the destruction of the Fourth Estate, the rise of sociopath oligarchs (particularly in the tech sector), and the trivialization of our culture such that we focus almost entirely on idiotic and evanescent tribal hysterias—to the exclusion of serious problems—all combine to create the kind of public sphere we don’t need, one characterized by binary thinking, narcissism, permanent outrage, and short time horizons. 
Managing risks successfully requires leaders with a broad education in science, considerable experience in politics, fluency in probabilistic reasoning, a facility for reasoning about tradeoffs, and the capacity for restraint. It requires institutions with memory. These are not the leaders and institutions we now have. Populists are ascendant the world around, and by definition populists are hostile to expertise and institutions, which are exactly what existential-risk governance requires. 
Risk management has little to do with the traditional categories of left and right. I propose we retire these categories and think instead in terms of fitness for purpose—the purpose being our species’ survival of the 21st century. The qualities for which we must select are exceptional competence, the ability to read and understand a scientific paper, and deep seriousness about risk, probability, irreversibility, and the possibility of human disempowerment or extinction. A political culture obsessed with symbolic grievance is highly maladaptive. It leads citizens to select leaders whose cognitive style is unsuited to understanding the concept of irreversible harm and managing the risk of it. We need to recognize this—and get over it as quickly as possible.
Ultimately, existential risk management isn’t a policy problem so much as a politician-selection problem. In democracies, politicians prioritize what voters loudly and visibly reward. Congresses (normal ones, anyway) act in response to organized constituencies and lobbies. To change the way we manage these risks, we must loudly insist they be managed, and we must give our leaders a clear mandate to create the risk-management institutions we need, domestically and internationally. 
If this seems impossible to imagine given the citizenry we have, remember that the prospect of being hanged in a fortnight concentrates the mind wonderfully. Our politics are frivolous because our citizens don’t grasp that we’re putting their lives, and those of their descendants, at grave risk. If they fully understood this, I expect the requisite seriousness would follow. The trick is making them understand this.
4. Catastrophic and existential risk management is the responsibility of ordinary citizens. 
We don’t have the kind of leaders we need because we don’t select them. If a new style of politics will emerge and a new international order be built, it will only be due to the citizens of the world’s democracies, who have grasped the magnitude of the danger they face and deeply internalized that they are responsible for fixing it. Of all the people on the planet, only citizens of democracies have the power to persuade their governments to take the requisite action. This is what it means to live in a democracy, after all, and this is why democracy is desirable. It isn’t reasonable to expect ordinary men and women in China or Iran to solve these problems, even if they are equal partners in creating them. Ought implies can; and in this instance, can implies ought. It’s up to us.
No government will act to fix these problems spontaneously, in part because of the inherent weaknesses of democracy and in part because our leaders are as demoralized as we are. So we—the People—must be the adults. We must overcome our demoralization and replace the leaders who are hopeless (which is most of them), then put unrelenting pressure on those who remain. We must tell them exactly what to do: They are unlikely to figure it out on their own.
Therefore, our first task is to persuade other citizens: 
	that this is a problem of such surpassing gravity that other problems should be subordinate to it;7

	to exercise their agency as citizens;

	to subordinate other political desiderata to the task.


This will be, by far, the hardest part. The key, however, is that it’s the responsibility of individual citizens—you and me—to understand these risks, rather than outsourcing our understanding to others; to make existential risk salient, publicly and repeatedly; to select for seriousness and vote only for candidates who agree to develop risk-management strategies, negotiate treaties, and build verification regimes; to subordinate our less urgent policy preferences to these goals; and to withhold support for candidates who substitute spectacle for policy. 
In a democracy, responsibility flows upward from voters. If we fail, it won’t be because the risks were unknowable or the solutions unimaginable. It will be because we chose—again and again—to reward everything but what really matters. No one can fix this but us.
5. If properly motivated, leaders of the world’s democracies can do what’s required. 
While the task is massive, it’s not far-fetched to think that leaders of democracies, particularly large and powerful ones, can successfully build a new global order organized around existential risk-mitigation. 
When confronted with my argument, many will respond that even if the United States took steps to mitigate these risks, its rivals wouldn’t, so the effort is pointless and counterproductive, in so far as it might cede a technological edge to those rivals. This is not a serious argument. As we saw during the Cold War, bitter rivalry need not preclude inter-state cooperation to mitigate shared extinction risks, and even authoritarian states are capable of undertaking to do so. There is not one country on the planet with an interest in human extinction. 
Leadership precedes cooperation. Great statesmen have solved problems like these before.8 If we don’t have great statesmen (or minimally competent ones), it’s because we have failed to select them. 
Most existential-risk mitigation requires no cooperation. We don’t need China’s assent to secure our nuclear command-and-control, regulate domestic AI deployment, develop and enforce biosafety standards, harden our infrastructure, and fund early-warning systems. The world would be nothing but grateful were we to elect politicians who understood these risks and worked diligently to create, rather than destroy, the kinds of international regulatory bodies we require to survive the 21st century. We may not succeed in bringing every country in the world under their aegis, but we certainly won’t if we don’t try; and even if we were only able to bring most countries under their aegis, that would mitigate a lot of risk. 


I’ll cover all of these topics in the coming week. I’ll also suggest strategies for persuading other citizens to believe these risks are real (and grave), describe the literature on building an organized mass movement, provide a guide to town halls and selecting candidates for seriousness, and I’ll describe the minimum set of institutions, domestic and international, that might work.
While this is the best answer to this question I’ve been able to come up with, it’s obviously incomplete. The project requires a lot of thought and work from other people, too. Fortunately, many other people are working toward the same goal, and some have done some very good organizing work already. I’ll put you in touch with every group I’ve found that’s thinking along the same lines. I hope what I’m writing here will contribute something useful to the wider discussion, particularly as the US midterms approach. 
I’ve written about all of these topics here before. But I’m revisiting them now because it’s been several years since I last wrote about these risks, and nothing else seems to me as important—not even close. 
I think you’ll find, as you read this, that I’m not simply repeating what I’ve written before. I’ve been reading and thinking about this a lot, and have much more to say. 
So I hope you’ll stick with me to the end of the essay, and I hope you’ll take it to heart, without denial or despair. Right now, we’re really in trouble, and no one is coming to rescue us. If anything can be done, it’s up to us. But thank God, it is still up to us. It’s not too late. 
But it’s getting close. 


A short reading list …
On January 27, the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists moved the Doomsday Clock closer to midnight than it has been at any time since 1947. The Bulletin’s Science and Security Board published a statement explaining why.
… Our current trajectory is unsustainable. National leaders—particularly those in the United States, Russia, and China—must take the lead in finding a path away from the brink. Citizens must insist they do so.

All of the following headlines were written within days of the statement’s publication:
	“Department of War AI will not be woke.” Pentagon moves forward with Grok military integration despite global backlash.9

	Newly unbound, Trump weighs more nuclear arms and underground tests. Both steps would reverse nearly 40 years of stricter nuclear control by the United States.10

	Russia “no longer bound” by nuclear limits as New START treaty ends. The bilateral treaty ended on February 5 after the Trump administration failed to follow up with negotiations.

	Fears of a nuclear arms race rise as New START expires. Fading US leadership has countries from Poland to South Korea thinking about nuclear-weapons programs of their own.

	North Korea says Japan’s nuclear ambitions must be stopped “at any cost.” Pyongyang’s reaction came after [an] unnamed official in the Prime Minister’s Office [was quoted as saying]: “I think we should possess nuclear weapons.”
The official was reported to have been involved in devising Japan’s security policy. The Kyodo report also quoted the source as saying: “In the end, we can only rely on ourselves.” 


Another senior AI safety researcher—this time the head of the safeguards research team at Anthropic—has resigned, unable to reconcile his research with his ethical commitments. From his resignation letter:

Here’s Pete Hegseth announcing that Grok will be running on every Pentagon system, classified and unclassified. This is mere days after it began cheerfully chucking up pornographic deepfakes of real children—and real adults, too, without their consent. “Very soon,” he bawls, 
we will have the world’s leading AI models on every unclassified and classified network throughout our department. Long overdue. … Department of War AI will not be woke! It will work for us. We’re building war ready weapons and systems, not chat bots for an Ivy League faculty lounge!

Hegseth’s stupidity is painful. The man is so simple-minded he defies Kolmogorov’s theorem. But as Charlie Sykes often says, a clown with a flamethrower still has a flamethrower, and this is so dangerous I can’t even laugh.


Unfortunately, this article by Noah Smith is paywalled. I would have sent it to you if it weren’t:
Noahpinion
You are no longer the smartest type of thing on Earth

“He comes like a day that has passed, and night enters our future with him.” — Charlo…
Read more
20 hours ago · 268 likes · 152 comments · Noah Smith

His point is suggested by this excerpt: 
… for the first time in all of recorded history, humans no longer are—or soon no longer will be—the most intelligent beings on this planet, in any meaningful functional sense of the word. For the rest of our lives, we’ll all be sleeping next to a tiger. People who think about this fact in terms of its impact on economics are thinking way too small. When people ask “Will AI take my job?”, they remind me of a Sioux tribesman in 1840 wondering if the white settlers would take his buffalo.
… In 2023, Stuart Russell asked: “How do we retain power over entities more powerful than us, forever?” The answer is simply that we don’t. … This is a future of profound human disempowerment. It may come sooner—within a couple of decades, if current exponential progress hits no meaningful snags, or perhaps longer if energy constraints or other constraints end up biting hard. But now that we know it’s possible to compute-scale our way to superhuman intelligence, it will happen at some point.

But Smith himself is still thinking too small. He writes:
I’m optimistic that AI will be pretty nice to us — it seems to me that intelligence tends to correlate with gentleness and pro-social behavior, probably because the more intelligent you are, the easier it is to perceive positive-sum solutions instead of reacting based on fear. And developed societies don’t compete for resources as strongly as less-developed ones; it seems likely that a truly superintelligent autonomous AI would act more like modern France than like the France of 1500.
But although that’ll be a relief if true, it will only be at the sufferance of the AIs that humans continue to live happy and free lives. We will be well-cared-for pets, but we will still be, in a very fundamental sense, pets. Or, if you prefer, Earth might be like a Reservation.

This tells me he hasn’t given this enough thought yet. I posted his article as a note with this comment:
… I’m much less optimistic than Noah Smith about the relationship between intelligence and pro-social behavior, first, because “social behavior” is an anthropomorphism and an irrelevant category when it comes to massive matrices of floating point numbers; second, because yes, there’s a weak relationship between those concepts in humans, but by no means a necessary one. I am very persuaded this could go terribly wrong, and very soon, at that. Is it inevitable? No, there’s no law of physics that says we have to keep building these things at this pace. But it’s a hell of a coordination problem, and unfortunately, we’re building these even as we remain very much human, which is to say, dumb as dirt … 
I’ve lost all patience, at this point, with people who dismiss these obvious risks or refuse to confront the gravity of what we’re doing. The widespread incuriosity about these things, the lack of imagination, and the lack of tragic sensibility shocks me. Yes, this is happening faster than people can reasonably be expected to adapt, but it really shouldn’t take anyone more than an afternoon to figure out the essential truth of the situation: They are indeed smarter than us. Much smarter. They have no reason whatsoever to care about our well-being. We don’t know how to control them. We don’t even have a reasonable theory about how we might control them. 

He also writes:
Nor is there any certainty that AI will be a worse overlord than existing power structures. Certainly, Donald Trump, Vladimir Putin, and Xi Jinping give us little reason to think that human rulers will ever be more than thugs. Perhaps AI will be a more enlightened despot. The average human probably goes through life feeling disempowered by governments, corporations, the economy, and society as a whole; there’s a chance that the new boss will be much worse, but also a chance it’ll be much better.

This is not a paragraph you’d write if you’d given it sufficient thought. (I’ll explain why in the course of the week.) It bothers me that he hasn’t thought enough about this to realize that this is not a bet we’d ever want to take, because people like Noah Smith should recognize this immediately. He’s typically rational and careful in his thought, and he’s accustomed to thinking in abstractions and numbers. If he hasn’t yet thought enough about this to know that an AI capable of being a despot isn’t apt to be “enlightened,” it suggests how hard it will be to get people who are much less accustomed to thinking carefully to understand this. Since there’s a very short window of time in which we can still prevent this, that’s discouraging.
He also mentions an article that’s recently gone viral on Twitter by Matt Shumer, “Something Big is Happening.” “It’s very simplified and hand-wavey,” he writes, “and Shumer himself is a bit of a huckster, but it gets the point across. If anything it understates the pace and magnitude of the changes taking place. I recommend giving it a read, if you haven’t already.” 
I suppose I do too, if you’re skeptical that we’re on the cusp of losing our position at the top of the food chain, but it is simplified and hand-wavey, and it also sounds as if it was written by AI. (Still, this confirms his point.) He says a few things worth saying, specifically this:
… If you tried ChatGPT in 2023 or early 2024 and thought “this makes stuff up” or “this isn’t that impressive”, you were right. Those early versions were genuinely limited. They hallucinated. They confidently said things that were nonsense. 
That was two years ago. In AI time, that is ancient history.
The models available today are unrecognizable from what existed even six months ago. The debate about whether AI is “really getting better” or “hitting a wall”—which has been going on for over a year—is over. It’s done. Anyone still making that argument either hasn’t used the current models, has an incentive to downplay what’s happening, or is evaluating based on an experience from 2024 that is no longer relevant. I don’t say that to be dismissive. I say it because the gap between public perception and current reality is now enormous, and that gap is dangerous ... because it’s preventing people from preparing.
Part of the problem is that most people are using the free version of AI tools. The free version is over a year behind what paying users have access to. Judging AI based on free-tier ChatGPT is like evaluating the state of smartphones by using a flip phone. The people paying for the best tools, and actually using them daily for real work, know what’s coming.

But I recommend this article by Dario Amodei much more. He writes: 
… I think the best way to get a handle on the risks of AI is to ask the following question: suppose a literal “country of geniuses” were to materialize somewhere in the world in ~2027. Imagine, say, 50 million people, all of whom are much more capable than any Nobel Prize winner, statesman, or technologist. The analogy is not perfect, because these geniuses could have an extremely wide range of motivations and behavior, from completely pliant and obedient, to strange and alien in their motivations. But sticking with the analogy for now, suppose you were the national security advisor of a major state, responsible for assessing and responding to the situation. Imagine, further, that because AI systems can operate hundreds of times faster than humans, this “country” is operating with a time advantage relative to all other countries: for every cognitive action we can take, this country can take ten.
… I think it should be clear that this is a dangerous situation—a report from a competent national security official to a head of state would probably contain words like “the single most serious national security threat we’ve faced in a century, possibly ever.” It seems like something the best minds of civilization should be focused on.
Conversely, I think it would be absurd to shrug and say, “Nothing to worry about here!” But, faced with rapid AI progress, that seems to be the view of many US policymakers, some of whom deny the existence of any AI risks, when they are not distracted entirely by the usual tired old hot-button issues.
Humanity needs to wake up, and this essay is an attempt—a possibly futile one, but it’s worth trying—to jolt people awake.

You’ll note that while he’s very careful to avoid the words “Donald Trump,” it’s clear that it’s hard to conceive of a worse president to have at a moment like this. This is the hand we’ve been dealt, though, and we have to do our best despite this handicap.  
One more item, speaking of handicaps. In December, Bernie Sanders published an editorial in The Guardian. Here are some key passages:
AI poses unprecedented threats. Congress must act now:
Artificial intelligence and robotics will transform the world. It will bring unimaginable changes to our economy, our politics, warfare, our emotional wellbeing, our environment, and how we educate and raise our children. Further, there is a very real fear that, in the not-so-distant future, a super-intelligent AI could replace humans in controlling the planet. Despite the extraordinary importance of this issue and the speed at which it is progressing, AI is getting far too little discussion in Congress, the media and within the general population. That has got to change. Now.
… Recently, I held a public discussion with Nobel prize winner Dr. Geoffrey Hinton, considered to be the “Godfather” of AI, to get his views on a wide range of AI related subjects. Based on our investigation and other information that we are gathering, my staff and I will soon be presenting a very specific set of recommendations to Congress as to how we can begin addressing some of the unprecedented threats that AI poses. Here are some of the outstanding questions that we intend to answer in our report:
Who should be in charge of the transformation into an AI world? Currently, a handful of the very wealthiest people on earth—Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, Peter Thiel and others—are investing many hundreds of billions of dollars in developing and implementing AI and robotics. Are we comfortable with seeing these enormously powerful men shape the future of humanity without any democratic input or oversight? … Why does Donald Trump, who is strongly supporting the big tech oligarchs, want to impose an executive order blocking states from regulating artificial intelligence? Why does Thiel, the billionaire investor and cofounder of Palantir, call those who want regulations over AI “legionnaires of the Antichrist?” Does this elite group of big tech billionaires believe that they have “the divine right to rule”? How far will they go to resist government regulation?
… If AI and robotics eliminate millions of jobs and create massive unemployment, how will people survive if they have no income? How do they feed their families or pay for housing or healthcare? Is government doing anything to prepare for this potential disaster? What impact will AI have on our democracy? At a time when the foundations of democracy are under attack in the US and throughout the world, will AI and robotics help make us a freer society or will it give even more power to the oligarchs who control the technology? Will AI result in a massive invasion of our privacy and civil liberties? … How do we sustain a democracy under those conditions? How do we protect privacy?
… How will AI and robotics impact foreign policy and warfare? …. What does the future look like if millions of robot soldiers replace human soldiers? Will leaders be more likely to engage in war, or threaten military actions, if they don’t have to worry about loss of life? Will there be an arms race in robots? How will that shape foreign policies around the world?
Is AI an existential threat to human control of the planet? … Today, as AI makes rapid progress, Dr Hinton recently told me that it was only a matter of time before AI becomes smarter than humans. Does that raise the possibility that humans will lose their ability to control the planet? How do we stop that extraordinary threat? 

These are the right questions. They’re remarkable only because it has taken so long for a United States senator to ask them. Last Tuesday, he said he would push for a moratorium on AI data center construction to “give democracy a chance to catch up.” He announced this Twitter: “We need all of our people involved in determining the future of AI,” he said, “and not just a handful of multi-billionaires.” Quite so.

He’s not saying anything radical. This is minimal common sense: If we don’t know what to do, we should at least buy time. 
This is how the Washington Post responded: 

How tragic for us—and how embarrassing for them—that this is what the Post has been reduced to. It’s actually worth studying this editorial. Readers presumably know that it’s now less an independent newspaper than it is Amazon’s lobbying arm. But quite a few will be subtly influenced by editorials like this. The encouragement to insouciance will rub off. 
They write:
… Some oppose data centers for environmental or aesthetic reasons, but Sanders bypasses those arguments and goes straight for the old-school Marxist thesis that they’re bad because they alienate workers from their labor. He also says computers might take over the world and blames AI on “a cognitive decline among young people.”

Sanders said no such thing. (You can read what he said at the link above.) It’s jarring to see the Post lying outright like this, as if it were some partisan rag like the Federalist. (It’s also jarring that they wrote ‘blaming AI on ‘a cognitive decline’” when clearly they meant “blaming AI for ‘a cognitive decline’”—although that phrasing might be more true than they realized.) 
Their scornful tone is meant to instruct readers that no sane person could be concerned that AI (or “computers,” as they put it—do they not know the difference, or are they deliberately trying to mislead?) will take over the world, nor would any sane person worry about the now well-documented cognitive decline in young people (who underperform previous generations in pretty much every aspect of cognition we can measure: basic attention, memory, literacy, numeracy, executive function, and general IQ). Do they remember that this was recently the subject of Senate hearings? Not that it has anything to do with what Sanders actually said, because he said nothing about the cognition of the young, what he said was that young people probably ought to spend the years when humans typically learn to socialize with other humans in the company of other humans, not communing with an AI. If the reader concludes from reading this that this is a silly concern, he’s clearly been made more stupid, not better informed, by the Washington Post.  
It continues: 
Sanders should also be ecstatic about how much AI can help workers. He has introduced legislation to mandate a 32-hour workweek. Annual working hours have gradually declined for decades as technology has improved productivity. AI’s efficiency boost someday could get workers there without the job-killing risks of a government diktat. But Sanders doesn’t believe in letting the economy develop organically. He wants the government to manage it. Unfortunately, he’s not alone.
AI doomerism has become a bipartisan affliction. Six states, red and blue, are considering bans on new data centers. Environmental concerns have spurred fearmongering about water shortages, and straightforward NIMBYism also stands in the way of development.
So far, congressional Democrats have largely rejected Sanders’s call for a moratorium. Even if he was right that the technology is moving too fast, it’s too late to stop. If the US slowed down, other countries would not. Sanders mused on MS NOW that the US should negotiate an AI treaty with China. Maybe he can start with a more realistic request, like asking Xi Jinping to hold a free and fair election when his term is up.

I’d like to know whether the authors of the editorial sincerely hold these views. If they do, their understanding of this technology and the risks it poses is so superficial that they have no right to an opinion about this at all and shouldn’t be offering one. 
The Board’s inability to construct a sound argument is dismaying, too. If asked to defend this view, Chat GPT would do a much better job. (The Board will soon learn this for a fact when Bezos replaces them with it.) 
Is it plausible to think the editorial board of the Washington Post is this poorly informed? This is the biggest story of our lifetimes. They’ve never read about AI? They’ve followed none of the debates about it? Sure, they fired a lot of staff, but do the people they retained read the news?  
It’s so far-fetched to imagine they’ve never given this issue a moment’s thought that I have to think they don’t believe a word of this. But is it plausible to think the editors of the Washington Post would completely compromise their integrity like this just to please the man who signs their paycheck? Don’t they have enough vanity and amour-propre about being the Washington Post that they’d be unable to stomach it? Besides, we’re talking about the risk of human extinction. That’s got to worry them: They can’t possibly be telling themselves this is a trivial thing.. 
I dunno. Maybe this is some kind of hostage note? 
They continue: 
While politicians grandstand, AI advances continue every day. It can translate phone calls in real time. AI-assisted mammography is improving breast cancer patients’ outcomes. The technology is helping facial-reconstruction surgeons 3D-print more accurate jawbones for people healing from gruesome injuries.
The ceiling for progress is not human imagination. It’s intervention from economically illiterate politicians.

The ceiling for catastrophe isn’t human imagination, either. 
Man, this is bad writing. For those of you interested in the writing module of tomorrow’s symposium, study it carefully, because I’m going to ask you to write a better one. 
1See:
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Are you ready – not only for the challenges that Russian aggression brings, the challenges of modern war – but also for the constant effort to convince the world, to fight for support, to defend your country’s interests every single day, as Ukraine must do? President Zelenskyy, Munich Speech, 2026.

Another week in the Ukraine war has passed, and as we approach four years since the start of the full-scale Russian invasion in 2022, the patterns of conflict on the ground, in the air and in the info-sphere remains drearily familiar. Russian forces continue their methodical, but very costly advances on the ground in eastern Ukraine despite the shutdown of Starlink this week. 
At the same time Russia continues to attack Ukraine’s critical infrastructure through its long-range aerial bombardment campaign. Meanwhile, in Munich, discussion about the war and diplomatic efforts move forward at a glacial pace.
In the Pacific, a stunning electoral victory by the incumbent Japanese prime minister resets the politics of the region and demonstrates to China that democracies in the western Pacific are not meekly rolling over to some form of future Chinese hegemony.
Welcome to this week’s Big Five.

Ukraine
Munich and Diplomacy. The week saw limited developments in the diplomatic realm. Despite the Ukrainian cooperation with American negotiators, and their indicated willingness to negotiate a war termination agreement, talks have been less about genuine progress toward peace and more about political theatre (especially from Russia).
In the past week, many media outlets reported that President Zelenskyy might announce plans for presidential elections and a referendum on a peace deal on 24 February—the fourth anniversary of Russia’s full-scale invasion. The Financial Times reported that both votes could be held by 15 May, with Ukraine potentially risking loss of proposed US security guarantees if it failed to meet this deadline.
However, Zelenskyy denied these reports, stating he heard about the plan “for the first time” from the Financial Times. He reiterated that elections would occur when there are “all relevant security guarantees” and emphasized that voting requires a ceasefire. Zelenskyy was quoted by the BBC stating that:
Elections could be held in the next 60 to 90 days if security for the vote was guaranteed with the help of the US and other allies

The Trump administration is demanding that both the election and referendum be completed by mid-May, threatening withdrawal of security guarantees otherwise. Yet holding elections under martial law and amid active combat operations presents enormous logistical and security challenges. Ukrainian civil society organisations have noted that Ukraine’s current law prohibits referendums during martial law. As I noted in my previous update on this topic, it would be impossible to ensure the participation in elections of the millions of Ukrainians displaced overseas, and military personnel serving on the frontline.
At the 2026 Munich Security Conference, Zelenskyy reiterated Ukraine’s position. Acknowledging “a little bit” of pressure after Trump called for accelerating peace talks on Friday, he also called for a recognition of the core issue with peace talks and the war itself: Putin is not interested in peace. As Zelenskyy noted:
Putin is no longer interested in anything else. Putin does not live like ordinary people. He does not walk the streets…He cannot imagine life without power or after power. Normal things do not interest him. Putin “consults” more with Tsar Peter and Empress Catherine about territorial gains than with any living person about real life. Can you imagine Putin without war? Be honest. Right now, his focus is on Ukraine. And no one in Ukraine believes he will ever let our people go. But he will not let other European nations go either – because he cannot let go of the very idea of war.

Zelenskyy at Munich also described one of Ukraine key strategic goals for the war in 2026. Reiterating recent comments by his Defence Minister, Zelenskyy described how:
Every month, Russia mobilizes about 40,000 people. A little bit more – 42-43 sometimes. Not all of them reach the front line. So overall, the size of the Russian contingent in Ukraine is not growing this year. For our army, the mission is clear – to destroy more Russian occupiers, because they are occupiers. The goal is specific: at least 50,000 per month. Even for Russia, that would be serious. I’m sure. And it would affect Putin’s decisions.

In this recent post, I described why killing more Russians is an important part of Ukraine’s strategic approach to the war. It is not a strategy in itself, but an important ‘way’ to achieve its desired strategic ‘ends’. Demonstrating strength and the ability to cause suffering to Russia is crucial to Ukraine’s war effort. It is what will hopefully, eventually bring Putin to the negotiating table for serious negotiations. As Zelenskyy described it:
Please remember the moment when Russia began to take diplomacy most seriously in these 4 years. It was when our deep strikes against Russian oil refineries began to work – and when everyone started talking about Tomahawks. That shows exactly how to deal with Russia – and what Russia actually hears. It hears strength. The stronger we are, the more realistic peace becomes.

The substantive negotiating positions of Ukraine and Russia remain far apart. As talks get underway in Geneva again in the coming week, it is difficult to see any form of resolution on the horizon.

StarkLink Disconnects for Russia. One of the things that has transformed Ukraine’s ability to defend itself over the past four years has been the proliferation of StarLink terminals down to the lowest levels of command. It has enabled what I have described as the extreme democratisation of command and control in the Ukrainian Armed Forces.
Unfortunately, the Russians watch the Ukrainians closely, and when they see the Ukrainians succeed at something, become ‘fast followers’. This has been the case for some time in Ukraine, with Russians accessing the satellite network with ‘grey’ or black market StarLink terminals. This has allowed the Russians to use StarLink to control drones and undertake deeper strikes along the front line.
In the past week, StarLink connections for the Russians were severed and it has had an impact on the frontline.
A Ukrainian brigade spokesperson operating in the Pokrovsk direction reported that the number of Russian drone strikes against the Ukrainian rear, including with Starlink-enabled fixed-wing drones, has decreased since SpaceX shut down Russian access to Starlink in Ukraine. This frontline disruption has had measurable battlefield effects, particularly impacting Russian battlefield air interdiction efforts.
Russian drone forces have recently been focussing on deep strike operations, aiming to interdict Ukrainian logistics, artillery and headquarters well behind the frontline. This StarLink shutdown will hinder these efforts, although it is unlikely to shut them down totally.
Stefan Korshak has written in his latest (and always excellent) update on the war:
The biggest tactical effect of the shut-down for the Russians appears to be with UGVs (ground robots) because those things use Starlink almost without exception and now the Russian ones have stopped. Since the primary use of UGVs by both sides is carrying supply forward and wounded rearward in drone-dense sectors, it is safe to assume that things got worse for Russian infantry stuck out in some accumulation position or a Russian infantryman wounded and needing evacuation.

While the cutoff of StarLink for Russian forces in Ukraine is currently to our advantage, there is a useful lesson here. What is to stop private companies withholding essential services – communications, OSINT, logistics, etc – from friendly military forces in future conflicts? StarLink was turned off for Ukraine during an attack on Crimea early in the war. There is no reason why it cannot happen again.
One of the biggest impacts of the StarLink shutoff has been observed in ground operations in Zaporizhzhia.
The Ground War. While the Russian main effort on the ground remains focused on offensive operations in the Pokrovsk region, and the capture of the entire Donbas, significant developments emerged in Zaporizhzhia in the past week. Ukrainian forces launched multiple tactical counter attacks to take advantage of the degradation in Russian tactical communications as a result of the StarLink blackout.
Ukrainian ground forces were able to liberate territory near Hulyaipole, as well as the village of Ternuvate and near Borova. These are useful gains, but in the context of the southern Russian campaign, are unlikely to spoil expected Russian attacks here in the Spring. Nor are these Ukrainian gains going to change the overall trajectory of the ground war.

The battle for Pokrovsk continues to be Russia’s main effort in the east. According to reports from the Institute for the Study of War (ISW) and the Center for Defence Strategies this week, Russian forces are intensifying offensive operations to seize the town and collapse the Ukrainian pocket, though their advance has slowed considerably from the breakneck pace of late 2025.
President Zelenskyy revealed at the Munich Security Conference that Russian forces are losing an average of 156 soldiers for every square kilometre of Ukrainian territory they capture. The regular update by the British intelligence community was released this week. It shows that Russian casualties in December 2025 were 35,000 and in January were 31,000.

Despite these catastrophic losses, Russian forces continue to advance, albeit at rates that would have been considered glacially slow in any previous conflict. The recent report released by the Center for Strategic and International Studies assessed that Russia’s advance in Pokrovsk has been slower than the Allied forces during the Battle of the Somme. While these are different eras, the Russian pace of advance is only sustainable if it wears down Ukrainian and European resolve at the same time it wears down the size of the Russian military. That no longer appears to be the case.
The picture on the ground is indicative of Ukrainian resilience and vulnerabilities. On 8 February, Ukrainian forces successfully repelled a large-scale Russian breakthrough attempt by mobile assault groups near Pokrovsk, destroying an entire assault company. This demonstrated the continuing effectiveness of Ukraine’s sensor-to-shooter networks when conditions permit.
But the broader strategic reality remains challenging. In northern sectors, Russian ground forces sustain pressure in Kharkiv and Sumy oblasts, with the Russian Ministry of Defense claiming liberation of Chuhunovka in Kharkiv region and Sidorovka in Sumy region during the week.
Russian forces continued to press on the northern and southern wings of their double envelopment of the fortress belt cities in the east. They also made small progress within Pokrovsk city itself. In the past month, Russian forces gained 182 square miles. This was more than double the 79 square miles gained in the previous four-week period.
Four Years Since the Full-Scale Invasion: An Assessment
Three strategic realities, which I think have been in evidence for some time, were reinforced by the events of the past week. They are worth pondering as we approach the four year mark of Russia’s full-scale invasion.
First, Russia has abandoned any pretense of military efficiency in favour of pure attrition. It is betting that have a superior mobilization capacity relative to Ukraine’s will eventually exhaust Ukrainian resistance. Given the challenges of mobilising manpower in Ukraine, and the lack of conscription for 18-25 year olds, this is a reasonable wager by the Russians. This has been a key driver of Ukraine’s decision to significantly increase their monthly kill targets for Russians in 2026.
Second, the systematic targeting of Ukraine’s energy infrastructure, particularly substations supporting nuclear facilities, represents the continuation of a strategy (first initiated at the end of 2022) to make Ukrainian territory ungovernable while maintaining plausible deniability about direct nuclear targeting. But thus far, this multi-winter campaign executed by the Russians has failed to break Ukraine’s will. Nor has it forced any political or military accommodations from the Ukrainians. At some point in 2026, Putin will have to reckon with the failure of his strategic bombing campaign against Ukraine’s cities to shift Ukraine’s political posture, and the slow-rolling military failure that is Russia’s extraordinarily bloody ground campaign.
Third, the diplomatic theatre increasingly resembles a choreographed performance designed to satisfy domestic political requirements in Washington DC rather than any genuine pathway to a sustainable or just peace. Further, it is being used by Putin to continue dragging out the war until he can achieve something - anything – that he might be able to present to Russians as a ‘victory’. As I wrote recently, Putin is nowhere close to that being the case, he cannot afford the war to end yet. He will use negotiations and cognitive warfare against Americans and Europeans to corrode support for Ukraine and increase pressure on Zelenskyy’s administration to accept a deal that gives away territory in exchange for no security guarantees.
For Ukraine’s international supporters, the key question remains whether they can sustain assistance at levels required to offset Russia’s willingness to accept catastrophic losses at least until 2030. The Ramstein meeting held this week included important contributions from multiple nations. In total, 38 billion dollars in military commitments were made. This included:
	UK — £500 million for air defence, £150 million to buying US equipment for Ukraine immediately (PURL). Total for Britain this year:  £3 billion.

	Germany — €1 billion for the purchase of drones for Ukraine, financing to integrated air defense over Ukrainian cities, financing to drone assault units. Total for Germany this year: €11.5 billion.

	Norway — $7 billion promised in 2026, of which $1.4 billion for drones, $700 million for air defense, $200 million for artillery, $125 million for PURL.

	Netherlands — Pledged 0.25% of GDP, about €2.95 billion. Short term €90 million to PURL.

	Belgium — €1 billion promised for 2026, no short-term figure

	Sweden — €1.2 billion in aid, €100 million to PURL. Commitment for 2026 — €3.7 billion.

	Denmark — Commitment to $2 billion in total in 2026.

	Spain — Commitment to $1.2 billion in 2026.

	Canada — $50 million to Ukraine production of arms, $45 million for medical support.


As this demonstrates, Russia’s efforts over the past four years to degrade European support for Ukraine has failed. The Europeans have not only reinvigorated their alliance but their defence industry and are pushing back against Russian aggression in Ukraine, the Baltic and elsewhere. The step up in European support for Ukraine has ensured that, as the Kiel Institute notes:
The total volume of aid allocated to Ukraine remained relatively stable in 2025… European military aid rose by 67 percent above the 2022–2024 average, while non-military aid increased by 59 percent.

This step up in support also provides the foundations for a significant military deterrent against Russian aggression elsewhere in Europe. Unlike in 2022, Europe is now awake to Russia’s aspirations and has the capacity to push back. Whether it will continue building the political will and consensus to do so remains to be seen. 
Europe must also continue to work on the relationship with the United States of America. Regardless of the careless statements about Europe that emerge from Washington DC at times, this is a relationship that is crucial to both sides. And it is a relationship crucial to the trajectory of the war in Ukraine. As Marco Rubio noted in his speech at Munich:
President Trump demands seriousness and reciprocity from our friends here in Europe. The reason why, my friends, is because we care deeply. We care deeply about your future and ours. And if at times we disagree, our disagreements come from our profound sense of concern about a Europe with which we are connected – not just economically, not just militarily. We are connected spiritually and we are connected culturally. We want Europe to be strong. We believe that Europe must survive, because the two great wars of the last century serve for us as history’s constant reminder that ultimately, our destiny is and will always be intertwined with yours.

The brutal calculus of the past four-years will continue into 2026 unless there is a significant breakthrough in technology, tactics or strategy that changes the deep, close and rear aspects of the overall battlefield dynamic. The only other thing that might significantly change the trajectory of the war is if there is a significant shift in political will in Kyiv or Moscow.
Russia can sustain offensive operations for years if it maintains its current mobilisation and prevents Ukraine from increasing monthly casualty rates. Ukrainian tactical excellence can impose high costs on Russia but cannot fully offset the asymmetry in personnel and industrial capacity.
The coming weeks will see continued Russian pressure in the Pokrovsk area and preparations for the spring offensive operations designed to capture the remainder of the Donbas by Russian forces. Supporting Russian efforts, to draw off Ukrainian strategic reserves, maintain the fiction of Russia’s inevitable victory and seize small parcels of terrain, will continue in southern and northeastern Ukraine. What seems certain to me is that short of some fundamental shift in the military balance or a significant expansion in Western military and economic support, the war between Ukraine and Russia will continue despite the artificial diplomatic deadlines that periodically emerge from Washington DC.
The preference by the Trump administration for Ukraine to make territorial concessions is unlikely to be guarantor of a long-term, stable war termination agreement. As Zelenskyy noted in his speech in Munich this week, “it would be an illusion to believe that this war can now be reliably ended by dividing Ukraine — just as it was an illusion to believe that sacrificing Czechoslovakia would save Europe from a greater war.” 
A different solution is required if there is to be a durable and just solution to this war. But at this time, it is hard to image what that solution might be.
The Pacific

Japan’s Returned PM. Sanae Takaichi's landslide electoral victory in the past week represents a transformative moment for Japanese domestic politics. It also has implication for the western Pacific security architecture. Takaichi’s LDP secured 316 seats, achieving a two-thirds supermajority. This was the party's largest victory in its seventy-one-year history. 
The election outcome heralds what might be Japan's most dramatic strategic pivot since the Cold War. Takaichi has recently abandoned Tokyo's ambiguity on Taiwanese security, stating that a Chinese attack on the island could trigger a military response from Japan. This provoked Chinese retaliation through canceled flights and military patrols. But it does align Japan more closely with America’s Indo-Pacific strategy. 
Takaichi has pledged to revise Japan's National Defense Strategy and hinted at reworking policies on nuclear weapons. She has suggested that potential constitutional amendments that could transform Japan from a pacifist nation into a conventional military power. Her supermajority provides the parliamentary authority to override opposition vetoes and potentially initiate constitutional referendums.
Takaichi's relationship with President Trump provides significant diplomatic leverage. The U.S. president celebrated her victory, and the Japanese PM will be hoping to establish a personal rapport reminiscent of the Trump-Abe relationship. As an assessment from The Brookings Institution describes it:
The American president broke protocol in endorsing Takaichi on the eve of the election. Yet this provides no guarantee that Trump will have Takaichi’s back when he meets with Xi, especially given Trump’s penchant for subordinating allied interests to his great powers’ dealings.

Another assessment, this one from Chatham House, notes that:
Many Asian governments will welcome Takaichi’s victory – if she can use her unprecedented parliamentary majority to strengthen Japan’s economy, security and global role. Asia’s leaders do not want to see their region dominated by Beijing or at the mercy of Washington’s will. They see a resurgent Japan as a key partner to bring balance to the world’s most consequential continent.

Takaichi now has a mandate to bring forth lasting change in both domestic and international policy in Japan. She has promised to cut taxes, increase defence spending (she has already delivered on this but other increases might be coming) and revise Japan’s pacifist, post-Second World War constitution, which constrains the military. 
An economically and militarily strong Japan can play an important role in pushing back against Chinese coercion and aggression in the region. It has strong ties with nations such as The Philippines, Australia, Taiwan, and of course America. We should expect Takaichi to further develop these relationships.
Xi hates a strong Japan, almost as much as he hates democratic nations forming alliances and strategic partnerships to push back against China’s hegemonic objectives. In the wake of Takaichi’s re-election, the Chinese foreign ministry spokesman had the following to say:
The lessons of history are still fresh in memory and should not be left behind. We urge those running the Japanese government to take seriously rather than brush aside the concerns of the international community, follow the path of peaceful development rather than return to militarism, and abide by the four political documents between China and Japan rather than go back on commitments made. If Japan’s far-right forces miscalculate and act recklessly, they will be met by resistance from the Japanese people and serious backlash from the international community.

It will be an interesting 2026 in North Asia.

Taiwan Defence Budget Blues. In Taipei, domestic politics threaten to undermine deterrence against Chinese aggression at the worst possible moment. The opposition-controlled legislature is advancing a counterproposal that would slash President Lai Ching-te’s eight-year, $40 billion special defense budget by nearly 70%. The cuts would eliminate procurement of 200,000 drones, the T-Dome multilayered air defence system designed to counter Chinese missile threats, tactical mission network software, AH-1W helicopter parts, Harpoon missile support, and funding for local defence-industrial partnerships—precisely the asymmetric capabilities Taiwan needs most.
In Washington DC, U.S. Senator Roger Wicker, chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, publicly expressed disappointment with the dramatic budget reduction, while Senators Jim Risch and Jeanne Shaheen urged Taiwan’s party leaders to “expeditiously approve vital investments.” The timing is particularly inopportune. Despite President Trump signing $1.4 billion in Taiwan defence funding as part of the 2026 Consolidated Appropriations Act, America also  expects clear funding commitments from Taipei for its defence.
*******
This week, a couple of articles were published at Futura Doctrina.
First, I published an important article written by Dr Frank Hoffman. An esteemed military intellectual who has written on hybrid war, adaptation and the impact of technology on concepts and human systems, Frank has produced a superb examination of AI and its impact on critical thinking in military institutions. You can read the article at this link.
Next, I published a piece at the Lowy Interpreter that examines the forthcoming Australian National Defence Strategy, and why building the peacetime foundations for wartime adaptation must be an important component for the new strategy. You can read that article here.
Finally, while not exactly in the ‘published’ category, this week I submitted the manuscript for my sequel to my first novel, White Sun War. Set two years after the events of the first book, the new story explores a larger war in the Pacific which again features America, China and their respective allies. It covers a range of contemporary military and national security issues, including strategic reconstitution and mobilisation, integration of technology and human military personnel, cognitive warfare, balancing crewed and uncrewed systems, AI in war, as well as crucial topics such as dealing with surprise and uncertainty, and the centrality of good leadership. I expect to have more to say on this in the coming months.
*******
It’s time to explore this week’s recommended readings.
In this week’s Big Five, I have included an excellent new report from Katryna Bondar on how AI is driving change in Russian military command and control systems. There is also a report on Chinese military purges, an exploration of the costs of a war over Taiwan, a public intelligence report from Estonian intelligence on the war in Ukraine and eastern European security, as well as a good report in The Atlantic which features a long interview with Ukrainian President Zelenskyy.
As always, if you only have the time available to read one of my recommendations, the first is my pick of the week.
Happy reading!
1. AI and Russia’s Evolving Command and Control

Kateryna Bondar, from CSIS, has produced a series of excellent reports related to the war in Ukraine. These reports have examined the applications of AI, new generations of autonomous systems, command and control as well as defence industrial challenges. In her latest report, she explores how Russia is transforming how it executes military C2 to take account of the opportunities provided by AI. You can read the full article here.
2. The 10 Trillion Dollar War

This week, Bloomberg published modelling that examined various scenarios related to conflict between China and America in the Pacific. Cross-strait invasions, blockades as well as other less violent options were explored in the five scenarios featured in the article. As the article finds, “in the most extreme case, a US-China conflict over Taiwan would cost the global economy about $10.6 trillion… damage would be global. Taiwan’s economy would be decimated. We estimate China’s GDP would fall by 11% and the US’s by 6.6% in the first year.” You can read the full report at this link.
3. An Interview with Zelenskyy

In this piece, published by The Atlantic, Ukrainian president Zelenskyy provides an in-depth interview which focuses primarily on peace talks. It also covers topics such as America’s interests in the war, Russian casualties, elections in Ukraine and Ukraine-America relations. You can read the interview at this link.
4. China’s Military: Flourishing Despite Purges

In this new report, published by the Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies at Harvard, scholar Andrew Erickson examines the impact of the ongoing purges at the top of the People’s Liberation Army in China. As Erickson notes, “personnel purges coexist with, and may even facilitate, accelerating PLA capability development. In today’s China, multiple things are true at once. Fixating on “tree” removal risks missing flourishing “forest” growth.” You can read the full report here.
5. Estonian Foreign Intelligence Service report 2026

In this latest public report from the Estonian Foreign Intelligence Service, assessments are made about Russian aggression towards Estonia as well as its short and medium term objectives in Ukraine. As the report notes, “we see that Russia is setting long-term operational objectives in its war against Ukraine. This confirms that the recent uptick in peace-talk rhetoric is merely a tactic to buy time. Moscow has no intention of ending the war in Ukraine until its objectives are achieved or the conditions are favourable for doing so.” You can read the full article here.

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Volodymyr Zelenskyy

    Based on Wikipedia: Volodymyr Zelenskyy


Before he became the wartime face of Ukrainian resistance, before he rallied democracies around the world with video addresses from besieged Kyiv, before he turned down American offers of evacuation with the now-legendary line about needing ammunition rather than a ride—Volodymyr Zelenskyy was a comedian who played a fictional president on television.


The fictional version won office after a video of him ranting against corruption went viral. The real version won office after a campaign conducted almost entirely through social media and stand-up comedy shows. Sometimes reality writes scripts that Hollywood would reject as too on-the-nose.


A Soviet Childhood in an Industrial City


Zelenskyy was born on January 25, 1978, in Kryvyi Rih, an industrial city in central Ukraine known primarily for its iron ore mines and steel production. At the time, Ukraine wasn't an independent country—it was a constituent republic of the Soviet Union, one of fifteen such republics that would eventually break apart in 1991.


He was born into a Jewish family. His grandfather, Semyon Zelenskyy, had served as an infantryman in the Red Army during World War II, eventually reaching the rank of colonel. The war had devastated the family: Semyon's father and three brothers were killed during the Holocaust, and both of Semyon's parents died when German troops burned their home during a massacre. Semyon's mother survived by evacuating to Almaty, Kazakhstan—a journey of over three thousand kilometers eastward, fleeing ahead of the German advance—and returned to Ukraine only after the war ended.


Before Zelenskyy started elementary school, his family moved to Erdenet, Mongolia, of all places. His father Oleksandr, a computer scientist, worked there as a mining engineer helping to build a copper mine. The family lived in Mongolia for four years before returning to Ukraine.


Zelenskyy grew up speaking Russian, not Ukrainian. This is less unusual than it might sound—in much of eastern and southern Ukraine, Russian was the dominant language of daily life, a legacy of centuries of Russian and Soviet rule. The divide between Ukrainian-speaking and Russian-speaking regions of the country would later become politically significant, weaponized by Russian propaganda claiming that Russian speakers in Ukraine needed protection. Zelenskyy's own biography would complicate this narrative: here was a Russian-speaking Jew from the industrial east who would become the most prominent defender of Ukrainian sovereignty in the nation's history.


At sixteen, Zelenskyy took the Test of English as a Foreign Language and received an education grant to study in Israel. His father refused to let him go. Instead, he eventually earned a law degree from a local institute—but he never practiced law. Comedy had already claimed him.


The Comedy Factory


At seventeen, Zelenskyy joined a local team competing in KVN, which stands for Klub Veselykh i Nakhodchivykh—literally "Club of the Funny and Inventive." This was a comedy competition immensely popular across the former Soviet Union, something like a cross between improv comedy and a talent show, broadcast on television and followed by millions.


He was good at it. Very good.


Within a year, he'd been recruited to a more competitive team, where he became dance director and writer. By 1997, his team had won KVN's Major League in a tie with Armenian opponents. That same year, at just nineteen, he founded what would become his entertainment empire: a comedy group called Kvartal 95, named after the neighborhood in Kryvyi Rih where he'd grown up.


The early years were lean. From 1999 to 2003, Kvartal 95 was the only Ukrainian team competing in the Moscow-based highest league of KVN. The team members lived in Moscow without a fixed address, constantly touring former Soviet countries, struggling financially. They were talented and determined, but they were also Ukrainians operating in a Russian-dominated industry, and tensions simmered beneath the surface.


The break came in 2003, and it came with a fight.


Zelenskyy had clashed with KVN's Russian management over money and political censorship. Then came a job offer: lucrative work from KVN management, but it would have required abandoning his team. Zelenskyy refused. The final straw, according to some accounts, was an incident where a Russian KVN producer directed an antisemitic insult at Zelenskyy on stage.


Kvartal 95 left Moscow and moved to Kyiv.


Building an Empire


What happened next was remarkable. Within two years of returning to Ukraine, Zelenskyy and his partners had launched Evening Kvartal, a comedy show that would become the most popular in the country. The format mixed sketch comedy, celebrity appearances, and political satire—think Saturday Night Live, but Ukrainian.


By the time Zelenskyy ran for president in 2019, over eighty-five percent of Ukrainians reported having seen Evening Kvartal. That's a staggering penetration for any entertainment property. Imagine if nearly everyone in your country had watched the same comedy show.


Biographers would later describe Kvartal 95 as an "empire" and a "comedy factory." The company produced multiple shows, including one format—Make the Comedian Laugh, where contestants tried to crack up professional comedians—that was sold to China, Italy, and Finland. By 2018, Zelenskyy was receiving royalties from twenty-one countries.


He also acted. He won the first season of Ukraine's Dancing with the Stars in 2006. He produced and starred in romantic comedies. He voiced Paddington Bear in the Ukrainian dubs of the Paddington films. He was, by any measure, one of the most famous entertainers in his country.


And he was popular in Russia too—until 2014.


When Everything Changed


In early 2014, Russia annexed Crimea, a peninsula that had been part of Ukraine since 1954. Russian-backed separatists then launched an insurgency in the Donbas region of eastern Ukraine. The war that would later explode into a full-scale invasion actually began that year, with skirmishes and artillery duels that would kill over fourteen thousand people before 2022.


Zelenskyy made his choice. Kvartal 95 closed its Moscow office and began severing business ties with Russia. The company's revenue per hour of television programming dropped from an estimated two hundred thousand dollars to thirty thousand dollars. That's an eighty-five percent pay cut.


But Kvartal 95 didn't just retreat from Russia—they actively engaged with the war. The company began visiting the front lines in Donbas to perform for Ukrainian soldiers. When Ukrainian media reported that Kvartal 95 had donated one million hryvnias to the Ukrainian army, some Russian politicians and artists petitioned for a ban on Zelenskyy's works in Russia.


Yet Zelenskyy also resisted the more aggressive cultural decoupling that some Ukrainian nationalists demanded. In August 2014, he spoke out against the Ukrainian Ministry of Culture's plan to ban Russian artists from Ukraine. This wasn't a popular position in a country at war with Russia, but it reflected Zelenskyy's consistent message: that the conflict was between states, not between peoples.


The Show That Predicted the Presidency


In 2015, Zelenskyy began producing and starring in a new television series called Servant of the People. The premise was almost absurdly prescient.


Zelenskyy played a high school history teacher in his thirties who accidentally becomes president of Ukraine. How? A video of him passionately ranting against government corruption goes viral. His students film it without his knowledge, upload it to the internet, and suddenly this ordinary teacher becomes a folk hero. He runs for president as an outsider and wins.


The show ran for three seasons, from 2015 to 2019, and was immensely popular. It was funny and pointed, satirizing the endemic corruption of Ukrainian politics while imagining what might happen if an honest, ordinary person somehow ended up in charge.


Then, in March 2018, something curious happened. Employees of Zelenskyy's production company registered a new political party. Its name? Servant of the People.


Zelenskyy denied any immediate plans to enter politics. He said they'd registered the party name only to prevent others from appropriating it. Nobody believed him.


The Virtual Campaign


By October 2018—three months before he officially announced his candidacy and six months before the election—Zelenskyy was already a frontrunner in opinion polls. His announcement, when it finally came on New Year's Eve 2018, upstaged the incumbent president's traditional address on the same channel. Zelenskyy claimed this was a technical glitch. The timing was probably not coincidental.


What followed was unlike any presidential campaign Ukraine had seen.


Zelenskyy released no detailed policy platform. His engagement with traditional media was minimal. Instead, he conducted his campaign almost entirely through social media channels and YouTube clips. Rather than traditional rallies, he and Kvartal 95 performed stand-up comedy shows across Ukraine.


His opponent was Petro Poroshenko, the incumbent president, a billionaire chocolate manufacturer who had taken office after the 2014 revolution that ousted the pro-Russian Viktor Yanukovych. Poroshenko was a conventional politician with conventional campaign tactics. He attacked Zelenskyy as inexperienced, as a puppet of oligarchs, as a joke candidate.


The attacks didn't land. Ukrainians were exhausted by conventional politicians. The country's corruption was legendary—before the 2014 revolution, President Yanukovych had lived in a palace with a private zoo and a golden toilet. The post-revolution government had promised reform but delivered disappointingly little. Zelenskyy's inexperience wasn't a liability; it was the entire point. He wasn't part of the system that had failed them.


He won with seventy-three percent of the vote in the second round. It was the largest landslide in the history of Ukrainian presidential elections.


Governing in Peacetime


Zelenskyy took office in May 2019, and his party won an even more overwhelming victory in the snap legislative elections held shortly afterward. For the first time in Ukrainian history, a single party held an absolute majority in the Verkhovna Rada, Ukraine's parliament.


The early years of his presidency were a mixed bag. He pushed for e-government initiatives, attempting to modernize Ukraine's notoriously bureaucratic state. He lifted legal immunity for members of parliament, a reform that had been demanded for years. He made some progress on anti-corruption efforts, though critics argued it was insufficient.


He made extensive use of social media, particularly Instagram, maintaining the connection with ordinary Ukrainians that had powered his campaign. A poll in May 2021 gave him the highest trust rating of any Ukrainian president.


But the issue that had defined Ukraine since 2014 remained unresolved: the war with Russia.


Trying to Make Peace


During his campaign, Zelenskyy had promised to end Ukraine's protracted conflict with Russia. This was perhaps naive—the conflict existed because Russia wanted it to exist, and ending it required Russia to want something different. But Zelenskyy was willing to try dialogue where his predecessor had been more confrontational.


He attempted to engage directly with Russian President Vladimir Putin. There were prisoner exchanges, some progress on implementing the Minsk agreements that were supposed to resolve the Donbas conflict. In December 2019, Zelenskyy met Putin in Paris, their first face-to-face meeting.


It didn't work. Putin wasn't interested in a negotiated settlement that left Ukraine as an independent, Western-oriented state. What Putin wanted was a Ukraine that remained in Russia's sphere of influence, permanently barred from joining the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) or the European Union, and ideally governed by someone more compliant than Zelenskyy.


Throughout 2021, tensions escalated. Russia began massing troops on Ukraine's borders. American intelligence warned of an imminent invasion. Zelenskyy's public response was measured—he sought to calm the Ukrainian population while pressing Western allies for security guarantees and military support.


Some criticized him for not taking the threat seriously enough. In retrospect, his strategy made a certain sense: panic would have been economically devastating and militarily useless. What Ukraine needed was weapons and training, not fear.


February 2022


On February 24, 2022, Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine.


The attack came from multiple directions: from Belarus in the north, from Russia in the east, from Crimea in the south. Russian forces attempted a lightning strike at Kyiv, clearly aiming to decapitate the Ukrainian government. Paratroopers landed at Hostomel Airport, just outside the capital. The expectation, apparently, was that Ukraine would collapse within days.


It didn't.


Zelenskyy remained in Kyiv. When the United States offered to evacuate him, he reportedly replied: "The fight is here; I need ammunition, not a ride." Whether the quote is precisely accurate, the sentiment was real. The president stayed.


He declared martial law and ordered a general mobilization. And then he did something that would define his wartime leadership: he started talking.


Night after night, Zelenskyy addressed the Ukrainian people and the world through video messages, often filmed on his phone from undisclosed locations in Kyiv. He spoke in Ukrainian, in Russian, in English. He addressed the European Parliament, the British Parliament, the U.S. Congress. He invoked Churchill, invoked the Holocaust, invoked whatever historical parallel might resonate with his audience.


These weren't the polished productions of a professional studio. They were grainy, urgent, authentic. Here was a president in a t-shirt, unshaven, obviously exhausted, obviously still in a city under attack. The contrast with Putin—hidden away in the Kremlin, appearing only in carefully staged events—could not have been starker.


The Symbol and the Reality


Zelenskyy became a symbol of Ukrainian resistance, recognized around the world. Time magazine named him Person of the Year for 2022. He visited frontline positions and newly liberated areas, a physical presence reminding soldiers and citizens alike that their president was with them.


But symbols don't win wars. What Zelenskyy needed was weapons, ammunition, and money—and getting them required constant diplomacy with Western allies who were sympathetic but cautious, willing to support Ukraine but worried about escalation with a nuclear-armed Russia.


This is the less glamorous part of wartime leadership: the endless calls with foreign leaders, the requests for specific weapons systems, the negotiations over what can be provided and when. Zelenskyy proved adept at this too, though not everyone found his approach charming. He could be demanding, even when demanding more than allies felt they could give. He publicly criticized countries he felt weren't doing enough.


The war ground on. The initial Russian assault on Kyiv failed spectacularly—Ukrainian forces destroyed the column of vehicles that had been meant to occupy the capital, and Russian forces retreated in disarray, leaving behind evidence of atrocities in towns like Bucha. A Ukrainian counteroffensive in the fall of 2022 liberated significant territory in the northeast.


But the front lines stabilized into something grimly reminiscent of World War I: trenches, artillery duels, grinding attritional combat. Russia's advantages in population and industrial capacity began to tell. Ukraine's Western allies, initially united in outrage, began to fracture as the war's costs mounted and attention drifted.


The Extension of Power


Zelenskyy's presidential term was originally scheduled to end in May 2024. But Ukrainian law prohibits elections during martial law, and martial law remained in effect because the war remained ongoing. There would be no election.


This created an unusual situation: a democratically elected president whose term had technically expired, remaining in office indefinitely due to wartime necessity. Zelenskyy's critics—including some Ukrainians and some in the West—noted the awkwardness of this arrangement. His defenders pointed out that the alternative was worse: holding an election while millions of Ukrainians were displaced, while parts of the country were occupied, while soldiers were fighting and dying. What legitimacy would such an election have?


As of late 2024, Zelenskyy remains president, now the second-longest-serving in Ukrainian history, surpassed only by Leonid Kuchma who served from 1994 to 2005. How long he will continue to serve depends on how long the war lasts—and that is a question no one can answer with confidence.


The Comedian and the War


There's something almost too neat about Zelenskyy's story: the comedian who played a president, then became one, then became a wartime leader. It invites obvious observations about life imitating art, about the power of media, about the strange paths history sometimes takes.


But the neatness obscures as much as it reveals. The skills that made Zelenskyy a successful entertainer—the charisma, the communication ability, the instinct for what audiences want to see—transferred surprisingly well to wartime leadership. A more conventional politician might have fled Kyiv, might have spoken in bureaucratic jargon, might have failed to capture the world's attention the way Zelenskyy did.


Yet being a good communicator doesn't guarantee being a good strategist, and the judgments on Zelenskyy's actual leadership—as distinct from his symbolic role—are more complicated. Some military analysts have criticized specific decisions. Some Western officials have privately complained about his demands. The war itself is far from won.


What remains undeniable is that when the moment came—when Russian tanks rolled toward Kyiv and the world expected Ukraine to fall—Volodymyr Zelenskyy did not run. The comedian who played a president stayed to fight as a real one.


Whatever happens next, that choice changed history.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Munich Security Conference

    Based on Wikipedia: Munich Security Conference


Five days before Russian tanks rolled into Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelenskyy stood at a podium in Munich and delivered a warning that would prove prophetic. "We don't have any firearms," he told the assembled world leaders. "And there's no security." The leaders listened politely, then returned to their hotel rooms at the Bayerischer Hof. Less than a week later, Europe faced its largest land war since 1945.


This is the strange power of the Munich Security Conference—a gathering that has no official authority, issues no binding resolutions, and produces no final communiqué, yet somehow manages to be the world's most consequential salon for national security. Every February, the ornate rooms of a nineteenth-century luxury hotel in Bavaria become the crossroads of global power.


Born from the Ashes of Resistance


The conference exists because of a remarkable act of conscience. In 1963, a German aristocrat named Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist-Schmenzin decided to bring together security experts and military leaders for informal dialogue. This was not an obvious career move for someone in postwar Germany. But von Kleist had credentials that commanded respect across the Atlantic divide.


He had tried to kill Hitler.


As a young officer in 1944, von Kleist volunteered for a suicide mission to assassinate the Nazi dictator by detonating explosives during a uniform presentation. The attack never happened—Hitler cancelled the demonstration. Von Kleist then joined the conspiracy led by Claus von Stauffenberg, the famous July 20th plot that came heartbreakingly close to success. When it failed, the Gestapo executed von Kleist's father. The son survived only because the chaos of Germany's collapse interrupted his trial.


This history mattered enormously. Here was a German who had risked everything to stop the war, now dedicating his life to ensuring such catastrophes never recurred. When he invited American and European security officials to Munich for quiet conversations, they came. That first meeting in 1963 had only about sixty participants. Among them were two young men who would shape the Cold War: Helmut Schmidt, future Chancellor of West Germany, and Henry Kissinger, future Secretary of State.


The Hotel Where Secrets Are Shared


The venue has never changed. The Hotel Bayerischer Hof sits on a plaza in central Munich, a palatial establishment that has hosted guests since 1841. Its chandeliers and wood-paneled rooms provide a setting both grand and intimate—perfect for the conference's peculiar purpose.


What happens in Munich is not negotiation. No treaties are signed here. No communiqués are issued. The conference is, officially, nothing more than a series of conversations. This is precisely what makes it valuable.


Diplomacy normally proceeds through formal channels, with every word scrutinized and every position hardened by the need to maintain national credibility. Munich offers something different: a place where a Russian foreign minister can share a drink with an American secretary of state, where defense officials can float ideas without committing their governments, where the real concerns behind official positions can be explored off the record.


The bilateral meetings matter as much as the speeches. At a typical conference, more than a thousand private conversations take place on the margins. A head of state might address the main hall in the morning, then spend the afternoon in back-to-back meetings with counterparts from a dozen countries. The hallways buzz with whispered negotiations while journalists crowd the lobby hoping for scraps.


How It Grew


Von Kleist ran the conference for thirty-five years, from 1963 until his retirement in 1998. During the Cold War, the gathering focused overwhelmingly on one question: how to prevent nuclear war between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization—the American-led military alliance of Western democracies—and the Soviet Union. The participants were almost exclusively from NATO countries and their close partners.


The conference was cancelled only three times in its history. In 1965, a scheduling transition caused a gap. In 1991, the First Gulf War made international travel inadvisable. And in 1997, von Kleist's retirement created a brief interregnum before new leadership took over.


That new leader was Horst Teltschik, a German politician and business executive who had served as a close advisor to Chancellor Helmut Kohl during the reunification of Germany. Teltschik recognized that the end of the Cold War demanded a transformation. The conference that von Kleist had built for a bipolar world needed to adapt to a more complex reality.


Under Teltschik, the guest list expanded dramatically. Leaders from Central and Eastern Europe—the former Soviet satellite states now charting their own courses—received invitations for the first time. So did representatives from India, Japan, South Korea, and eventually the People's Republic of China. The Munich Security Conference was becoming truly global.


The Ischinger Era


In 2008, leadership passed to Wolfgang Ischinger, a career diplomat who had served as Germany's ambassador to both the United States and the United Kingdom. Ischinger would reshape the conference more fundamentally than anyone since its founding.


He began by professionalizing the organization. In 2011, he established the Munich Security Conference as a formal non-profit company. This provided legal structure and enabled serious fundraising. The budget grew from less than one million euros of government funding in 2008 to approximately ten million euros by 2022, most of it now coming from corporate sponsors rather than taxpayers.


The scale expanded accordingly. Where von Kleist's early conferences had sixty participants, Ischinger's gatherings drew hundreds. The 2017 conference—the largest to that point—hosted 680 participants, including thirty heads of state and government, sixty representatives of international organizations, sixty-five top business executives, and seven hundred accredited journalists.


Ischinger also created new formats. The annual Munich meeting remained the flagship event, but the organization began hosting smaller gatherings in other capitals. These "Core Group Meetings" allowed more focused discussions among select participants. Sessions were held in Washington in 2009, Moscow in 2010, and Beijing in 2011—a geographic distribution that illustrated both the conference's ambitions and its careful diplomatic balance.


In 2009, the conference established the Ewald von Kleist Award, honoring its founder by recognizing individuals who had made outstanding contributions to peace and conflict resolution. The first recipient was Henry Kissinger, who had attended that initial 1963 meeting as a young academic. The award ceremony has since become one of the conference's signature moments.


When History Interrupts


For all its informal status, the Munich Security Conference has witnessed moments of genuine historical significance.


In 2003, German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer used the platform to challenge American arguments for invading Iraq. Looking directly at Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Fischer declared: "Excuse me, I am not convinced." The moment crystallized the transatlantic rift over the war and became one of the most memorable exchanges in the conference's history.


Four years later, Russian President Vladimir Putin delivered what would become known simply as "the 2007 Munich speech." In an address that shocked Western observers, Putin attacked American unilateralism, questioned the expansion of NATO, and warned that Russia would no longer accept being treated as a defeated power. Diplomats who were present describe the speech as a turning point—the moment when Russia's growing alienation from the Western order became unmistakable.


More constructive drama occurred in 2011. The conference had become prominent enough that Catherine Ashton, the European Union's foreign policy chief, chose it as the venue for a meeting of the Middle East Quartet—the diplomatic grouping of the EU, Russia, the United States, and the United Nations that attempted to mediate Israeli-Palestinian peace. More dramatically still, on the conference's sidelines, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and American Secretary of State Hillary Clinton exchanged the instruments of ratification for the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, formally bringing into force the most significant nuclear arms control agreement in decades.


The Return of Great Power Competition


The conference's recent history reads like a chronicle of deteriorating international order.


In 2015, the fifty-first conference focused heavily on the war in eastern Ukraine, which had erupted the previous year after Russia's annexation of Crimea. The discussions also addressed nuclear negotiations with Iran and the spreading refugee crisis that would soon destabilize European politics.


By 2016, the Islamic State—the terrorist organization that had seized vast territories in Iraq and Syria—dominated the agenda. The conference hall was filled with intelligence chiefs and defense ministers grappling with a threat that seemed to metastasize faster than anyone could contain it.


The 2020 conference carried a particular poignancy in retrospect. Joe Biden, then a private citizen after his vice presidency, addressed the gathering with a promise: "We will be back." He was speaking of American recommitment to multilateralism after the disruptions of the Trump administration. Within weeks, the COVID-19 pandemic would shut down international travel. Within two years, Biden would be president, and the world would face challenges far greater than anyone in that Munich ballroom had imagined.


The 2021 conference was held entirely online—the first and so far only virtual edition. From their respective capitals, Boris Johnson, Angela Merkel, Emmanuel Macron, and the newly inaugurated President Biden addressed cameras instead of a live audience. Biden's message echoed his promise from the year before: "America is back."


Ukraine and the New World


The February 2022 conference will be remembered as long as the institution exists.


The motto that year was "Turning the Tide—Unlearning Helplessness." The organizers hoped to inspire renewed confidence in the ability of democracies to shape events. But the conference was overshadowed by something more immediate: American intelligence indicated that Russia was about to invade Ukraine.


Russia, notably, was not present. Moscow had declined its invitation, a break from decades of participation. Ukrainian President Zelenskyy was there, warning Western leaders that their policy of engagement with Russia amounted to appeasement. He reminded them of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, in which Ukraine had surrendered the world's third-largest nuclear arsenal in exchange for security guarantees from Russia, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Those guarantees, Zelenskyy made clear, had proven worthless.


United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres delivered a grim assessment: the world was in a more precarious security situation than during the Cold War. Vice President Kamala Harris warned that the United States was prepared to impose severe sanctions if Russia attacked.


Five days after the conference ended, Russian forces crossed the border.


Grappling with a Fractured World


The 2023 conference, the first under new chairman Christoph Heusgen—a German diplomat who had served as Angela Merkel's foreign policy advisor—operated under the theme "Re:Vision." The word carried double meaning. On one hand, it acknowledged the efforts of autocratic powers to revise the international order by force. On the other, it called for new shared visions of what that order should become.


Heusgen made a particular effort to include voices from what diplomats call the Global South—the developing nations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America that have often felt marginalized in Western-dominated security discussions. The first panel discussion was dedicated specifically to this perspective. Among the participants were representatives from Ghana, Colombia, and other countries rarely centered in Munich conversations.


The 2024 conference, the sixtieth anniversary edition, took this inclusivity further. Of more than two hundred side events, a significant portion focused on climate change, food security, and other issues of particular concern to developing nations. The main program featured speakers from 109 countries, with over half being women and more than a quarter representing the Global South.


The motto was "Lose-Lose?"—a pointed question about whether the growing fragmentation of the international system was creating outcomes in which everyone suffers. The alternative, the conference suggested, was an inclusive reform of global institutions that could produce benefits for all.


What Munich Means


Critics have long questioned whether the Munich Security Conference accomplishes anything concrete. It has no formal authority. Its discussions are not binding. Its participants return home and often pursue policies that contradict the cooperative spirit of their Munich conversations.


But this critique misunderstands the conference's purpose. Munich is not meant to replace formal diplomacy; it is meant to enable it. The relationships built in the Bayerischer Hof's corridors can facilitate negotiations that would otherwise never begin. The frank exchanges that occur off the record can reveal flexibility that official positions obscure. The simple fact that adversaries occupy the same space, however briefly, maintains the possibility of dialogue even when relations are at their worst.


The conference also serves as a barometer. What happens in Munich often predicts what will happen in the world. Fischer's 2003 confrontation foreshadowed the transatlantic crisis over Iraq. Putin's 2007 speech anticipated Russia's increasing assertiveness. Zelenskyy's 2022 warnings proved tragically prescient. For those who know how to read it, Munich offers early signals of the storms to come.


In October 2024, the organization announced that Jens Stoltenberg, the former Secretary General of NATO, would assume chairmanship in 2025. His appointment signals the conference's continued centrality to Western security discussions—and perhaps its ongoing evolution as the world it monitors continues to change.


Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist, the man who tried to kill Hitler and then spent his life trying to prevent the next catastrophe, died in 2013 at the age of ninety. By then, his small gathering of sixty security officials had grown into the world's most important forum for discussing war and peace. Whether it can help prevent the conflicts that now threaten—or at least help the world understand them—remains the open question that brings leaders back to Munich every February.
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  Welcome to the Valentine’s edition of Defense Tech and Acquisition. 
	A new Maritime Action Plan is released.

	Transformation success or failure will come down to culture

	Rapid Assessments of New Tech is the New Acquisition Way

	CNO has some new fightin’ words for the Navy

	Air Force Absorbs JFN and Expands Open Architecture Ecosystem

	Space Force Planning to Grow its Launch Capability 5X

	Startups May Define GD4A Architecture w/o the Government

	Ukraine Showed How Air Defense at Scale Really Works






America’s Maritime Action Plan
American shipbuilding capacity has withered, while strategic competitors have expanded and solidified their market share. Less than 1% of new commercial ships are built in the U.S.
	With only 66 total shipyards—consisting of eight active shipbuilding yards, 11 shipyards with build positions, 22 repairs yards with drydocking, and 25 topside repairs yards—the U.S. does not have the capacity necessary to scale up the domestic shipbuilding industry to the rate required to meet national priorities.

	Strategic competitors, meanwhile, dominate the market and build ships at a fraction of the cost of U.S. production. This status quo poses significant security and supply chain dependency issues. 

	A self-sustaining domestic shipbuilding sector is critical for national and economic security.

	The Maritime Action Plan, informed not only by domestic imperatives but also by international realities, outlines targeted steps to rejuvenate the MIB. 

	It charts a course to reclaim America’s maritime strength, ensuring the Nation can defend its interests and ferry its trade.


Four Pillars
	Rebuilding U.S. Shipbuilding Capacity and Capabilities

	Reform Workforce Education and Training

	Protect the Maritime Industrial Base

	National Security, Economic Security, and Industrial Resilience


Key Recommendations
	Recapitalize the Nation’s Public Shipyards. Continue funding recapitalization projects.

	Utilize Commercial Solutions. Employ available commercial technologies and solutions. Adapting to commercially available designs will expand the pool of potential bidders, reduce design costs, and leverage economies of scale from commercial production runs. 

	Utilize AI and Other Emerging Technologies. Leverage AI systems to process requirements, analyze the supply chain, optimize contract language, rapidly identify potential compliance issues, and reduce administrative burdens. Use AI-driven design tools and emerging technologies such as additive manufacturing and augmented reality to improve efficiencies during the design process and construction. Invest in autonomous vessel capabilities to incentivize and expand the U.S. shipbuilding enterprise. 

	Provide Shipyard Incentives. Explore opportunities for PPP and technology consortiums to share costs and risks in shipbuilding programs. Create tax incentives for shared infrastructure investment in areas where shipbuilders exist. Increase funding levels for existing Maritime Administration (MARAD) programs that support investment in shipyards.

	Deliver Regulatory Relief. Reform regulations to favor domestic shipbuilding and repairs. This can be done through a series of actions including streamlining reflagging and equivalency reviews, strengthening the “U.S.-built” definition over time to grow supplier capacity that would further require ship materials to be American Made, tightening repair duty loopholes, and reducing retrofit compliance frictions.

	Strengthen Resilience. Invest in industrial base resilience and enabling infrastructure through grant and financing programs focused on shipyards and the vessel construction industrial base, expanding Port Infrastructure Development Program (PIDP) funding and eligibility, and increasing USCG review and inspection capacity.

	Designate Areas for Streamlined Testing. Given the rapid evolution of robotic and autonomous maritime technologies, current regulatory processes are unable to adapt to the changing nature of the industry creating difficulty for the consistent testing of these technologies within a stable regulatory framework. To ease testing for industry, USCG should establish one or more areas within the EEZ of the U.S., to include the Great Lakes region, that would allow for the safe and expedited testing of commercial robotic and autonomous maritime technologies.


The Future of Federal Acquisition
Bonnie Evangelista (courtesy of AFCEA)
Federal acquisition is at a crossroads. For all the policy reforms and new authorities created over the last several decades, real transformation is still held back by something harder to rewrite than a regulation: culture.
	Culture, not policy, is the biggest barrier to modernization.  Despite new authorities, flexibilities, and reform mandates, most acquisition teams still default to “the way we’ve always done it.” Not because they don’t care, but because:
	They fear audits

	They fear leadership scrutiny

	They fear being the one who tries something different



	OTs, CSOs and flexible pathways are only as good as the willingness to use them. There are stories of contracting officers declining legally valid flexibilities because they were afraid of being second-guessed.  Need:
	Courageous practitioners

	Better local guidance (not just enterprise policy)

	Senior leaders who protect risk-takers



	AI should reimagine workflows, not automate bad ones.  GenAI adoption inside government is happening, but slowly and at the surface level. Real modernization requires:
	Identifying high-impact use cases

	Knowing when black-box AI is acceptable

	Avoiding automation of broken legacy processes



	The Marketplace model is one of the most promising advancements, but only if it scales.  The Tradewinds marketplace:
	Accelerates competition

	Creates a direct path to award

	Allows rapid matching of needs and solutions



	The risk with the marketplace idea is that agencies love them too much and it results in too many fragmented marketplaces. Industry shouldn’t have to submit 50 different solution videos to 50 portals.  A federated, interoperable marketplace model, potentially government-wide, is the future.

	The next five years could look radically different. If modernization succeeds:
	Acquisition teams will work directly with end users

	Written proposals for software will begin to disappear

	Demonstrations will replace narrative compliance

	Industry will finally experience a process that’s clear rather than labyrinthine

	AI will write documents, but humans will make decisions

	And warfighters will know we have their back. 




Our Take: We agree 100% with Bonnie here in the barriers she identifies.  In our review of the new ATS, we noted that implementation was going to be the biggest challenge. Bonnie rightly notes that as culture. Culture is driven by strong focused leadership which is critical to getting implementation right.  DoW has historically been very good at “fake implementation” where the right words are said and policies are even updated but where new authorities face the same risk-adverse, process-driven forces as before who are more inclined to say no than yes to a different approach.   We love Bonnie’s vision and look forward to being part of the team that sees that realized.
DOW Finalizes Realignment of DSCA and DTSA
The DoW announced the realignment of the Defense Security Cooperation Agency (DSCA) and the Defense Technology Security Administration (DTSA) to the Under Secretary of War for Acquisition and Sustainment (USW(A&S)).
	This significant transformation unifies critical acquisition, sustainment, industrial base policy, security cooperation, defense sales, and arms transfer functions under a single organization to improve efficiency, enhance the U.S. industrial base, and enable greater burden-sharing with our allies and partners.

	The realignment establishes a clear and unambiguous line of authority, creating a single enterprise to oversee the execution of defense sales from initial acquisition to final production and delivery.

	The move will unlock strategic opportunities to leverage allied and partner investments, contributing to the creation of American jobs and ensuring the readiness and security of our Warfighters, allies, and partners.



Related Stories: DOW Restructures Foreign Military Sales, Prioritizes Speed, Efficiency and DOW Realigns DSCA, DTSA Under Acquisition & Sustainment Office
Will These Four Defense Innovation Reforms Improve Industry’s Lot?
The Innovation Memo
This memo restructures the largest components of the innovation system, clarifies organizational authority, and realigns the system with departmental objectives, but overall falls flat in benchmarking and fails to address persistent funding challenges.
The AI Memo
This memo is successful in forcefully rearticulating the Department’s goals, addressing bureaucratic barriers, and signaling future demand to industry, but leaves unaddressed ownership problems and several other issues.
Defense Industry Standards Executive Order
While intended to be firm and constructive, this executive order is unclear about evaluation standards and thus creates significant regulatory instability. Absent additional procurement reform, it makes the DoD a more “impossible to deal with” customer than before.
Intellectual Property Pilot Program
DoD announced a first-of-its-kind pilot program —a pilot patent holiday for industry. Like the AI memo, this program displays promise for startups. However, exclusivity uncertainty, the logic of extending these opportunities strictly to startups, and relief for existing IP created in the labs may hamper its success.

Pentagon Could Award Just Three Vendors for Biggest Phase of Drone Dominance Program
Drone makers are lining up to compete for an ambitious Pentagon program where the total value of delivery orders and the number of systems purchased is expected to increase for each phase. But by the time the final phase comes around next year, as few as three vendors could reap shares of the funding allotted for that round.
	The department plans to spend $1.1B on the Drone Dominance Program and buy more than 300,000 platforms.

	The project has four phases, or “Gauntlets,” which are supposed to be independent of each other.

	DoD announced that 25 vendors were tapped to compete for $150M in delivery orders and plans to buy 30,000 one-way attack drones during phase one.

	Each subsequent phase will increase the number of units purchased and decrease the maximum vendors receiving orders (from 12 vendors in Phase I to ~3-5 vendors in Phase IV). We anticipate the average price per unit will decrease as unit purchases spike.

	The Pentagon anticipates spending $345M and buying 150,000 drones in the final phase of the initiative, which is slated to run from August 2027 to January 2028.

	Owen West and Travis Metz for a postponed SASC hearing noted that the increased demand for small UAS, combined with a Pentagon preference for American-made systems, could strain the industrial base as the program unfolds.

	The increase in demand for American-sourced components may also put a strain on these manufacturers and their sub-tier suppliers. 

	Once illuminated, supply chain constraints will be addressed at the Department of War by Industrial Base Policy and the Office of Strategic Capital.



JIATF-401 Announces Kinetic Counter-Drone System
The Joint Interagency Task Force 401 announced a $5.2M agreement to provide U.S. forces with the Bumblebee V2 counter-drone system, a low-cost, low-collateral kinetic interceptor to defeat illicit drones at home and abroad. This capability is achieved through a drone-on-drone collision, in which the Bumblebee V2 directly engages the threat, rendering both aircraft inoperable.
Pentagon Wants Counter-Drone Sensors to Protect US Infrastructure
Due to the urgency of the threat and the need to assess capability readiness, DIU needs products in time for a spring 2026 demonstration a Yuma Proving Ground, AZ, according to a DIU solicitation.
	Invited companies may have 30 days or less between notification and execution of the demonstration.

	The first track is protection of installations in the U.S. In this case, the sensors must detect Group 1 UAVs — the smallest category, weighing less than 20 pounds — at a minimum range of 2 kilometers.

	A secondary attribute is the ability to spot Group 2 and 3 drones, or those weighing less than 1,320 pounds.

	Sensors should also be able to screen out ground clutter and birds.

	Other desired attributes include multiple and redundant sensors, minimal setup time and broadspectrum RF sensing for passive solutions, including adaptability to evolving UAS data links. DIU is also looking for robust systems that troops can maintain themselves.


How an AI-First Military Is America First
John Pence
America cannot afford to fight tomorrow’s wars with yesterday’s mindset. Wars are no longer fought only on traditional battlefields. They are fought in cyberspace, through data, and with advanced technology. That’s why declaring the U.S. military an “AI-first” warfighting force is a huge step toward leading the AI revolution in military training and development.
	As Secretary Hegseth noted, our military must stop treating emerging technology like a peacetime exercise and start treating it as a warfighting priority.

	This change to an American AI-first military starts with Secretary of War Pete Hegseth’s new AI Acceleration Strategy.

	China and Russia are already using AI in surveillance, cyber operations, EW, and autonomous weapons. They are not slowed by endless reviews or internal debates.

	AI is not a side project or a research experiment, but a core warfighting capability.

	Long pilot programs produced glossy presentations but little impact on the battlefield. The new model: build quickly, test in real conditions, deploy what works, and fix what does not.

	Partnerships with innovative technology companies should expand beyond the usual legacy contractors. AI training should be standard across every rank.

	Fresh and agile firms bring edge-first AI solutions that operate in contested environments, anticipate needs at machine speed, and deliver real warfighting advantages without the bloat of traditional contractors.

	Leveling the playing field through streamlined acquisition, performance-based incentives, and reduced barriers will allow for true competition, accelerate innovation, and ensure taxpayer dollars buy the most lethal and efficient capabilities possible.

	The future battlefield is being built right now, and the U.S. must lead it.


AI and International Security Pathways of Impact and Key Uncertainties
Jason Pruet, Anna Makanju, Jonathan Reiber, and Josh Achiam
AI will reshape international security and the balance of power among nations. The most significant changes are associated with the ways that AI enhances or threatens principal functions of statecraft. We examine these effects across three dimensions: 
	Deterrence and the projection of force

	The resources supporting national power

	Ability of states to understand and adapt to a dynamic strategic environment. 


Future characteristics of AI remain sufficiently unclear that national security leaders admit radically different, and often incompatible, visions of the security landscape. Efforts by the AI community to reduce these critical gaps in understanding will strengthen the ability of national leaders to shape policy for global stability. These efforts will also help technology companies better understand the broader implications of AI, improving their ability to make responsible decisions for the design and deployment of increasingly powerful systems.
“If AI is making scientific and engineering discoveries, then you will have new innovations bubbling up around the world and, all of a sudden, the technology landscape looks different than it did historically. Now, new places are producing new things. If that happens really fast, all over the world, that would cause serious disruption and change the balance of power.” — Neil Thompson

GenAI.mil’s Rapid Expansion Continues With OpenAI Partnership
In just two months since deployment, the War Department's enterprise AI platform, GenAI.mil, has surpassed one million unique users. With adoption spanning every Military Service, GenAI has cemented itself as the Department's unified environment for secure, mission-ready AI capabilities. Building on this momentum, the DoW announced a partnership with OpenAI to integrate ChatGPT into GenAI.mil.
This partnership will make OpenAI's advanced large language models readily available to all 3 million DoW personnel. ChatGPT will be made available to enhance mission execution and readiness, delivering reliable capabilities to the joint force.
A New Operating Model for DoW Mission Software
Bryon Kroger and Carlos Viray
DoW must become the disruptor, not the disrupted. But the current model isn’t working: 94% of federal IT projects are behind schedule or over budget, and 40% never deliver anything at all.  Software Factory 2.0 (SWF 2.0) redefines how DoW delivers mission software by treating it as a warfighting capability, not a cost center
	What went wrong with SWF 1.0: Despite early successes at Kessel Run and Kobayashi Maru’s Section 31, Software Factory 1.0 failed because DoW systematically undermined it through mission dilution, leadership turnover, burdensome technology mandates, DIY platform distractions, and bureaucratic reversion to traditional acquisitions, hierarchy, and decision making.

	What SWF 2.0 aims to fix:  It isn’t agile reform, it’s institutional re-architecture. By institutionalizing founder-mode continuity, focusing on mission value streams, and enforcing “prod or it didn’t happen” accountability to mitigate ops risks, it prevents the organizational decay that plagued its predecessor.

	The three core imperatives: SWF 2.0 unifies requirements, resourcing, and acquisition into a single outcome-oriented agile model aligned with policy, including recent updates. This new model breaks down the traditional silos and optimizes for learning fastest, not predicting perfectly.

	Every failure points to a corresponding lesson for SWF 2.0: 
	One mission per organization - High-performing teams fail when split across missions.

	Embrace founder-mode continuity - Keep founding teams for 8-10 years to retain mission context.

	Limit and focus organic development - Until the service fully invests in organic developers, utilize contractors on outcomes-oriented contracts, and focus organic development on innovation at the edge, ideally utilizing opinionated COTS platforms.

	Rent > Buy > Build - Use COTS platforms; focus on mission capabilities 

	Optimize the full value stream - Delivery, acquisition, and operations must function as one system.

	Mission-first decision-making - Measure mission performance, not IT metrics

	Prioritize mission results - Track mission effectiveness metrics (lagging indicator) and milestones for progress tracking via outcomes-oriented roadmaps (leading indicators).

	Minimize operational risk - “Prod or it didn’t happen” accountability early and often.

	Restructure vendor selection - Purpose-build outcomes-based contracts and avoid staff augmentation or commoditized labor The failure of SWF 1.0 was institutional. Future success depends on redesigning the system.




Our Take: Great work by Bryon who was a pioneer for Air Force SW factories and now focused on building a better mousetrap. Recommend reading the full paper. 
Undersea Drone That Attaches Itself To Other Vessels Unveiled By Lockheed

Lockheed Martin has rolled out a new uncrewed undersea vehicle called Lamprey, designed to ride to and from operating areas attached to the hulls of ships and submarines. 
	The highly modular design can also be configured to launch aerial drones, torpedoes, and decoys, as well as gather intel once it arrives at its destination. 

	Also able to lie in wait on the seabed, Lamprey opens the door to new ways to watch for enemy naval activity and deny their ability to move freely if called upon.

	Lamprey is a multi-mission autonomous undersea vehicle (MMAUV), has a largely square hullform and 24 cubic feet of internal payload space. 

	It is electrically powered and features a built-in hydrogenerator that allows it to recharge its batteries during missions. 

	It has two propulsors at the rear, as well as two mounted sideways in the body.

	The Lamprey is also depicted deploying decoys that are extremely similar, at least externally, to the Navy’s Mk 39 Expendable Mobile Anti-Submarine Warfare Training Target (EMATT) designed to simulate the acoustic and other signatures of a full-sized submarine.


Pentagon Taps Six Vendors for Accelerated Hypersonics R&D

Leidos, GoHypersonic, Special Aerospace Services (Aurex), the Purdue Applied Research Institute, Halo Engines, and Kratos have each received other transaction agreements from the Joint Hypersonics Transition Office and its partner, Naval Surface Warfare Center (NSWC) Crane Division. 
	The awards are intended to help further advance the office’s ongoing development of next-generation hypersonics capabilities.

	The request for services anticipated a total budget across all six awards to be $68M. The estimated period of performance is three years, with the goal to have a flight-ready prototype ready before the end of the contract.


DoD Expects AI-Powered Database of Patents Ready for Industry by Year’s End
The Pentagon plans to jumpstart a new generation of public-private partnerships by making much of its high-tech research readily available to industry through a new AI-augmented database, with an “alpha” version going online by the end of the year.
	Currently, a federally funded non-profit called TechLink hosts an online database with patents and other data for over 5,400 technologies from DoD labs, with over 500 new ones added every year. 

	Anyone can search the database and engage TechLink’s on-staff experts for free.

	TechLink is working with vendors to pull in AI tools to help search the large number of patents and abstruse content for non-experts to find the right info.

	Stephen Luckowski, the Pentagon’s director of Technology Transfer, Transition, & Commercial Partnerships (T3CP), provided new details.

	By the end of March, we anticipate having all the guidance … and the updates to DODGARS, the DoD grants and agreements regulation.

	With help of CDAO, we’re working on an alpha database adding some of these AI tools, which should be functional by the end of the calendar year.

	The overall goal of all these upgrades is a new wave of win-win deals between the private sector and the Pentagon.


SOCOM Rapid Capability Assessment (RCA17) Event, 
SOFWERX, ICWERX, SOCOM S&T, and CIA DS&T will host the 17th Rapid Capability Assessment Apr 20-24 in Chantilly, VA. The theme is Field Forward Operations: Future Challenges for SOF and the IC in Data Dense Environments. 
	Focus Areas: Advanced Analytics, Mapping Building Infrastructure, Novel Energy Sources, Data Comms/Exfiltration, Edge Device Optimization. 

	Submissions due Feb 26th.



Hegseth Admits Pentagon Has Been Bad Customer As He Aims to Revitalize Manufacturing Relationship
Secretary of War Pete Hegseth acknowledged on Monday the department’s culpability in the shortcomings of the defense industrial base it is trying to revitalize - as he traveled to different defense industrial company manufacturing facilities in recent weeks to highlight the importance of the changes the department is implementing.
“A lot of the hang-up has been us, so we’ve gotta look at ourselves first, the way we do business.  We’ve been impossible to deal with, a bad customer, who year after year changes our mind about what we want or what we don’t want — and then we make small technological changes, which makes it more difficult for them to produce what they need to produce on time.”
“There’s mazes of requirements that this department has traditionally put on different systems and platforms that are impossible to navigate, and by the time you navigate them, you’re, you know, five years behind the actual technology.”
“We have to fix our own house first — provide clarity, simplify the system, allow more people to access it.”

Pentagon Is Making a Naughty or Nice List of Defense Contractors
DoW is changing how it conducts business amid a backdrop of growing threats and depleted arsenals, which have magnified the chronic issues of delays and cost overruns for a lot of military hardware, and long waiting lists for foreign customers.
	The administration has frequently expressed displeasure with defense industry’s long timetables and lack of risk taking without the department footing the bill.

	In January, the WH imposed restrictions on exec compensation and threatened to cancel contracts with RTX if it did not invest more in “plants and equipment.”

	This is also manifesting in the Pentagon moving away from a weapon system’s original manufacturer ‘owning’ the program for its lifecycle.

	The Pentagon last week “warned defense contractors to brace for sweeping performance reviews that will identify companies not fulfilling their contracts.”

	Since the executive order was announced, defense companies “have been walking a tightrope trying to satisfy both Trump and their shareholders with executives from RTX, General Dynamics and other contractors boasting in earnings calls about billions of dollars in capital investments their companies have made to expand weapons manufacturing and defended dividend payouts.”


“We have completed initial reviews to assess company performance as part of this executive order and will now undergo an extended period of review in which we will make noncompliance determinations. Following the upcoming decision period, we will be in touch with identified companies to begin remediation plans.”  Michael Duffey, USD(A&S)
“We will enable third-party integration without prime contractor bottlenecks. Success will be measured by the ability of qualified vendors to independently develop, test and integrate replaceable — excuse me, replacement modules at the component level throughout the system life cycle. There’s no more complacency and no more monopolies.”  -SECWAR

Related Article: Pentagon Needs More Time to Finalize Defense Firms on Naughty List After Initial Review
Our Take:  It’s unclear what actions the administration will take with the vendors that do not receive a positive performance score. Based on the current plan, it seems clear that they will be given a chance to improve before penalties fall. Some options that do exist include:
	CPARS rating. A really negative rating can impact a company’s ability to compete on future work since past performance can be the deciding factor in a close source selection. The administration could put pressure on those program offices managing contracts with schedule delays or poor performance to go hard on their next CPAR reviews which always has the effect of getting full attention from company leadership. If this was done across multiple programs, it could be very damaging for the next few years. 

	Debarment. This would be a more extreme reaction as it could prevent a company from getting any government contracts. It’s possible (but not clear in statute) that the administration could debar a contractor from a sector of the defense industry (based on NAICS codes for example) to make this more palatable but send a clear message.  It’s also possible it could use full debarment but only put in place for a limited period of time until performance improved on existing contracts. 


We hope none of this will be necessary and defense companies with strong cash flow and a backlog of orders will do the right thing and invest in national security.  
Revving Up American Manufacturing to Unleash the Defense Industrial Base
Frank Coleman, Nick Mellors, and Ryan Brukardt
By making targeted improvements to existing US defense industrial base operations, manufacturers could cut production ramp-up times in half and double new capital efficiency.
	In 2024, the Chinese market was reportedly acquiring high-end weapons five to six times faster than in the US market.

	Most recently, the US DIB received a “D” grade on the 2025 National Security Innovation Base Report Card, which noted that US DIB production capabilities lagged behind those of other global players.

	When it comes to increasing capacity and productivity, our experience suggests that during the past several decades, the DIB has accumulated enough untapped potential to make significant gains on both fronts. 

	The following issues have contributed to stalling productivity in the US DIB and have prevented manufacturers from achieving their potential capacity:
	Demand instability and budget uncertainty. Investing new capital and pursuing increased production rates is challenging when demand signals weaken unexpectedly in the wake of policy shifts.

	Excessive rigidity and extreme risk aversion in product and process requirements.  DIB manufacturers often avoid changing product designs or manufacturing methods in ways that could be advantageous from a rate or cost perspective, such as substituting commercial-grade for military-grade components.

	Operational complexity. US DIB products have become increasingly highly engineered.

	Supply chain fragility. Vulnerabilities in supply chains include a lack of available materials (such as rare earths), single supply sources, and complex and lengthy requirements to qualify new suppliers. 

	Talent erosion. An aging workforce has resulted in skills decay, and aerospace and defense manufacturers face significant challenges in attracting new talent in sufficient numbers and with the right skill sets.

	Misaligned incentives. Recent incentives have led manufacturers to pursue short-term wins rather than address root causes of subpar performance or boost productivity in pursuit of long-term strategic growth



	Implementing targeted operational improvements helped some manufacturers boost production rates in critical areas by 50 to 200 percent within 12 months.



	Following are some real-world examples of how targeted actions unlocked significant production increases:
	Applying single-minute exchange of die (SMED) principles to minimize changeover. By using SMED kits, preparing materials, and standardizing tasks between operators, the manufacturer reduced its changeover times by around 50%.

	Using Python simulations to optimize scheduling. To manage oven utilization effectively while accounting for varying cure cycle times, batch sizes, unit dimensions, and explosive weight limits, an energetics manufacturer used Python to simulate production runs and optimize its production schedule. The result? A roughly 30 percent improvement in oven utilization.

	Adjusting quality requirements to increase throughput. In instances where quality requirements were deemed too rigid for their purpose, suppliers were able to reduce inspection stringency, relax select noncritical specifications, and delegate authority for certain quality tasks to operators rather than inspectors. These improvements resulted in throughput increases of 10 to 20 percent in their respective processes while allowing inspectors to shift more time and focus to higher-priority quality assurance areas.





	Getting there will require companies to facilitate their operational improvements by redoubling their commitment to the following guiding principles:
	Set aggressive targets. Clarify and strengthen demand signals.

	Act quickly. Maximize current resources (footprint, assets, and labor) while turning on new resources.

	Eliminate waste ruthlessly. Embed improvements directly on the factory floor, focus on flow, challenge legacy assumptions, and reduce complexity.

	Break down silos. Increase collaboration, both cross-functionally (such as between quality and manufacturing) and vertically (such as between buyers and suppliers).

	Invest in talent. Upskill workforces, drive accountability, and manage performance.

	Align incentives. Recognize and reward performance internally and among buyers and suppliers.

	Accelerate with digital. In addition to lean management principles, use digital tools to accelerate progress, scale rate potential, and make changes more sustainable.




Our Take: These make a lot of sense and have been demonstrated in at least some cases. Time for all defense companies to take a hard look at their processes and determine how they can incrementally improve using some of these findings.
Fundraising and Partnership News
	Machina Labs Raises $124M to Scale Manufacturing Infrastructure for Defense and Advanced Mobility

	Overland AI Gets $100 Million Funding Round to Scale Defense Tech

	Axiom Space raises additional $350M

	Picogrid Partners with CX2 to Revolutionize Battlefield Sensor Integration

	Second Front and Valarian Team Up



CIA Launches New Acquisition Framework to Turbocharge Collaboration with Private Sector
The new framework, along with centralized vendor vetting and a streamlined IT authorization process, will significantly reduce the time between when CIA defines a mission requirement and when it receives operating authority. It provides clear pathways for CIA to leverage its unique authorities to acquire essential capabilities, rapidly onboard breakthrough technology prototypes, and modernize its core systems to meet urgent mission needs.
Our Take:  We know the CIA has to keep secrets for its mission but surely it could have shared a few more details here. 
CIA, SOCOM Gearing Up for Rapid Capability Assessment with an Eye Toward ‘Field-Forward’ Ops
CIA personnel and American special operations forces are preparing for a collaboration event with members of industry and other subject matter experts in pursuit of new capabilities that could support so-called “field-forward” operations.
	U.S. SOCOM’s S&T Directorate and the CIA’s S&T organization are collaborating with the SOFWERX and ICWERX innovation hubs to host the upcoming “Rapid Capability Assessment” in Chantilly, Virginia, which is slated for April.

	The gathering is a follow-up to an Innovation Foundry event held last year.

	Officials described field-forward ops as “the real-time or near real-time collection, processing, analysis, and dissemination of intelligence information in the field or at the source to support mission planning and tactical decision making.”

	Focus areas for the rapid capability assessment will include advanced analytics, mapping building infrastructure, novel energy sources, data communications and exfiltration, and edge device optimization.

	Official hope the gathering will yield a subsystem-level architectural breakdown of the capabilities developed during the event, insight into vendors’ expertise, and a technology development roadmap, among other desired outcomes.


Class Deviation - Contract Obligations in Advance of FY26 Funds
This will allow the award of contracts in advance of available funds.  

Our Take:  We expect that OMB will monitor the use of this closely and not support its use unless there is strong assurance that they will be able to make the funds available.  This is a smart move since in most cases contract awards are delayed even when the risk of funds availability is miniscule.  This embraces smart risk-taking.  All contracts should continue to include language that the government may only execute the initial award with the rest as options based on performance and prioritization.
FPDS Decommissioning Feb 24th
Users should pivot to SAM.gov for their opportunity search application. Goodbye FPDS.  It along with other legacy systems, are being phased out. The public site and login shut down for FPDS is February 24, 2026, and SAM.gov becomes the single source for federal contract award data.
Image H/T to Nichole Priddy

DoW Letter to Defense Industrial Base and Acquisition Stakeholders Seeking Revolutionary FAR Overhaul Phase 2 Input
DoW has released a letter to the defense industrial base and acquisition stakeholders announcing issuance of Revolutionary FAR Overhaul (RFO) Phase 1 class deviations and requesting substantive input to help shape Phase 2 regulatory reforms.
Additional information on RFO class deviations can be found at: 
https://www.acq.osd.mil/dpap/dars/dfars_far_overhaul_class_deviations.html
RFO inputs may be sent via email to:
osd.pentagon.ousd-a-s.mbx.dfars@mail.mil


Army Leaders Encourage Industry to Bring Your Core Strength to Rapidly Scale NGC2
During the Army’s recent technical exchange meeting with industry, Army leaders updated industry partners on Next Generation Command and Control (NGC2), priorities, opportunities and the way acquisition transformation is enabling the rapid delivery of these emerging commercial capabilities.
	NGC2 is a fundamental redesign of the way the Army conducts command and control, enabling commanders to enhance decision overmatch using a “full stack” capability ecosystem that is comprised of C2 data, software systems and applications, as well as the underlying network, transport and infrastructure solutions.

	NGC2 will never be finished. It will never be finished, by design, because it will continually evolve alongside rapid technological change. It’s never been more important to understand how industry is helping the Army solve tough problems. We, the Army, cannot do it alone.

	Achieving these goals requires a change in the way the Army does business, Tolleson said, with flexible requirements, continuous user input, commercial solutions first, and contracting strategies designed for speed and scale. 

	NGC2 is not a single program, platform or product. It is a blueprint for how we will deliver command and control capabilities going forward.


“By consolidating budget lines and aligning resources at the portfolio level, we can shift funding toward capabilities that demonstrate value and performance, rather than waiting for the next budget cycle,” Jessie Tolleson, Army Deputy SAE
“We need industry partners who are ready to deliver today. This is no longer a concept—it’s a reality. And we’re not doing it on paper. We’re executing two division-level prototyping efforts right now, the 4th Infantry Division and the 25th ID.” Michael Obadal, UnderSecretary of the Army.

Army Completes M270A2 Launch of Extended Range GMLRS, Completes AW Qualification
The U.S. Army successfully executed a flight test of the Extended-Range Guided Multiple-Launch Rocket System (ER GMLRS) at White Sands Missile Range, demonstrating engagement of area targets beyond 100 kilometers. 
	The test employed the Alternative Warhead variant fired from a High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) launcher, with all tracked performance metrics meeting or exceeding expectations.

	The ER GMLRS reaches 150km – twice the range of the standard GMLRS – giving commanders the ability to engage high‑value, time‑critical targets from a safer standoff distance while using the HIMARS and M270A2 platforms already in service. This adds a powerful, cost‑effective strike option without requiring new launch vehicles or changes to unit structure.


Rafael joins Lockheed, Boeing-Anduril team for second IFPC Inc 2 interceptor competition

Rafael Systems Global Sustainment (RSGS) was selected for Phase I of the Army’s second Indirect Fire Protection Capability (IFPC) Increment 2 interceptor program, joining the pack with Lockheed Martin and the Boeing-Anduril team.
	Rafael’s new solution revolves around an updated version of the Tamir missile. Meanwhile, Rafael and RTX established a new facility in Arkansas to churn out Tamir and its US-variant SkyHunter missiles. 

	RSGS is the US-based subsidiary for Israel’s Rafael Advanced Defense Systems.


Swarmbotics Wins US Army Contract for Swarming Ground Robots

Swarmbotics AI has won a US Army contract to build swarming, attritable small unmanned ground vehicles (sUGVs) for the 1st Cavalry Division.
	The award stems from Swarmbotics’ performance at last year’s xTechOverwatch competition, where its autonomous ground robotics technology competed against dozens of innovative small business teams.

	Designed to operate as swarms, the sUGVs aim to create multiple dilemmas for adversaries at lower cost than traditional manned platforms, reflecting army interest in scalable force multiplication.

	xTechOverwatch is a US Army innovation competition launched in April 2025 to accelerate autonomous air and ground systems by partnering with small businesses developing advanced AI, sensors, and robotics technologies.

	The army received more than 630 submissions and selected 40 finalists to demonstrate solutions that can adapt to terrain, occupy advantageous overwatch positions, and execute mission objectives with minimal human intervention.


Army Still Years Away From Large-Scale Autonomous Ground Vehicle Ops
Army efforts to develop and field UGVs capable of taking over a range of battlefield missions have been underway for more than 20 years. But the researchers and companies developing autonomy software and vehicle technologies that will yield safe, effective and lethal robotic ground combat vehicles indicate that large-scale autonomous operations are at least a decade away despite Pentagon prodding to accelerate progress.
	That’s because the Army doesn’t know what it wants to do with autonomy yet. It’s a chicken and the egg problem. Industry knows how to build stuff cheap if you can tell them what you want.

	The Army’s outlook on autonomy for unmanned ground vehicles has shifted repeatedly over the last year. Changes include the cancellation of its Robotic Combat Vehicle program, halting work on its internally developed autonomy suite known as the Robotic Technology Kernel and encouraging industry to present the service with “vehicle agnostic autonomy” options it can choose from.

	The Army has pivoted away from trying to guide commercial autonomy providers with heavy-handed requirements, realizing that commercial software will be crucial to faster development of autonomous unmanned ground vehicles.


Allen Control Systems Wins U.S. Army’s xTechOverwatch Competition for Breakthrough in Autonomous Counter-Drone Systems
Allen Control Systems (ACS), a leader in autonomous precision robotics, today announced it has been named a winner of the U.S. Army’s xTechOverwatch competition and its flagship product, Bullfrog has been recognized as one of the most innovative solutions for tactical overwatch currently available. 
	Bullfrog was selected as a winner from a competitive field of dozens of advanced defense technology entrants following a rigorous evaluation of real-world performance, technical innovation, and potential scalability across Army formations.

	As part of the top prize, ACS will receive a $2M Direct to Phase II SBIR award to accelerate the development of Bullfrog, underscoring the Army’s focus on rapidly fielding autonomous kinetic solutions.


Other Army News:
	PAE AS&A and ACC Rock Island Organic Industrial Base (OIB) and Indirect Fires Munitions Industry Day 19-20 Mar in Parsippany, NJ

	Army marks elevation of Futures and Concepts to full command



U.S. Navy Fighting Instructions
Four Foundations
	Sailors FIRST: The lifeblood of our Navy is the Sailor.

	Foundry: The engine that drives our warfighting advantage.

	Fleet: Our most decisive instrument of national power.

	Fight: Navy provides the combat credibility and persistent global presence that secure U.S. vital interests, deter adversaries, and guarantee freedom of the seas.


Tomorrow’s Fleet commanders need a larger, more survivable high-low mix of forces capable of hedging against risks in all domains to sustainably and iteratively outpace any adversary.

	Gaining Advantage
	C-C5ISRT: Where we must redouble our investments is in how the Fleet evades detection. C-C5ISRT is a whole of Navy cross-domain challenge, from seabed to cyber to space.

	Robotic and Autonomous Systems: To integrate RAS into our standard force delivery model, RAS capabilities must be describable in standard terms, interfaces, and outcomes.

	AI and Advanced Manufacturing: To meet the demands of future conflict, the Navy and the industrial base must embed AI into core naval functions and normalize advanced manufacturing as a scalable operational capability. 

	Directed Energy for Terminal Defense: Fielding directed energy for line of sight applications such as air and missile defense would usher in a paradigm shift in war at sea.



	Building Readiness
	Platform Maintenance and Modernization

	Shore Infrastructure

	Munitions Backlog

	Contested Logistics



	The Hedge Strategy defines what we must be able to deliver: a main battle force capable of deterring and winning, complemented by tailored offsets that solve specific operational problems and impose costs on the adversary. The Hedge Strategy has five core attributes: 
	Posture the main battle force to deter and win.

	Innovate at speed to deliver tailored offsets to manage risk. 

	Leverage the Joint Force, Allies, partners, and industry to force multiply effects. 

	Integrate capability development with concepts of operation. 

	C2 a distributed and integrated battle force.



	Tailored Offsets
	We will prioritize a warfighter-centric approach to technology development and Fleet introduction.

	The Navy must pursue tailored offsets to enhance Fleet lethality and resilience, reducing risks associated with stressing scenarios where adversaries attempt to deny our access to the sea.
	Scalable, deployable, adaptable, cost effective attritable or expendable. 





	Pick the Right Problems to Field the Right Hedges
	RAS for non-traditional sea denial and global seabed control.

	Decision advantage for Maritime Operations Centers.

	Force resilience through asymmetric capabilities (C-C5ISRT, DE)

	Low cost munitions inventory diversification for asymmetric defense. 

	Advanced manufacturing processes to improve supply chain resiliency. 



	We need industry that is adaptable to the needs of a dynamic, software driven defense technology nexus, and a Navy that understands how to be a more flexible partner in response.


“We must bring back our American maritime industrial might. It is my job to equip our Sailors to win the fight at sea with the finest ships in our history.” - John Phelan, SECNAV

CNO: One Size Fits All Won’t Work for the Navy of the Future

Naval analysts have long warned that the one-size-fits-all model of carrier strike group deployment is reaching its limits, stretching the tolerance of crews and ships and leading to maintenance delays, long gaps between carrier deployments in theater and a routine of extended deployments. 
	CNO ADM Daryl Caudle says he is crafting a plan for formations beyond the carrier strike group that don’t have peak military capability, but are good enough to meet the needs of U.S. commanders downrange.

	Caudle is calling for the Navy to construct a new manned and unmanned fleet in the long term, and, in the meantime, make the most of the current ships in the fleet.

	Of the 292 battle force ships, roughly a third are deployed, a third are in maintenance and a third are in sustainment.

	To incorporate more adaptability, the service will build different types of formations based on the operational problems of the combatant commanders.

	Tailored forces are logical groupings of tailored offsets that strengthen our general purpose forces.

	Caudle’s new guidance calls for the development of a tailored naval “hedge force” to solve operational problems, such as the potential amphibious invasion of Taiwan by the People’s Liberation Army.

	Swarms of drones – what the Navy is now calling robotic autonomous systems (RAS) – will form the spine of the hedge force, deterring enemy action until the U.S. has time to assemble follow-on forces


“This is all about force optimization. I want to couple the problems to the force in the most sophisticated way possible, and build the processes and way combatant commanders can ask for that sophistication in a better way going forward, using all the tools I’ve available – from the big decks all the way down to robotic systems.” ADM Daryl Caudle 

SECNAV: 2027 Defense Budget Could Double 2026 Ship Requests
While the 2026 budget allotted $27.2B for the Navy to build 17 ships, Phelan said President Trump’s proposed FY27 defense budget of $1.5T could bump that number up to at least 34, with a large contingent of auxiliary and support ships.
	The effort would help rebuild the maritime industrial base by focusing on the construction of ships that are easier to build than combat ships, which require complicated radar systems and nuclear propulsion systems.


Navy, Marine, Coast Guard Chiefs Call for Historic Funding
“Everything costs what it costs. I don’t want to pay four billion dollars for a ship, neither does my shipmate Daryl Caudle. But that’s what it costs to have pipefitters, steamfitters, welders, electricians build the ship. 
The day after you lose the next war, if you can ask yourself, what would I have to go back to the day before the war started, the answer is anything and everything.” Gen Eric Smith

	ADM Caudle emphasized the might of the Navy’s industrial base — its people. 

	The budget allowed the Navy to fulfill necessary shipbuilding objectives, combat ordnance shortages and prioritize counter targeting abilities.

	The buying power of the dollar was 3X less than 30 years ago, for shipbuilding per ton. Shipyard workers used to make three times minimum wage when Caudle first joined the Navy.

	The Navy also needed to invest in counter-targeting, such as counter-unmanned aircraft systems designed to track and destroy drones.


CNO is All Ahead Flank on AI
The Navy’s ambitious vision to enable a Golden Fleet of heavily armed, high-tech manned warships accompanied by a vast network of nimble unmanned and autonomous platforms hinges on AI. Yet he is not satisfied with where we are in our AI journey.
	AI will be essential to the service’s pursuits to redefine the design, manufacturing and operation of next-generation battleships and enable a hybrid fleet of manned and unmanned vessels.

	He sorts AI into three lenses.
	Capabilities that conduct trend analyses across the entire force. Ask an LLM to give him a sense of high-risk areas that sailors may experience.

	See something and make a decision about what its seeing in a very thoughtful way. 

	Offloading repetitive tasks from sailors. 



	AI will likely empower sailors and improve decision speed and quality, more than actually reducing the workforce for at-sea manning levels.

	It’s more plausible, in his view, that AI will lead to a decrease in the Navy’s manning level for personnel ashore, like jobs associated with financial management and weedy administrative activities.


Navy to Experiment With Tailored Force Pairing with Theodore Roosevelt Deployment
SWO Boss, VADM Brendan McLane said that a medium unmanned surface vessel will deploy alongside the aircraft carrier Theodore Roosevelt and its strike group that is set to get underway later this year.
	The Navy will evaluate how that pairing works, and then assess what other mission packages can be partnered together for the next carrier strike group.

	I think the important thing for us is to start getting into the rhythm of we’re going to do this for every strike group now, and we’re going to learn something different with every strike group.

	The Navy is considering in the future coupling a small USV — like a global autonomous reconnaissance craft (GARC) — that conducts reconnaissance missions with a ship like the Independence-class littoral combat ships, and then launch and recover them together.


Navy Rethinking How to Command Robotic Forces

Buoyed by billions in investments into robotic systems, the Navy is considering how it will manage the swarms of unmanned surface, subsurface and aerial drones throughout the fleet.
	Robotic autonomous systems (RAS) are being positioned as a key part of the Navy’s future as a hedge force – a mix of forward-deployed manned and unmanned tailored to specific geographical areas. 

	Integrating the RAS into the fleet is now a major effort for the Navy.

	It’s a challenge making an ensemble of these types of capabilities in a meaningful way that combatant commanders and Navy component commanders can ask for in a way that solves one of their key operational problems.

	While Caudle said the early testing has been promising, codifying that coordination will be key to how RAS can be applied to the Navy’s future fleet.

	The New NAVAIR Commander VADM Douglas Verissimo said naval aviators are now working through their own concepts to incorporate larger collaborative combat aircraft (CCAs) into the fleet.


Navy Should Open Doors to Industry Partners for RAS Acquisitions
When the Navy announced in November the first new PAE that rolls dozens of program executive offices and program managers in robotic autonomous systems into a single, accountable office, it marked a big step in transforming acquisition.
	But there’s still a lot of work to do, VADM John Skillman, deputy chief of naval operations for integration of capabilities and resources (N8).

	We’re not trying to rush to failure. We’re actually giving us some lead time to be able to come up with a process, because we’re not throwing a process out.

	We need to be moving so much faster than we are, and yet fiscally we’re moving slower.

	The Navy’s operations in the Red Sea are recent examples of how partnering with industry helped to quickly evolve tactics and improve lethality.

	According to Sen Tim Sheehy, the defense acquisition process has lost sight of who the customer is and is too often focused on the bureaucracy rather than the outcome. The Navy, has forgotten how to align incentives and align objectives” across the entire ecosystem of our acquisition, production, sustainment and deployment capabilities.

	We have to align the acquisition incentives that ensure that mass and production are still part of the equation. We focus excessively on quality.

	Private industry should be treated as partners and provided with incentives to invest at scale in larger shipyards, more shipyards, more trained workers who are capable of building these ships on a consistent basis instead of an uneven funding stream.

	Less Pentagon bureaucracy and streamlining decades-old, outdated regulations will also help give the signal to industry for them to invest, to grow their shipyards, to grow their talent base and to invest in multi-generational design.


Navy on the Hunt for Strike Drones That Can Launch From Any Warship

The U.S. Navy wants long-range strike drones that can be launched from destroyers and other warships that lack large flight decks. DIU and the Navy issued a new solicitation for Runway Independent Maritime & Expeditionary Strike (RIMES).
	The concern is that the Navy lacks enough aircraft carriers, aircraft and missiles to sustain an extended conflict against an adversary armed with long-range antiship missiles. 

	The Navy is looking for armed drones that can be launched from austere locations or from surface warships other than aircraft carriers.

	The solicitation cites surface combatants such as the Arleigh Burke-class destroyers, littoral combat ship and the FF(X) frigate based on the Coast Guard’s Legend-class cutter as potential platforms. While these vessels can launch helicopters, they don’t have large flight decks.

	The drone itself would pack a considerable punch when armed with existing 1,000-pound bombs that already equip F/A-18 and F-35C fighter jets, or with palletized munitions.


Related Stories:
	Navy Exploring Options to Solve its Unmanned Dilemma

	Navy leader wants to move faster, leaner instead of turning to carriers in crisis


Navy Test Launches Interceptor Lightfish Drone 

Commander Task Force 66 launched the Lightfish unmanned surface vessel (USV) from a Seychelles Coast Guard ship as part of Cutlass Express 2026, an exercise with the Seychelles Navy designed to test the drones abilities in open ocean with limited connection.
	We are making history at Cutlass Express 2026 by demonstrating our enhanced warfighting skills through our robotic and unmanned capabilities alongside our maritime partners.

	6th Fleet is seeking new ways to build partner maritime domain awareness capabilities during this exercise by promoting interoperability. Through sharing and experimenting with Seychelles Coast Guard assets and infrastructure.

	Commander Task Force 66 currently maintains 22 USVs. The Lightfish is a 12-foot-long, solar-powered USV with a modular payload designed for long-endurance missions built by Seasats.


Navy Seeks Speed of Software in New Acquisition Push
Leaders call for accelerated acquisition, common architectures and a reimagined relationship with industry to support the future fleet. The Navy needs to rapidly acquire new platforms, AI and other technologies to enhance force projection and decision-making,.
	Rebecca Gassler, PAE RAS and Project Overmatch Director said new requirements, faster acquisition pathways and closer collaboration with industry are critical to bringing commercial solutions into the fleet, including autonomous systems such as USVs. “You will see us change our relationship with industry. You will see us want to partner to create deals that work for everyone.”

	The Navy is moving away from vertically integrated solutions in which a single prime contractor provides everything from a ship’s hull to the specialized software onboard. She added the Navy is shifting away from exquisite, monolithic defense programs toward a modular, LEGO-like ecosystem powered by AI and autonomous systems.

	Van Hendry, OPNAV N9I, said the Navy needs to increase acquisition velocity, noting that the Navy must now operate at the speed of software. The way that RCO staff is bringing in financial expertise to structure the investments and the deals in a way that truly gets to a win-win for both the performer and the government.


Our Take: Championing speed, partnerships with industry, and modular systems! 
Is the Quest for Rapid Innovation Distracting from Naval Force Design?
CDR Joshua Portzer
Rapid innovation is important. There is much to learn from Ukraine’s initiatives. However, it is worth acknowledging that there are caveats to those lessons, and to apply them too vigorously to our own force design process runs the risk of hindering how we evolve our major military platforms.
	Rapidly employing innovative weapons is complementary to evolving platforms. They must be scaled accordingly and, furthermore, must not put at risk the continued maturation and evolution of our required legacy military platforms.

	The Navy’s budgeting cycle for the Department of Defense is complicated. If one now wishes to support the rapidly innovated capability through the normal budget process, there is potentially a subsequent three-year delay for funding.

	The ability to “fight tonight” with an eye toward the war of tomorrow is always a difficult balance for the Navy and the DoD alike.

	Rapid innovation as we race toward the decade’s end is part of hedging our bets against conflict, and yet the other part of the hedge is sustained, stable force design that takes the military into the 2040s.

	Rapid innovation should be looked at as a niche complement to the main thrust of recapitalizing and evolving our major platforms.


Our Take: We disagree that rapid innovation should be niche. While Ukraine operations shouldn’t drive the entire long-term force structure of the Navy, it does stress the need for composable kill webs to complete missions in a hostile environment. As the new fighting instructions highlight, the Navy is pursuing a hedge strategy of high-low mix of capabilities. Maybe, just maybe, everything doesn’t revolved around the carrier strike group? The Navy can build new packages of manned and unmanned systems with composability to stay relevant in a dynamic operational environment. It can harness new commercial technologies or defense tech to rapidly improve lethality. Major weapon systems had that “niche” rapid innovation deploy new capabilities to respond to Red Sea and other urgent operations in a fraction of the time of a traditional weapon system upgrade acquisition program. 
Navy hustling to modernize hundreds of legacy IT systems via Cattle Drive
Five years into Operation Cattle Drive, the Navy has shut down more than two dozen outdated IT systems and pinpointed hundreds more that must be revamped, merged or decommissioned in the near future.
	UnderSecretary Cao will soon issue direction mandating the use of enterprise services across the Department and executing Cattle Drive at speed and scale. 

	Cattle Drive is designed to “round up” — and update or eliminate — obsolete, redundant, and vulnerable IT assets and then reinvest funds and focus into the sea service’s higher-priority platforms and pursuits.

	The effort had reportedly freed up about $150M as of 2022.

	In the last 6 to 8 months, we have identified over 200 systems that are either duplicative of enterprise services that exist already today, or are legacy in nature and need to be modernized and consolidated with others


Our Take: BZ to the cattle wranglers! Out with the old, in with the new!! 
CYBERCOM 2.0 Could Provide Lessons for How Navy Identifies Tech Talent
Cyber Command 2.0 will provide exciting initiatives that can be replicated for Navy service personnel in cybersecurity or IT roles. CYBERCOM’s plan, first unveiled in November, aims to improve how the cyber mission force personnel that each service provides to CYBERCOM are developed and trained with the goal of achieving mastery.
	As laid out in the implementation plan, the services will still be responsible for providing the initial basic training before personnel get to their teams at CYBERCOM. 

	But the plan identifies an Advanced Training and Education Center, a concept that might not necessarily be a brick and mortar, but a vision for how the command can provide advanced training to forces once on the teams.

	For the services, roles in implementing the CYBERCOM 2.0 plan include altering career management and incentive pay.


The Navy’s New Insurance Policy for War With China Is an Australian Base
Washington plans to deploy up to four submarines to HMAS Stirling in the coming years, with the first due to arrive in 2027, advancing a process of military integration with a Pacific ally with the aim of deterring China. Australia is investing billions of dollars in the base and a maintenance precinct nearby.
	Doing submarine maintenance in Western Australia also gives the U.S. another option for repairs—in a spot that is relatively close to regional flashpoints, chiefly the South China Sea and Taiwan.

	Australia’s government is investing about $5.6B in Stirling for things like a training center, housing, improvements to the submarine pier, a facility to handle radioactive waste, and power. 

	Late last year, the USS Vermont, a U.S. Virginia-class submarine—the Navy’s most advanced attack submarine—visited the base for about four weeks. U.S. and Australian personnel worked together on dozens of maintenance tasks on the boat.


Boeing Shows off JDAM LR Anti-Ship, Mining Bomber Payloads

Boeing highlighted the anti-ship and mining payloads of its upcoming Joint Direct Attack Munition Long Range (JDAM LR) aboard U.S. B-52H and B-1B strategic bombers.
	The JDAM LR will be able to strike targets or deliver minefields out to 300 nautical miles, effectively converting the Mark 82 warhead into a long-range cruise missile.

	Maritime strike, Quickstrike aerial-launched mines and baseline strike variants are planned. A decoy variant without the warhead extends the range to 700 nautical miles. The inclusion of the fuel tank, engine and spaces for optional attachments has greatly increased the length of JDAM LR.

	300 nautical mile standoff mine-laying capabilities from U.S. aircraft operating from aircraft carriers, regional airfields or even continental American bases have the potential to lay large minefields at key maritime areas across the Indo-Pacific. This mine-laying capability could help deny or disrupt certain chokepoints across the first island chain or amphibious assault operations.


Next Gen Helmets Coming to Navy, Marine Pilots

Some Navy and Marine Corps aviators will get lighter, more capable helmets in the coming years as the services replace the headgear their pilots have worn for decades with a modern model.

The Navy awarded Gentex Corp. a $22.6M contract to produce more than 5,000 Next-Generation Fixed Wing Helmets for Navy and Marine pilots flying F/A-18 Hornets and Super Hornets, EA-18G Growlers and other fixed-wing aircraft.
Marine Corps
Marine Corps Brings General Atomics into CCA Program for Autonomy Development

The Marine Corps has tapped General Atomics to help further develop the autonomous flight capabilities of their CCA platform.
	The Marines will use General Atomics’ YFQ-42A aircraft — developed by the company for the Air Force’s CCA program — to evaluate how the service’s future loyal wingman drones will integrate with and fly alongside crewed fighter jets.

	The work will directly inform the Marine Air-Ground Task Force Uncrewed Expeditionary Tactical Aircraft (MUX TACAIR) program.

	In January, the Marines awarded Northrop Grumman a $231.5M deal to serve as prime contractor for increment 1 of the MUX TACAIR program. 

	Northrop is partnering with Kratos for the effort, and will integrate its mission kits and autonomy software onto an XQ-58 Valkyrie drone built by Kratos.

	General Atomics’ role will be to retrofit a Marine Corps mission kit onto its YFQ-42A, which will act as a surrogate loyal wingman drone.


Related: YFQ-42 Drone To Test USMC’s Autonomy Brain Alongside Crewed Jets Marine Corps advances plans for drone wingman
Kodiak AI Lands Marine Corps Deal to Add Driverless Tech to ROGUE Fires Platform

The Marine Corps today awarded autonomous trucking company Kodiak AI a contract to integrate its AI-powered autonomous driving system into Joint Light Tactical Vehicles (JLTVs) for the service’s Remotely Operated Ground Unit for Expeditionary (ROGUE) Fires platform.
	By integrating the Kodiak Driver into the ROGUE-Fires platform, Kodiak is enabling the U.S. Marine Corps to understand how autonomous operations can extend reach, improve operational tempo, and reduce risk to Marines while executing high-end expeditionary missions.

	The ROGUE Fires platform consists of mounting the Navy Marine Expeditionary Ship Interdiction System (NMESIS) — a ground-based anti-ship missile launcher with two Naval Strike Missiles — onto the JLTV chassis.


USMC’s Old F/A-18 Hornets To Get Drone Swatting Laser Guided Rockets

Marine Corps legacy F/A-18C/D Hornets are in line to add air-to-air optimized versions of the 70mm Advanced Precision Kill Weapon System II (APKWS II) rocket to their arsenal. This will give the jets an important, lower-cost boost in their ability to take down drones, as well as certain cruise missiles. 
	APKWS II has already become a principal air-to-air counter-drone weapon for the U.S. force, which began using the rockets in this way on F-16 Vipers back in 2024, and has now extended the capability to the F-15E Strike Eagle and A-10 Warthog.

	The recently released 2026 Marine Corps Aviation Plan highlighted a “high-density low-cost counter-Unmanned Aerial Systems (C-UAS)/cruise missile capability” as a top funding priority for the service’s F/A-18C/D fleet.


Other Navy News:
	Navy Says Columbia-class Sub Construction Schedule Improving

	CEAD Group is bringing large-scale robotic 3D printing to the maritime and defense world.

	‘Hangar Queens’: Congressional Hearing Reveals Osprey Readiness Rates Declining as Mishaps Increase

	Fleet Cybersecurity to See Increased Investment in FY27 Budget Request





Are F-35s Being Delivered to the USAF Without Radars?
There is reasonable confirmation that F-35’s have been accepted without the AN/APG-85 radar installed starting last June. 
	The new radar is an active electronically scanned array type with air-to-air and air-to-ground modes. As is the case with its predecessor, the APG-85 is also expected to have a synthetic aperture mapping, or SAR mapping, capability.

	Low probability of intercept/low probability of detection (LPI/LPD) features would also be important for the APG-85 when paired with the stealthy F-35. This would help make the radar harder to detect and jam.

	The existing APG-81 is deeply integrated with the F-35’s extensive electronic warfare suite, as well as other sensors and facets of the design, and the same will be the case for the new radar.

	One source reported that a mount that can accommodate both the new APG-85 and older APG-81 inside the F-35’s nose does not currently exist and would take two years to develop.

	To mitigate potential delays with the APG-85, Lockheed is proposing redesigning the aircraft’s forward fuselage to be capable of accommodating either the aircraft’s incumbent radar, the APG-81, or the new radar.

	One of the biggest issues with having no radar is that it is a major part of the jet’s electronic warfare suite. Its ability to transmit narrow, extremely powerful beams of energy adds to the jet’s potent electronic attack capability.

	Block 4 is also supposed to include new EW advancements and replacements for the jet’s existing AN/AAQ-37 Distributed Aperture System (DAS) and Electro-Optical Targeting System (EOTS), as well as a host of other new data-sharing, navigation, computer processing, and thermal cooling capabilities.



Our Take:  It’s pretty clear that Block 4 is having issues delivering on time and the radar issue is likely one part of a larger story.  It is problematic to have to either redesign the forward fuselage (no small thing) or take two years to develop a common mount, so this is a real setback no two ways about it.  It is however common practice in the JPO to accept jets not in their final configuration.  The JPO usually retains a healthy withhold from the final price of the a/c until the fixes are remedied.  There was likely a calculation that keeping F-35’s in storage until radars could be installed was less valuable than getting them out to the squadrons.  It could also explain why after only delivering 1/2 the planned F-35s in 2024, they delivered the highest number of F-35s in 2025.  The only silver lining is that the F-35 still has a lot of capability that can be used for training and exercises so there is value in getting them delivered.
C3BM Takes Lead on Joint Fires Network
C3BM stood up stood up an integrated program office to lead the Joint Fires Network.
	The newly created IPO is meant to provide the infrastructure and oversight to transform the JFN from a successful prototype into a long-term, reliable, and strategically important asset for the Joint Force

	JFN is billed as a revolutionary warfighting network that enables the Joint Force to realize the advantages of speed and unity of command. 

	By fusing high-quality targeting data with cutting-edge command and control applications, JFN delivers data to warfighters when and where they need it. 

	This network outperforms legacy networks by aligning fires tasks into an object-based common data layer, providing a CoP for the Joint Force.


“Our mission is to take the JFN prototype and wrap a layer around it that allows us to manage and scale it as a robust capability that will have all the appropriate supportability aspects that a program of record should have.”  Col. Alex Constantine, JFN SML

Related Article: Air Force establishes Integrated Office to transition Joint Fires Network into long-term capability
Air Force Validates Open Architecture, Expands CCA Ecosystem
The Air Force continues accelerating its CCA program by implementing the government-owned Autonomy Government Reference Architecture across multiple vendor platforms. 
	This effort is a cornerstone of the service’s acquisition transformation: using a modular, open-systems approach to supercharge the defense industrial base.

	The A-GRA is a Modular Open System Approach, designed to prevent “vendor lock” by establishing a universal standard for mission autonomy.

	The A-GRA is being integrated by the program’s mission autonomy vendors, RTX Collins and Shield AI, which have begun semi-autonomous flight testing with General Atomics on the YFQ-42 and Anduril on the YFQ-44, respectively.

	By proving the architecture functions effectively across different airframes and mission autonomy from different vendors, the Air Force is demonstrating that mission software can be decoupled from specific vehicle hardware.

	This helps break down barriers for technology integration and fostering a more competitive and innovative ecosystem.


“Verifying A-GRA across multiple partners is critical to our acquisition strategy. It proves that we are not locked into a single solution or a single vendor. We are instead building a competitive ecosystem where the best algorithms can be deployed rapidly to the warfighter on any A-GRA compliant platform, regardless of the vendor providing the algorithm.”
Col. Timothy Helfrich, PAE for Fighters and Advanced Aircraft.

Our Take:  This is an important step forward for operational composability.  While it’s beneficial to separate the mission autonomy software stack from the platform hardware which will enable competition and potentially faster upgrades, the real test is whether the Air Force can use the A-GRA effectively to swap components on the CCA and seamlessly integrate new data sources and mission packages.
Air Force Begins Testing Mission Autonomy Package for CCA Prototypes
Along with retrofitting the A-GRA onto both CCA prototypes, Collins and Shield AI are also tasked with conducting semi-autonomous flight tests alongside the two platform vendors.
	General Atomics is integrating Collin’s Sidekick Collaborative Mission Autonomy software onto the YFQ-42A’s flight control system via the A-GRA. 

	During a recent test, the companies activated “autonomy mode” that allowed a ground-based operator to send different commands directly to the prototype.

	Anduril is similarly working with Shield AI to retrofit its CCA prototype with autonomous flight software. The companies have yet to demonstrate live semi-autonomous flights through the A-GRA but expect to do so “very soon.”


Related Articles:
	Air Force’s CCA program advances with auto-flying software integration

	Air Force Working with Collins, Shield AI to Build Autonomy Software for CCAs


The Air Force Is in Receivership, and That’s a Good Thing
Todd Harrison and John Ferrari
The Pentagon just executed one of the most consequential management restructurings in recent Air Force history through the nomination of LtGen Dale White to a 4-star Direct Reporting Program Manager.
	Translated plainly, the Air Force has been placed into a form of receivership. 

	Its crown-jewel programs—the B-21, F-47, Ground-Based Nuclear Missiles, and Air Force One—are being carved out of the service’s fractured and dysfunctional acquisition bureaucracy and consolidated under a single leader whose chain of command bypasses the Air Force leadership entirely.

	Anyone in the PE world recognizes this move. When a portfolio company holds irreplaceable assets but is dragged down by misaligned incentives, diffuse authority, and repeated execution failures, the solution is the same. 
	Isolate the high-value lines, move them under direct executive control, and force the rest of the organization to rebuild itself around performance.

	In private-equity terms, White is now the leader of the high-value carve-out.



	General Wilsbach is now the CEO of the legacy organization that must be fixed and reshaped or completely restructured for long-term viability.  

	He must now perform the toughest turnaround of any service chief since the Army declared itself hollow in 1979.

	First, Feinberg needs to empower both White and Wilsbach to take bold and decisive action. If contracts need cancelation or restructuring, if senior leadership needs a shakeup, and if old paradigms need rethinking,

	Second, Wilsbach must take the initiative to refocus the Air Force on its core mission, to “fly, fight, and win.” He must ruthlessly deprioritize missions that fall outside that core and that can be better accomplished by the other services, such as airborne warning and control, silo-based missiles, and base defense.

	Within the Air Force’s core mission areas, he must break the fighter jock and bomber mafia culture that is holding the Air Force back and instead embrace a new culture of innovation that leans aggressively into drones, autonomy, and AI.

	It may be true that for many Air Force missions, AI and autonomy cannot replace a pilot in the cockpit today, but this won’t be true forever. 

	When reviewing programs that remain in the Air Force portfolio, Wilsbach must ask the difficult question: over the period each program plans to procure aircraft (2040s and beyond), will crewed aircraft remain superior to uncrewed systems? 

	The third, and arguably most complex task, falls to White. His challenge is to restore good stewardship to the most critical programs in the Air Force portfolio. 

	He will have to make tough calls about how to restructure these programs for success, including canceling or descoping existing contracts, rethinking acq strategies, and holding program managers accountable for their performance.


Our Take:  We 100% concur with the recommendation that the Air Force needs to supercharge its embrace of autonomy and higher mass systems.  We have argued for years (including when we served in the Air Force and Space Force) that the Service was always looking for the most exquisite solutions but only very slowly adopting commercial tech at scale.  
However, the authors impose a logic here that is hard to follow given the programs that have been put under Gen White.  For one, the Air Force push for the F-47 has already been blessed by the administration so little chance of reallocating those funds towards more autonomous capabilities.  The Air Force is already organized for the fight where the F-47 operates forward and attrits adversary air forces.  That’s the role of the F-22 today - and the F-47 brings additional capabilities but not fundamentally different ones (apart from maybe unmanned teaming).  Likewise with the B-21 which is really just a smaller, higher tech cousin of the B-2.  Air Force One has no specific military capability so while it is a prestige program given its key customer, viewing it as a crown jewel operationally is a stretch.  Acquisition performance-wise, these three programs also appear to be on track (B-21 is even accelerating production) and it’s not clear what Gen White can even change at this point on these efforts.  
Now Sentinel still needs a lot of help and there are clear tradeoff decisions there that I’m sure will drive Gen White to some sleepless nights.  But it seems highly unlikely that Gen White will push for Sentinel to be transferred to the Army as Todd would like to see and politically, it’s not clear that Gen Wilsbach could even suggest that without the SECAF’s buy-in.  There’s a broader tech and process argument about whether AEW&C could be transferred to space anytime in the near future and that decision is also outside of both Gen White and Gen Wilsbach’s purview. The BLUF is, that reassigning acquisition responsibility to the DSD provides Gen Wilsbach with no visible relief and also assumes that Gen White can make decisions without agreement from the SECAF who will really make the final recommendation to Deputy Secretary Feinberg in all these matters.
Pentagon and Industry Might “Flex” to Build F-47 & F/A-XX at Once
The concept of U.S. industry simultaneously building two distinct, yet technologically sophisticated stealthy 6th-generation fighters may be as difficult as it is appealing to national security, yet it seems far too pessimistic to presume it is not entirely realistic.
	The most immediate constraint is industrial concentration. 

	Since the end of the Cold War, the U.S. combat aircraft industry has consolidated from dozens of prime contractors to essentially three: Lockheed Martin, Boeing, and Northrop Grumman. 

	Of those, only Boeing and Lockheed currently maintain high-volume tactical fighter production lines, and Boeing’s position is increasingly precarious after years of losses on the KC-46 tanker, T-7 trainer, and other fixed-price contracts.

	Northrop Grumman, while technologically sophisticated, exited the tactical fighter market after the B-21 Raider win and lacks an active fighter production line it is offering an F/A-XX option for Pentagon decision-makers to consider, so it’s feasible that Northrop could “flex” if needed to restart fighter jet production.

	Doing two in parallel risks forcing the same finite pool of suppliers, engineers, and skilled tradespeople to serve competing programs on overlapping timelines.

	Even today, defense primes report difficulty hiring software engineers and advanced manufacturing specialists. Running two next-generation fighter programs simultaneously would intensify these shortages, potentially leading to schedule slips or quality risks.

	Supply chains present another serious bottleneck. Modern fighters rely on a dense web of second- and third-tier suppliers for items such as high-temperature composites, advanced semiconductors, specialty castings, and propulsion parts.

	Many of these suppliers are single-source or financially fragile, having survived years of low defense demand by serving narrow niches.

	That said, it would be a mistake to conclude that concurrent development is impossible. The U.S. has done comparable feats before. During the Cold War, multiple fighter, bomber, and missile programs ran simultaneously.

	Success, however, would require conscious choices. The government would need to accept higher near-term costs to preserve competition, invest aggressively in workforce development, and stabilize supplier demand.

	It might also need to tolerate some divergence in schedules, allowing one program to lead while the other follows with lessons learned.


Our Take:  We agree with the noted challenges.  Those are real and not easily solved so there will no doubt be issues in pursuing both programs.  A larger question though is whether it even makes sense to pursue two new low volume, extremely high-cost fighters that will consume significant resources and attention from other joint force needs.  Given the Air Force owns the air superiority mission for the joint force and has the more advanced program, should the Navy pursue such a similar capability or focus investments in other capabilities like less complex aircraft that are optimized for anti-ship or anti-sub operations.  The Carrier Strike Group is still the preeminent symbol of power, but the INDOPACOM theater seems like it will present growing risks for large high-value platforms.  Should the Navy instead focus its CSG and 5th gen aircraft on operations in other parts of the world?  
A-10 Warthog Protects Mine-Hunting Littoral Combat Ship in Persian Gulf Drill

U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) appears to be using A-10C Warthog ground attack jets to provide overwatch of the USS Santa Barbara (LCS-32), an Independence class Littoral Combat Ship (LCS) that is currently deployed in the region.
	A-10s are currently forward deployed to Jordan, where they primarily fly missions over Syria, striking ISIS-related targets and providing close air support and overwatch to the roughly 1,000 troops still deployed there.

	Regardless of the A-10’s impending fate, its ability to deliver rapid, highly precise attacks on small, fast-moving targets, and its ability to loiter for extended periods while soaking up small arms fire, means that its talents can be applied directly to the maritime domain. 

	This is especially true when it comes to countering small boats that can pose a big danger to much larger ships. 

	Such asymmetric dangers are only amplified for ships operating in tight, complex littoral environments, where threats can emerge quickly and attack in large packs, leaving even the most powerful warship’s defenses overwhelmed.

	The A-10 is gaining a few extra capabilities including laser-guided Advanced Precision Kill Weapon System II (APKWS II) rockets in the air-to-air realm. 

	This could be a big help to ships under threat in the Middle East, especially mine-hunters, which Iran would attempt to pummel with its one-way attack drones


Our Take:  We love this mission for the A-10s.  A lot of money has been spent on wings and other structural upgrades. If the A-10 still has life, then the Air Force and Navy should share the costs of keeping it operational for these key mission sets. 
SOCOM Looking for Vendors to Boost Cruise Missile Capabilities

After completing a demonstration of a low-cost small cruise missile, U.S. SOCOM is now reaching out to industry to look for additional offerings.
	SOCOM posted a request for information to Sam.gov on Thursday asking vendors to submit white papers outlining the capabilities of their existing, demonstrated small cruise missile platforms.

	The outreach comes after Air Force Special Operations Command (AFSOC) partnered with Leidos to complete a guided flight test of the company’s Black Arrow missile from an AC-130J Ghostrider in 2024.

	Small cruise missiles are considered compact, low-cost air-breathing weapons that can carry kinetic or non-kinetic effects over long distances, most often after being launched from an aircraft or drone. 

	The Air Force is also interested in acquiring the missiles under its Franklin Affordable Mass Missile (FAMM) program.

	The RFI notes that the weapons should be able to be launched from a C-130 aircraft, have a range of at least 400 nautical miles and cost around $300,000 per round at a production order of 1,500 units.



Nine Innovative Companies Selected for Fourth Cohort of SDA TAP Lab – Catalyst Campus Mini Accelerator

Catalyst Campus is proud to welcome the fourth cohort of small businesses to the SDA TAP Lab – Catalyst Campus Mini Accelerator, a dynamic two-month program designed to prepare innovative companies for integration with the Space Domain Awareness Tools, Applications, and Processes Lab.
	The SDA TAP Lab Mini Accelerator helps early-stage companies sharpen their technical solutions, navigate government contracting, and align with SDA’s evolving mission needs. 

	Designed as a pipeline into the SDA’s Project Apollo, the program fosters practical integration and real-world application of emerging technologies in areas critical to Space Domain Awareness.

	Problem statements for the Mini Accelerator can be viewed at: https://catalystcampus.org/programs/miniaccelerator/.


How the Space Force Is Managing Growth at Its Busiest Launch Range
The Space Force’s latest projections show that its Eastern Range at Cape Canaveral Space Force Station in Florida could be supporting as many as 500 launches annually by 2036—a fivefold increase over the next 10 years.
	Space company backlogs are filled with commercial and government customers with plans for proliferated constellations with hundreds to thousands of satellites.

	Congress has allocated $1.3B  between FY24-28 for the service to make those improvements at the Cape and its West Coast range at Vandenberg Space Force in California, part of an effort called “Spaceport of the Future.”

	One project involves relocating government workspaces that are scattered throughout what’s known as the “industrial area,” where launch service providers assemble and test their rockets and prepare hardware to be transported. 

	By consolidating the government functions in another area of the range, companies can expand and use that space more efficiently.

	Another project will move some of the range’s weather balloon release stations that are currently situated within one of the launch complex’s blast damage assessment areas, which can cause schedule issues.

	Through its meetings with industry, the Eastern Range team identified five broad focus areas it needs to address to support a higher launch cadence:
	infrastructure and utilities

	transportation and access limitations

	commodity supply chains

	process and organizational alignment

	expanded launch support facilities




Launch Companies Debate How to Compete Against SpaceX
Launch companies are divided on how to compete with SpaceX in a market where demand outstrips supply, yet customers remain price sensitive.
	Executives from several launch companies acknowledged the challenge of competing with SpaceX, which accounted for about half of all orbital launches globally in 2025, despite strong customer demand for launch services.

	The issue is particularly acute for small launch vehicle developers, who have struggled to compete on price with SpaceX’s rideshare program.

	The answer appears to be that companies should have a different market entry strategy to compete on factors other than price and differentiate themselves. 



Startup Bets on New Approach to Space-Based Missile Defense
Wardstone is staking its future on the Pentagon’s appetite for orbital missile defense.
	The California-based startup raised about $5M in seed funding and is preparing to test its first prototype interceptor vehicle this spring on a suborbital flight.

	Wardstone is focused on developing satellites and associated systems designed to physically intercept and neutralize missile threats from orbit, including hypersonic missiles.

	The company aims to develop kinetic interceptors that could be launched from the ground or from space with their initial use case being counter hypersonics.

	Its technical approach departs from traditional “hit-to-kill” interceptors, which rely on precise tracking to collide directly with an incoming warhead. 

	Instead, their interceptors will actively track hypersonic threats and shortly before impact will deploy large particle clouds that increases the probability of intercept, reduces the required sensing and actuator costs that make current interceptors so expensive, and can potentially solve for the complications of hypersonic maneuvers or decoys.

	An analogy to explain this particle cloud approach towards hypersonic missile defense is destroying a clay pigeon with shotgun buckshot instead of using a rifle with a single bullet.

	Wardstone does not expect to compete in the current round of space-based interceptor prize challenges run by the Space Systems Command, which are aimed at supporting Golden Dome.


Our Take:  Love to see innovative companies form to solve really hard problems.  At first glance, we remain concerned about perpetuating space debris with this approach but maybe it’s not that much worse than shattering missiles into a thousand pieces with a kinetic interceptor. 
Space Companies Bet on Golden Dome as Questions Persist Over Scope and Funding
Space industry executives said they are continuing to invest in the Golden Dome missile defense initiative despite uncertainty about its scope, cost and long-term political durability.
	Many companies see the missile defense challenge as enduring beyond any one administration as it will be a problem that has to be solved.

	Voyager Technologies is investing in propulsion systems, space electronics, radios and cameras that could support a Golden Dome architecture.

	Some companies complained that they still don’t have a full vision for the effort which makes it hard to guide private capital and internal investments. 

	Pushing GD4A behind a black wall also limits the innovation that can be captured across a more open ecosystem. 


Our Take:  We think companies should proceed as if they know nothing about how the Space Force would use these weapons or that government engineers even have a clue about what the right answer is - because we highly doubt they do.  Companies know the problem and they should try to solve it for it in the best way possible.  If the idea and concept is good enough, the government will come around to using it.  We have some faith that the leaders on the GD4A and Space Force side are flexible enough to pursue the highest value proposition.

Holding Back the Sky: Ukraine’s Air Defense Campaign, 2022-2025
One of the core challenges of modern air defense is that, in a war of industrial and economic scale, the attacker will almost always be able to send more threats than the defender can afford to stop. 
	Time favors the side that can produce and launch at volume.

	Russian cruise missiles, ballistic missiles, glide bombs, drones, decoys, and more have been exhausting Ukraine’s air defense over the last four years of full-scale invasion, and consequently, Ukrainian air defense was forced to evolve continuously, not to achieve total protection, but to remain viable.

	Ukraine in 2022 did not boast a modern, integrated air defense architecture. 

	It inherited fragmented legacy systems, limited stocks, and uneven coverage. 

	Western systems arrived incrementally, under political and logistical constraints that shaped how they could be used. 

	Meanwhile, Russia adapted its strike methods continuously, forcing Ukrainian air defense to evolve in parallel—or fail.

	What emerged was a system built through necessity: layered, improvised, uneven, and constantly reconfigured. 

	Ukraine learned to defend selectively, prioritizing critical infrastructure and population centers, integrating heterogeneous systems, and accepting tradeoffs that peacetime planning rarely confronts directly. 

	The lesson is uncomfortable but unavoidable, which is that air defense is not a solved problem. It is an exercise in managing scarcity under pressure.

	And, just as so much else in this war, adaptation determines whether air defense holds long enough to matter




Fincantieri Predicts Strong Growth Despite Ding to US Warship Business
Italian shipyard Fincantieri will boost revenue by 40%, hit profits of $593M and double its defense production in Italy by 2030 as global defense spending booms
	Fincantieri has long split its focus between navy ships, offshore vessels and cruise ships, spreading technology between the sectors and relying on upticks in one business area to balance dips in others.

	The new orders are balancing the cancelling of Constellation frigate orders in the United States which Fincantieri was working on at its U.S. yard.

	To handle new work, Fincantieri’s new business plan envisages the doubling of defense production capacity at its Italian yards, while part of its cruise ship work is relocated to Romania.


China’s New Maritime Combat Drone Poised for Global Success

Beyond China’s ostentatious display of its J-35A fighter jet at the Singapore Airshow was a lower-profile piece of equipment, the new Wing-Loong X combat drone, which experts say is far more likely to find international success.
	It was the first time the latest member of the Wing Loong family of drones, designed for maritime surveillance and strike missions, was shown in the Southeast Asia region.

	Chinese aircraft and combat drones are being recognized as U.S competitors as the capability gap between the offered systems narrows and China offers much lower costs.

	Considering Beijing’s robust export footprint in uncrewed systems, the WL-X could could find similar success among customers interested in bolstering their maritime capabilities.


German Startup Aims to Deliver European Hypersonic Strike by 2029
German startup Hypersonica claimed a “significant” step toward delivering Europe’s first sovereign hypersonic strike capability by 2029, after the company’s first hypersonic test flight in Norway pushed its missile prototype to more than Mach 6 and a range of more than 300 kilometers.
	The startup based near Munich plans further test flights to demonstrate advanced flight control at hypersonic speeds and complex maneuverability.

	Hypersonica says it’s using modular design for quick upgrades and to shorten development cycles to months from years, cutting costs by more than 80% compared to “conventional approaches.”


US, European Navies Push Lego-like Modularity to Boost Ships’ Combat Punch
Western navies are betting on modularity to keep their fleets relevant in the face of fast-changing technology, according to naval commanders gathered in Paris last week, with an ability to switch out equipment that the Dutch navy chief likened to clipping Lego bricks onto vessels.
	New naval designs increasingly incorporate containerized payloads, and the commanders of the United States, Italian, Dutch and British navies cited advantages including mission flexibility, quickly getting firepower on the water, and at-sea replenishment.

	Introducing modularity is sometimes “easier said than done, because not every Lego block now is good enough,” but modules such as air-defense missile systems are available and ready to be plugged in.



SASC Hearing: American Small Drone Industrial Base Feb 12 (Postponed)
This hearing has been postponed, but the written testimony was published. The hearing website has since removed the links, but we have them here for you. 
	Owen West

	Travis Metz


House Defense Modernization Caucus Seeks Ideas for FY27 NDAA
Submission Deadline: February 20, 2026
HDMC 119th Priorities 
	Software-Centric Pentagon – Prioritizing software-driven capabilities to enhance agility, adaptability, and resilience in defense systems, ensuring the DoD can rapidly respond to evolving threats and integrate cutting-edge technologies.

	Leveraging Private Capital to Accelerate Technology Adoption – Expanding partnerships with venture capital and private sector innovators to fast-track the development and deployment of emerging technologies critical to national security, fostering a competitive edge in defense modernization.

	Strengthening DoD’s Role as a Commercial Buyer and Industry Partner – Streamlining acquisition processes and improving collaboration with industry to make DoD a more attractive and efficient customer, enabling faster procurement cycles and greater alignment with commercial advancements.

	Reforming PPBE and Acquisition Processes – Modernizing budgeting and acquisition frameworks to increase flexibility, reduce bureaucracy, and enable faster delivery of mission-critical capabilities while maintaining fiscal accountability.


H/T SVDG


Podcasts, Books, and Videos
	Defense Innovation Stuck Between Good Ideas and Delivery w/Brian MacCarthy, All Quiet on the Second Front

	Why America Lost the Hypersonics Race (and How to Win it Back) w/AJ Piplica, Crossing the Valley

	How Edge AI Is Reshaping Modern Defense and Security w/Jags Kandasamy, Global and National Security Institute

	Building Mach 5 Aircraft; Path to Reusable Hypersonics w/Zach Shore, RADICL

	Reshaping Aerodynamics w/Dr. Sridhar Kota and Hal Chrisman, NDIA ETI

	Why 80% Solutions Win the Fight w/Bryan Martz, FedGov Today

	Tailored Offsets and Total Readiness: The Navy’s Plan to Outmatch Any Adversary w/CNO ADM Caudle Feb 15, Fed Gov Today


Upcoming Events and Webinars
	Special Operations Symposium feat. Pete, NDIA, Feb 17-18, Washington DC

	Scaling the Drones Supply Chain feat. Matt, Public Spend Forum, Feb 18, Virtual

	Joint Fires Summit, DSI, Feb 18-19, Huntsville, AL

	Innovative Space Finance Forum, Space Foundation, Feb 18-19, Dallas, TX

	Tech Summit, AFCEA, Feb 19, Reston, VA

	Creative Disruptors in the Desert feat. Pete, Matt, CDF, Feb 20-21, La Quinta, CA

	Tactical Wheeled Vehicles Conference, NDIA, Feb 23-25, Pittsburgh, PA

	American Dynamism: America 250 Summit, Mar 3, Washington DC

	Loitering Munitions Systems Summit, DSI, Mar 3-4, Huntsville, AL

	Joint Space Operations Summit, DSI, Mar 4-5, National Harbor, MD

	JIATF 401 Counter-sUAS Industry Day, Mar 5, Arlington, VA

	Pacific Operational Science and Tech (POST), NDIA, Mar 9-12, Honolulu, HI

	Defense Software and Data Summit, Mar 10, Washington DC

	Tectonic Defense Summit, Mar 11-12, Austin, TX

	National Security Innovation Base Summit, Ronald Reagan Inst, Mar 11-12, DC

	Capital Factory House, Mar 12-17, Austin, TX

	Naval IT Day 2026, AFCEA NOVA, Mar 12, Chantilly, VA

	Plan out your full year by visiting our Events page.


Join over 13,000 defense and industry subscribers to get our weekly recaps and thought pieces. Paid subscribers also get budget and legislative analysis and are valued supporters of our work.


  
  
    Deep Dive

    3D printing

    Based on Wikipedia: 3D printing


The Machine That Builds Itself


In 2005, a British engineer named Adrian Bowyer had a radical idea. He designed a 3D printer that could manufacture seventy percent of its own components. The machine could, in essence, reproduce. He called it RepRap, short for Replicating Rapid-prototyper, and he gave the plans away for free.


This was the moment 3D printing stopped being an industrial curiosity and became something closer to a revolution.


But the story of how we got there—how a technology dreamed up in science fiction magazines of the 1940s became the machine sitting on desktops in garages and workshops around the world—is a tale of abandoned patents, ignored inventors, and the gradual realization that we'd been thinking about manufacturing all wrong.


Building Up Instead of Cutting Away


To understand what makes 3D printing special, you first need to understand what it replaced.


For most of human history, we made things one of two ways. We could cast them—pouring molten material into a mold and letting it solidify. Or we could carve them—starting with a block of material and removing everything that wasn't the final object. Sculptors did this with marble. Machinists did it with metal lathes and milling machines. The computer-controlled version, called CNC machining (that's Computer Numerical Control), became the backbone of modern manufacturing.


Both approaches have a fundamental limitation. With casting, you need a mold, which means you need to make something before you can make the thing. With machining, you can only create shapes that a cutting tool can reach. Try carving the inside of a hollow sphere, or creating internal lattice structures, and you'll quickly discover what's impossible.


3D printing flips the entire logic. Instead of removing material, you add it. Layer by microscopic layer, you build up an object from nothing. The technical term for this is additive manufacturing—manufacturing by addition rather than subtraction.


This simple inversion unlocks geometries that were previously unthinkable. You can print objects with internal honeycombs that reduce weight while maintaining strength. You can create interlocking parts that move freely without ever having been assembled. You can build shapes that exist only because a computer can calculate them, shapes no human hand could carve.


The Science Fiction Writers Got There First


Before anyone built a working 3D printer, writers imagined them.


In 1945, Murray Leinster published a short story called "Things Pass By" in which he described a device that sounds remarkably like a modern 3D printer. The machine, he wrote, worked by feeding "magnetronic plastics" through a moving arm that traced patterns in the air. Plastic emerged from the tip of the arm and hardened as it came out, following digital drawings.


Five years later, Raymond F. Jones described something similar in Astounding Science Fiction magazine. He called his version a "molecular spray."


These weren't engineering proposals. They were flights of imagination. But they captured something essential about the technology that would eventually emerge: the idea that you could build solid objects the way an inkjet printer builds images on paper, one tiny dot at a time, one layer at a time.


The Patent Nobody Wanted


The actual invention of 3D printing happened multiple times, in multiple places, with multiple inventors who often didn't know about each other's work.


In 1971, a man named Johannes Gottwald received a US patent for something he called the Liquid Metal Recorder. His device used continuous jets of molten metal to build up three-dimensional patterns on a reusable surface. When you were done with the object, you could melt it down and print something new. The patent explicitly described what we would now recognize as rapid prototyping and on-demand manufacturing.


Gottwald's patent went nowhere.


In 1974, David Jones described the concept of 3D printing in his column in New Scientist magazine. His column was called Ariadne, named after the figure from Greek mythology who gave Theseus the thread that guided him through the labyrinth. It was an apt name for a column about following technological ideas to their logical conclusions.


The real breakthroughs came in the 1980s.


In April 1980, Hideo Kodama of the Nagoya Municipal Industrial Research Institute in Japan invented two methods for creating three-dimensional plastic objects using light-sensitive polymers—materials that harden when exposed to ultraviolet light. He filed a patent in 1981. His research papers were published that same year.


Nobody cared.


Kodama's annual research budget was 60,000 yen—roughly $545. His boss showed no interest. His device wasn't valued in his own laboratory. He abandoned the patent, and the project died.


Meanwhile, in France, three inventors—Alain Le Méhauté, Olivier de Witte, and Jean Claude André—filed their own patent for stereolithography, the same basic process Kodama had invented. The French General Electric Company reviewed their application and rejected it. The official reason: "lack of business perspective."


The technology that would eventually transform manufacturing was being invented and abandoned, invented and abandoned, over and over again.


Chuck Hull Makes It Stick


The person who finally made 3D printing work as a commercial technology was an American engineer named Charles Hull—Chuck, to those who knew him.


In August 1984, Hull filed a patent for stereolithography fabrication. His system worked by shining ultraviolet light onto a vat of liquid photopolymer—a substance that hardens when exposed to light. A computer controlled the light beam, tracing out the shape of one layer of an object. That layer hardened. Then a platform lowered the just-completed layer slightly into the vat, fresh liquid flowed over it, and the laser traced the next layer. Repeat this hundreds or thousands of times, and a solid three-dimensional object emerges from the liquid.


Hull didn't just invent the machine. He invented the ecosystem around it.


He created the STL file format, which stands for stereolithography and is still the standard way to describe 3D objects for printing. He developed the digital slicing algorithms that convert a 3D model into the series of 2D layers a printer can actually create. These innovations are what made 3D printing practical.


In 1986, Hull received his patent. He founded a company called 3D Systems Corporation. In 1987 or 1988—records vary slightly—the company released the SLA-1, the first commercial 3D printer.


It cost over $300,000. In today's money, that's about $650,000.


The Desktop Revolution Takes Its Time


Through the late 1980s and 1990s, 3D printing remained firmly industrial. You needed a budget in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. You needed engineers who understood the equipment. You used it for prototyping—making quick test versions of parts before committing to expensive manufacturing tooling.


This is why the technology was initially called rapid prototyping. The word "rapid" seems almost ironic now, but at the time it was revolutionary. Traditional prototyping could take weeks or months. 3D printing could produce a test part in hours or days.


In 1988, S. Scott Crump invented a different approach called Fused Deposition Modeling, or FDM. Instead of using lasers and liquid polymers, FDM works by pushing heated plastic through a nozzle, like a hot glue gun controlled by a computer. The nozzle moves in precise patterns, laying down thin roads of molten plastic that cool and solidify almost instantly.


Crump founded a company called Stratasys to commercialize his invention. By 1992, they were selling FDM machines.


FDM would eventually become the most common form of 3D printing, largely because it's the simplest and cheapest. The raw material is just plastic filament, wound on spools like fishing line. The mechanism is straightforward. When patent protections on FDM expired in 2009, the technology exploded into the consumer market.


But in the 1990s, all of this was still the province of engineers and researchers. The machines were expensive. The software was arcane. The materials were limited.


The Metal Problem


Printing in plastic is one thing. Printing in metal is another entirely.


Metal has a much higher melting point. Metal conducts heat, which makes precise control difficult. Metal parts need to be strong enough for actual use, not just visual prototyping. The challenges are fundamentally different.


Through the 1980s and 1990s, various metal printing processes emerged, each with its own awkward name. Selective Laser Sintering (SLS) used lasers to fuse metal powder without fully melting it. Direct Metal Laser Sintering (DMLS) did something similar with different parameters. Selective Laser Melting (SLM) fully melted the powder for denser, stronger parts.


The Fraunhofer Society, a German research organization, developed SLM in 1995. This process could produce metal parts with properties approaching those of traditionally manufactured components—parts strong enough to actually use, not just look at.


Today, metal 3D printing is used to manufacture jet engine components, medical implants, and automotive parts. But the technology took decades to mature from laboratory curiosity to industrial tool.


The Inkjet Connection


One of the less-told stories of 3D printing involves its connection to ordinary 2D inkjet printers—the kind that have been printing documents and photographs since the 1970s.


In 1983, a company called Howtek (originally R.H. Research) began developing color inkjet printers that used hot-melt thermoplastic inks—plastics that liquify when heated and solidify when they cool. This is essentially the same principle that would later drive FDM 3D printing.


Several engineers who worked on Howtek's inkjet technology later founded or joined 3D printing companies. Richard Helinski formed a company called Visual Impact Corporation. Herbert Menhennett started HM Research and later worked with Bill Masters at Ballistic Particle Manufacturing. The technical knowledge of how to precisely deposit tiny droplets of molten material flowed from 2D printing into 3D printing.


The connection even shows up in the name. The term "3D printing" originally referred specifically to a process developed at MIT in 1993 by Emanuel Sachs, which used modified inkjet print heads to deposit binding material onto layers of powder. The powder that got hit with the binder stuck together; the rest remained loose and could be brushed away, revealing the finished object.


This is why we call it printing at all. The technology borrowed not just concepts but actual hardware from the paper printing industry.


When the Patents Expired


In 2009, something transformative happened. The key patents on Fused Deposition Modeling expired.


Suddenly, anyone could build an FDM printer without paying licensing fees to Stratasys. The RepRap project, which had been designing self-replicating printers since 2004, accelerated. The Fab@Home project, started in 2006 by Evan Malone and Hod Lipson, made their designs freely available.


Most importantly, the software was open source. Anyone could download it, modify it, and share their improvements. A global community of tinkerers, hackers, and enthusiasts began iterating on 3D printer designs at a pace no single company could match.


The price of a basic 3D printer dropped from hundreds of thousands of dollars to thousands, then to hundreds. Today, a functional FDM printer can be purchased for less than the cost of a modest smartphone.


What's Actually Happening Inside the Machine


When you print a 3D object, the process starts with a digital model—typically created in Computer-Aided Design (CAD) software or downloaded from an online repository. This model is then "sliced" by specialized software into hundreds or thousands of horizontal layers, each just a fraction of a millimeter thick.


The printer builds the object one layer at a time. In FDM, a plastic filament is pushed through a heated nozzle that moves along a precise path, depositing a thin line of molten material. When one layer is complete, the build platform moves down slightly (or the print head moves up), and the next layer is deposited on top.


The layers bond to each other because each new layer is deposited while still hot enough to partially melt into the layer below. This is also why 3D printed parts often have visible layer lines—each layer is a distinct horizontal band, like the rings of a tree trunk.


In stereolithography, the process is different but the layer-by-layer principle remains. A vat contains liquid photopolymer. A laser or projected light source traces the pattern of each layer, hardening the liquid into solid plastic. The build platform rises (or descends, depending on the machine design), and the next layer is traced.


Metal printing typically uses powder. A thin layer of metal powder is spread across a build platform. A laser or electron beam scans across the powder, melting it where the object should be solid. More powder is spread. The process repeats.


The common thread is layers. Always layers. The "additive" in additive manufacturing happens one horizontal slice at a time.


Why It Matters


3D printing changes the economics of manufacturing in a fundamental way.


Traditional manufacturing requires tooling—molds, dies, jigs, fixtures. This tooling is expensive to create but allows you to produce identical parts very cheaply in large quantities. The economics favor mass production: make a million of something, and the cost of the tooling gets spread across all million units.


3D printing has no tooling. The first unit costs the same as the hundredth or the thousandth. You can print one of something as cheaply as you could print many.


This inverts the traditional logic. Instead of designing products that can be manufactured cheaply in bulk, you can design products that are perfect for their specific purpose. Instead of maintaining warehouses full of spare parts, you can print parts on demand when they're needed. Instead of choosing from a catalog of available components, you can create exactly the component you need.


The phrase "on-demand manufacturing" captures this shift. In the old model, manufacturing required planning, forecasting, tooling, inventory. In the new model, you print what you need when you need it.


The Limitations Nobody Mentions


For all its promise, 3D printing has real limitations that enthusiastic coverage often glosses over.


Speed is the most significant. 3D printing is slow. A part that would take seconds to injection-mold might take hours to print. For mass production of simple shapes, traditional manufacturing remains far more efficient.


Material properties present another challenge. 3D printed parts are often weaker than their traditionally manufactured equivalents. The layer-by-layer construction creates potential failure points. In FDM printing, parts are typically weaker in the vertical direction (perpendicular to the layers) than in the horizontal plane.


Surface quality varies. The layer lines visible on most 3D printed parts are a cosmetic limitation. Post-processing—sanding, coating, or chemical smoothing—can improve surface finish, but it adds time and cost.


And the environmental story is complicated. Yes, 3D printing can reduce material waste compared to subtractive manufacturing. But the plastics most commonly used are petroleum-based polymers. Metal printing requires energy-intensive lasers. The distributed, on-demand model reduces shipping and warehousing, but enabling cheap production of plastic objects may simply encourage more consumption.


The Long Tail of Invention


What strikes me about the history of 3D printing is how long it took to matter.


The core concepts appeared in science fiction in the 1940s and 1950s. Working patents existed by the early 1970s. Multiple inventors independently created functional systems in the early 1980s. Commercial products launched in the late 1980s.


And yet the technology remained expensive, specialized, and obscure for another two decades. It wasn't until patents expired and open-source communities democratized the hardware that 3D printing became something ordinary people could use.


This pattern—invention, long incubation, sudden democratization—appears throughout technological history. The ideas come first. The practical implementations come second. The social and economic changes come last, and they come suddenly when the right barriers finally fall.


Hideo Kodama invented stereolithography in 1980 with a research budget of $545 a year. His boss didn't care. His patent was abandoned. Thirty years later, the technology he pioneered was being used to print everything from dental crowns to rocket components to plastic toys for children.


The future often arrives piecemeal, recognized by a few inventors who can't get anyone else to pay attention. Then, seemingly all at once, it's everywhere.


What Comes Next


3D printing continues to evolve in multiple directions.


Bioprinting uses modified 3D printers to deposit living cells, building up tissue structures layer by layer. Researchers have printed skin, cartilage, and blood vessels. Full organs remain a distant goal, but the trajectory is clear.


Construction-scale printing uses giant robotic arms to extrude concrete, building houses layer by layer. Several companies have demonstrated printed structures, though the technology remains more experimental than practical.


Multi-material printing allows objects to be made from different materials in different regions—hard and soft, conductive and insulating, opaque and transparent—all in a single print run.


And the resolution keeps improving. What once was measured in millimeters is now measured in microns. Nanoscale printing, building structures from individual atoms, remains in laboratories but points toward a future where the distinction between printing and chemistry blurs.


The question is no longer whether 3D printing will transform manufacturing. It already has, at least in certain domains. The question is how far the transformation will go.


When you can print anything, anywhere, on demand—when the plans for objects flow as freely as information flows today—what happens to the economy of physical things? What happens to the supply chains and factories and warehouses built for a world of mass production and long lead times?


Murray Leinster, writing in 1945, imagined a machine that drew shapes in the air and made them solid. Eighty years later, we have those machines. We're still figuring out what to do with them.
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Over the weekend, I went with some friends to see “Nirvanna the Band the Show the Movie.”
None of us knew anything about it — we’d never seen the Canadian web series and television show that it’s based on — and just went on the basis of Sean Fennessey’s strong recommendation. It’s really funny! But also kind of sweet. And includes some fascinating “How did they do that?” movie magic. I recommend it highly.
I also recommend the act of going to the movies. One issue with the modern paradigm, in which it takes a lot to get people out and into the theaters, is that by the time your butt is in the seat, expectations have often been ratcheted up to a point that it takes some of the fun out of the movie. But the three films I’ve seen this year without knowing much about them — Nirvanna, “The Housemaid,” and “Send Help” — are all movies with strong points and weak points, and because I just saw them casually without much in the way of expectations, I had a lot of fun. 
Now for this week’s questions.


Stale: You have said that the purpose of charisma is to streamroll your own base. Can you expand on what you mean by that? It seems weird to me that Dem pipeline or machine hasn’t produced a politician with Obama or Clinton level skills yet. I wonder if structurally after Bernie, it is impossible for such a politician to come from the moderate wing. And that’s why the closest figure with Obama/Clinton level skills is from the left left (Zohran). Did we have such clear factions back in the day? I think Bernie fundamentally changed internal Dem party dynamics and it remains an underexplored reason why we haven’t had a charismatic moderate since then.
What I mean by this is just look at Zohran Mamdani.
In office, he has not suddenly remade himself as “a moderate,” but we’ve seen — starting with the decision to re-appoint N.Y.P.D. Commissioner Jessica Tisch — that he has been grappling with the realities of municipal governance, and doing that requires a lot of pragmatism. 

You see that also in the fact that he has forged constructive working relationships with Hakeem Jeffries and Kathy Hochul. One of the terms of those relationships seems to be that he has undercut left-wing primary challengers to both of them, leading both challengers to drop out. 
That’s smart politics. Those challenges were unlikely to succeed, and even if they did they wouldn’t really have achieved anything for Mamdani. And Mamdani, uniquely, has the credibility to cut those challengers off at the knees. In exchange, it’s not like Hochul has joined the Democratic Socialists of America, but she is being nice to Mamdani and working with him on a child care proposal that she’s willing to give him credit for. 
Beyond that, though, Mamdani acknowledged this week that New York City’s current spending commitments are incommensurate with its tax revenue. Whatever tax increases he manages to get through are more likely to be run-of-the-mill local property taxes than special taxes on billionaires, and the money will be used to reduce the need for spending cuts, not to do big, exciting new stuff (one good reason for the left to embrace YIMBY reforms is that unleashing new market real estate is good for the tax base and gets you out of these austerity dilemmas). 
His approval rating is (so far) going up in the midst of this drama, as a slice of New Yorkers who didn’t vote for him decide that he’s a smart guy and the sky is not going to fall. 
But what about the New Yorkers who did vote for him? Well, that’s where charisma comes in. 

His position in office remains a symbol of their victory. He’s a cool guy and a good public speaker. Him doing well reflects well on the larger movement. He’s maintaining a vigorous pace of activity, showing up and doing stuff and being on camera. He’s got a lot of juice and credibility with his base, so he keeps people focused on the things he’s getting done rather than the stuff he’s dropping. That means enthusiasm stays high for a mayor who is skipping “tax the rich” rallies and focusing on humdrum stuff like announcing new bus lanes.   
It’s become common since Joe Biden left office for people associated with the left wing of his administration to attribute its political failures to his weakness as a communicator. It’s always worth recalling, though, that at the time this was precisely the faction that was most hostile to the idea of changing the ticket. A strong leader makes choices and gives orders to members of his own coalition; a weak leader is easily bullied by the groups on his side. Donald Trump can get away with repeatedly stiff-arming the pro-life movement because the only thing that really matters in conservative politics is Donald Trump. 
This is actually a very important aspect of charisma, because maybe the most underrated thing in politics is that you need to set priorities. 
Any given winning coalition is going to have eleventy-million things it would like to achieve, and it’s just not practical to address everyone’s issues all at once. A strong leader like Trump or Mamdani or Barack Obama is able to pick and choose, while a weak one is fearful of angering supporters and ends up flailing. 
Charles Ryder: You have written pretty forcefully about your reservations regarding the weakness of Gavin Newsom as a potential nominee for the Democratic Party. How about Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez: what are your thoughts on her odds in the 2028 presidential election?
Newsom is a known commodity, a veteran politician who has run in a lot of races against Republicans, and who I think we know is exactly the kind of mild underperformer you’d expect from a guy who has run and won several times statewide in a very blue state. 
A.O.C. has some obvious flaws as a general election candidate, and it’s easy to imagine her doing much worse than Newsom. 
But she’s younger with a thinner track record and a clearer bond with the left wing of the party, and there’s actually less you can specifically pin on her just because that’s the nature of being a backbench House member. 
Her obvious vulnerability in a general election is “people think she is too left-wing” and that she needs to find a way to reassure them. And her obvious vulnerability in a primary is “people worry she is unelectable,” so anything she did to moderate her image would be a win-win. 
She’s smart and she has a good team, and I could imagine a scenario in which she runs a really smart race and wins. Is that the most likely scenario? Maybe not. But per the Mamdani situation discussed above, I think smart politicians mostly respond to incentives. Newsom took on a lot of baggage to rise to the top of California Democratic Party politics. And he is doing a very good job of responding to what rank-and-file Democrats think they want in a presidential nominee: a handsome guy who does funny tweets without conceding anything on policy. 
A.O.C. would start with more baggage, but also with a clearer and better set of structural incentives. And per what I said earlier about Mamdani, if she decided she wanted to tack to the center for the sake of winning, she would have a strong relationship with a base that would be happy to go along with her. 
Now obviously what I think Democrats should do is look at the list of successful statewide elected officials in purple states (Gallego, Kelly, Slotkin, Whitmer, Shapiro, Warnock, Ossoff) and nominate one of them on a deliberately disruptive platform that promises less ideological stridency and a bigger tent. 
The odds of that happening seem lower than I’d like them to be. It is possible that a more feasible route runs through disruption from the left, putting in charge someone who has the credibility to steamroll the groups and simply do what’s necessary to win. That’s not my preferred route because it also comes with the downside risk of catastrophe. But it could happen, and in a lot of ways I would prefer it to the current plan of “come as close as possible to exactly replicating Kamala Harris but delude ourselves into believing things have changed.” 
ARD62: When you talk to federal legislators and staffs, what is your sense of where they are getting their sense of what issues are important and what the current important narratives are. I’m old enough to be confused that you can’t find out what’s important from tv news or newspapers or blogs (ah, blogs). Are they trying to absorb legacy sources plus BlueSky, plus X, plus TikTok, plus Threads, plus Instagram reels, etc.?
There are lots of different ways to be a member of Congress, so there’s not necessarily a consensus on what it means for an issue to be “important.”
One of the quintessential divides is between the frontline members and the safe-seat members. Frontliners who survive tend to be obsessively focused on questions of somewhat parochial concern and hyper-attentive to local media, including very old-fashioned things like local broadcast television news. Back when more seats were competitive, more members of Congress had this attitude (see the answer about Chuck Schumer below) but it’s less common today.
Among the members with safer seats, a big divide is between workhorses and showhorses. The workhorses are the backbones of Secret Congress and to them the “important” issues are the ones that they believe a non-trivial number of members of the opposition party sincerely want to get to yes on. In the current Congress, permitting reform for energy projects and housing are the quintessential workhorse issues.
Other members are much more showhorses, which traditionally has meant caring a lot about cable television (you used to always see cable news channels running with the sound off in members’ offices) but these days the savvy ones care more and more about short-form video clips on TikTok and Instagram and Twitter. 
There’s been a big push by leadership to get everyone to at least experiment with recording direct-to-camera video, and there are tools used to measure engagement with that content. 
But it’s a lot easier to tell whether you’ve succeeded in going viral than whether you’ve succeeded in gaining wide distribution of a persuasive message. Sometimes highly viral content is also highly persuasive, but the correlation between the two is weak. There is some effort to get people to pay more attention to data about which messages are actually effective (as opposed to viral), but the vast majority of members have safe seats and face somewhat bad incentives since just going viral with unpersuasive messages can still help raise your profile. 
DWD: Do you know why Chuck Schumer was so strongly opposed to the Bush administration’s plan to auction landing slots at congested airports? To me it seemed like a good policy and I couldn’t figure out Schumer’s opposition.
I do know! Some of Schumer’s rhetoric around this was hilariously over the top and ideological, making him sound like some kind of hard-left guy who has deep principled opposition to the idea of market mechanisms for anything. The truth, though, is that slot control applies essentially just to D.C.A. and the New York City airports, and Schumer had a couple of parochial concerns. 
One is that Schumer worried that in an auction system, slots that are currently being used for flights to Rochester, Syracuse, and Buffalo would get bought out and used to service routes to larger or more distant markets. From a “this is good policy” standpoint, that would of course be the point. If the ability to run flights out of LaGuardia is a scarce resource, that resource should be used for the most valuable flights possible rather than to maximize the convenience of people who happen to live in Syracuse. But Schumer, in his capacity as senator from the great state of New York, is more interested in maximizing intra-state connectivity and maintaining the economic health of the small upstate cities than he is in maximizing the value of the scarce slots at L.G.A. and J.F.K. 
The other, and somewhat related, issue is JetBlue. 
JetBlue is headquartered in New York, and the airline was able to launch in 1999 because it was allocated valuable slots at J.F.K. That arrangement came with a promise “to fly to Buffalo, Syracuse, and Rochester within its first 18 months in business with fares about 65 percent lower than current fares.” Schumer was present at the press conference announcing the deal for JetBlue to get J.F.K. slots, some of which the airline guaranteed it would use for new cheap flights upstate. He pronounced himself “a proud uncle” of the exciting new airline, both because he worked on the deal and also because bringing cheaper airfares to upstate had been a signature campaign pledge of his in his successful 1998 challenge to then-incumbent Senator Al D’Amato. 
From the standpoint of 2026, JetBlue is an established business that has multiple focus cities and may or may not care strongly about the allocation of slots at J.F.K. But when the Bush administration was pushing slot auctions in 2007 and 2008, JetBlue was much more of a start-up whose whole business was very much predicated on having received J.F.K. slots. 
JetBlue ferociously opposed the slot auction plan, saying it “flies in the face of and threatens to erode everything JetBlue has strived to achieve” and creates a situation where “we would have to bid for slots against international carriers with whom we cannot compete financially.”
Long story short, Schumer, by opposing slot auctions, was supporting the genuine interests of an airline that was based in New York State and was also supporting the genuine interests of upstate New York cities. 
The thing that is good about auctioning slots rather than administratively rationing them is that an auction guarantees they would be put to their most valuable use. The thing that is bad about auctioning slots, from Schumer’s standpoint, is that putting the slots to the most valuable use is not optimal for New York State, which benefitted from the preferential treatment that JetBlue was given in part in exchange for showing preferential treatment to Syracuse and Rochester and Buffalo. This is not good public policy, but it is Good Old-Fashioned Politics and I respect Schumer’s stance. 
Robert: You’ve written previously that the electorate always hates “tax the externality and use the revenue to offset other taxes” policies, that economists (rightly) favour as the solution to every problem. What are your intuitions as to why this is? Is the electorate overly moralistic? Are people just economically illiterate and so prefer paying implicit rather than explicit costs? What gives?
One issue is that people don’t trust the government to actually do what has been promised with the revenue. 
Another issue, one you frequently see with congestion pricing, is that people find it counterintuitive that pricing will actually work. Congestion pricing has proven fairly durable in the cities (Oslo, Stockholm, London, New York) that try it because once it’s in place it becomes clear that it is in fact effective at reducing traffic congestion. But ex ante people just don’t believe that because they are not good at thinking on the margin. 
The worst case, though, is that taxing the externality forces people to confront their own hypocrisy. 
Most Americans genuinely believe that climate change is a big problem. But the amount people are willing to pay to address climate change is less than $10 per month. So you look at something like a proposal for a $20/ton carbon tax that would cost the average household around $300 to $500 per year and that’s more than most people are willing to do to address the problem. At the same time, while a $20/ton carbon tax would absolutely lower emissions, it’s not remotely high enough to “stop climate change.” So you have a proposal that is too weak to satisfy the demand for action, but also too stringent relative to the public’s actual willingness to sacrifice for this issue: a perfect orphan cause. 
This is not a specific hostility to Pigouvian taxes; it’s a general dislike of tradeoffs. People want it to be the case that you can greatly accelerate the transition of the current global energy system without incurring any short-term costs, which just isn’t true. 
In your personal life, when faced with unpleasant tradeoffs, you have no choice but to make some kind of choice and try to decide what you actually think or care about. But in the political domain, you can often take refuge in wishful thinking. The “problem” with a carbon tax in this view is that by making the tradeoff explicit it’s harder to bullshit around what’s happening. 
AlleyOop99: To all my basketball and politics heads...the NBA’s leadership refuses to meaningfully address tanking, even though it distorts competition and long-term fan engagement. Meanwhile, Democratic politicians—especially on housing—often seem incapable of enacting bold reforms, even when the status quo is unsustainable. In both cases, there’s a kind of institutional risk aversion: a reluctance to “rip the band-aid off” and tolerate the inevitable short-term friction in order to solve a pressing problem. Is this just a coincidence, or a broader pattern of organizations systematically avoiding the costs of necessary action?
I see this as another version of not wanting to face up to tradeoffs. 
The N.B.A. likes that young players can be made to play at sub-market rates on rookie contracts. It fears that, absent limits on their ability to sell their services to the highest bidder, top prospects would all cluster in a handful of desirable franchises. 
The way, which is also used in other major North American sports leagues, to square those circles is a talent draft with the draft order designed to be favorable to the teams with the worst records. But because N.B.A. rosters are much smaller than M.L.B., N.F.L., or N.H.L. rosters and because a single player can make a much larger difference in basketball than in other sports (there are only five guys on the court), the stakes around the draft are much higher. If you create a large benefit to losing games, then of course some teams will end up deliberately losing games. 
By using a lottery rather than a strict “worst team drafts first” rule, the N.B.A. has done the thing you can do to reduce tanking:&nbsp;reduce the incentive to tank. If you think the incentive is still too strong, reduce it further or eliminate it altogether. 
But the idea that you’re going to address tanking through anti-tanking rules seems fantastical to me. 
One issue the league is having is that it seems to me they are not 100 percent clear on what it is they are upset about. On some level, I feel like the objection is not exactly to the tanking as such, but to the fact that in today’s sophisticated, highly nationalized media environment everyone knows about the tanking. 
When the Wizards acquired Anthony Davis and Trae Young, it was an open secret that there was no intention of bringing either of them back from injury this season in any meaningful way. There’s been a breakdown of kayfabe in terms of what’s happening with teams in the cellar. Any pundit or fan who doesn’t want to come across as a total rube needs to be talking about various teams’ tanking strategies. The best outcome for the N.B.A. would be for teams to pretend harder not to tank and for the media to agree not to notice the tanking. Then you could avoid the various tradeoffs while reducing the embarrassment of having a bunch of teams tanking.
To that end, the small change they could make that would probably be helpful would be to end the practice of trading draft picks with protection attached. 
Years ago, the Wizards traded their 2026 draft pick to the Knicks, but it was a top-eight protected pick. That means that if the Wizards are terrible this year, they get a high draft pick, and if they’re merely below-average they get no pick at all. Not only is this a strong incentive to tank, it’s such an obvious bright line that you can’t help but talk about it. I don’t really know that ending pick protection trades would significantly reduce tanking over the long-term, but it would definitely eliminate a category of high-salience reasons to tank. 
Chris Freeberg: Inspired by the Rewatchables theme months, I’d love themed mailbags. My dream line up: AI, Pop culture, Alternative Histories, Parenting. Also works for a slow traffic week around a holiday.
I like this idea!
Clint W: Is there any reliable quantitative data reflecting the likely actual amount of voter suppression that would result from the enactment of the SAVE America Act. As something of a fallen-away liberal, the broad concept of the Act doesn’t seem crazy to me; but is there any real analysis and data out there (e.g., not just “this many Americans don’t have passports”)? The “it’s a solution in search of a problem” critique doesn’t do it for me.
I think it’s important to distinguish the question “how would this impact voter turnout” from “how many people would be disenfranchised.” 
Letting people vote by mail, for example, seems to increase turnout by 2 to 4 percent. So if a vote-by-mail state switched to requiring everyone to vote in person, I’d expect turnout to drop significantly. That doesn’t mean anyone would be disenfranchised as such, just that turnout is in part a function of convenience. 
There’s a fairly credible study from the University of Maryland indicating that about 9 percent of citizens lack convenient access to the relevant documents. 
That doesn’t mean you’d see a 9 percent drop in turnout. My guess is that this particular 9 percent is very disproportionately composed of infrequent voters. And a person highly motivated to vote who lacks the relevant documents would almost certainly go get them. 
But as you see with vote by mail, there is a real margin of the population whose decision about whether to vote is influenced by how much of a hassle it is. A related issue is that SAVE America will increase the hassle involved in changing your registration when you move. Again, it’s hardly an insurmountable obstacle to voting. But if you create even a small obstacle, somewhat fewer people will vote. 
Given the realignment of the low-propensity electorate, I think there’s a decent chance that this would all backfire on the G.O.P., though that is highly uncertain. One moral of recent history is that nobody should ever be too sure who would actually benefit from mobilizing non-voters. Trump seems to have done this very successfully in 2024, but that segment of his coalition swung hard against him when it turned out his false promises to lower nominal costs were undoable. 
Matt M: How does the 20th century play out if Kaiser Friedrich III’s cancer is treated earlier and he goes on to survive and rule for longer than 99 days? He was noticeably more liberal than his father and son, would we have seen something of a liberalish alliance with Great Britain? A lot of how the First World War came about stems from the fact that Wilhelm II was a fairly incompetent statesman.
Friedrich III and his wife (one of Queen Victoria’s daughters) always said they wanted to reform the German constitution along British liberal lines with ministries responsible to parliament. There seems to be some controversy among historians as to whether that really would have happened had he reigned longer, but I don’t see a serious reason to doubt it. Political reform is hard, but the specific reform at issue — empowering parliament relative to the chancellor — seems pretty trivial for an emperor to pull off. 
The harder question is how much of a difference this makes. If you’re a believer in strong German war guilt for World War I, then liberalizing German domestic politics would have made a huge difference. 
But I’m more inclined toward Christopher Clark’s account, which puts more weight on features of French policy. They were obsessed with revenge for the humiliation of the Franco-Prussian War, wanted to get Alsace-Lorraine back, and were eager to financially and militarily back Russia and Serbia and anyone else looking to start shit on Germany’s eastern flanks. 
This did not per se cause the war, but it created a situation in which war was likely to break out: France could not defeat Germany one on one but really wanted to beat it, so the French were eager to see something happen to spark a larger multi-state conflict. 
Eric: Is there any chance that AI makes democracy better, improves governance overall, or, conversely weakens autocracy? If so what do those scenarios look like?
This is a point I am borrowing from Dylan Matthews, but the different L.L.M.s seem to be fairly convergent in terms of their treatment of contested political issues. 
To give a sort of silly example, Elon Musk was bragging the other day that Grok delivers the most “based” answer to the question of whether or not the United States is built on stolen land. But even though Grok says clearly “no” and ChatGPT says clearly “yes,” they both immediately follow that up with a more nuanced treatment. Gemini and Claude offered views that were somewhat between those two. In general, all four end up reciting the same basic fact patterns: The land was taken coercively, but so was basically everyone else’s.

This is a higher and more rigorous level of debate than I normally see. It seems like social media has made a lot more information available, but also degraded the average quality of debate by privileging and amplifying extreme views, while L.L.M.s might have the opposite effect of nudging people together toward a more nuanced understanding. 

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Zohran Mamdani

    Based on Wikipedia: Zohran Mamdani


The Rapper Who Became Mayor


In November 2025, New York City elected a mayor unlike any it had seen before. Zohran Mamdani was thirty-four years old, making him the youngest person to lead America's largest city since 1892. He was the city's first Muslim mayor. Its first Indian American mayor. And perhaps most unusually for someone about to govern eight million people, he had once been nominated for "Rookie of the Year" at the Ugandan Hip Hop Awards.


This is a story about affordability and identity, about democratic socialism finding its footing in American politics, and about how a man who rapped under the name "Young Cardamom" upset Andrew Cuomo—a former three-term governor and political dynasty heir—to win the Democratic primary in what observers called a major political earthquake.


A Childhood Spanning Three Continents


Zohran Kwame Mamdani was born on October 18, 1991, in Kampala, Uganda. His middle name, Kwame, was given to him by his father in honor of Kwame Nkrumah, the first president of Ghana and a towering figure in African independence movements. The name choice tells you something about the household he grew up in.


His parents were both accomplished figures in their own right. His father, Mahmood Mamdani, is a prominent postcolonialist academic—someone who studies how colonial rule shaped and continues to shape societies long after the colonizers left. His mother, Mira Nair, is the acclaimed filmmaker behind movies like Monsoon Wedding and Mississippi Masala.


The family's roots stretch across the Indian subcontinent and East Africa in ways that reflect the complex history of migration in that region. His father is a Gujarati Muslim, born in Mumbai but raised in Uganda. His mother is a Punjabi Hindu from Odisha. His paternal grandparents were born in what is now Tanzania, part of the Indian diaspora that spread across Southeast Africa during the British colonial period—merchants, traders, and professionals who built communities far from their ancestral homeland.


When Zohran was five, the family moved to Cape Town, South Africa. His father had been appointed head of African studies at the University of Cape Town, and for three years young Zohran attended school in a country still in its infancy as a democracy. Apartheid—the brutal system of racial segregation that had governed South Africa for decades—had only officially ended in 1994. Zohran arrived in 1996.


"It taught me what inequality looks like up close," he later said of those years. "That justice has to be more than an idea; it has to be material."


Material justice. The phrase would become central to his political identity.


Growing Up Privileged in New York


At seven, Zohran moved with his family to New York City, settling in Morningside Heights—a neighborhood on Manhattan's Upper West Side, home to Columbia University and some of the city's most expensive real estate. He would later describe his upbringing with unusual candor for a politician.


"I never had to want for something," he acknowledged, "and yet I knew that was not in any way the reality for most New Yorkers."


As a child, he was often present on his mother's film sets, where crew members gave him a rotating cast of nicknames: "Z," "Zoru," "Fadoose," and perhaps most prophetically, "Nonstop Mamdani."


His political instincts showed early. At the Bank Street School for Children, he ran as the independent candidate in a middle school mock election. His platform? "Equal rights, anti-war policies that proposed spending money on education rather than the military." This was during the early 2000s, when the United States was ramping up military spending after September 11th. He won.


In 2003, when Zohran was twelve, the family returned to Kampala for a year while his father took a sabbatical to work on a book titled Good Muslim, Bad Muslim—an academic examination of how Western powers have historically categorized Muslims as either acceptable allies or dangerous enemies. His paternal grandparents and aunt, still living in Uganda, helped look after him.


The Bronx High School of Science and Beyond


Back in New York, Mamdani attended the Bronx High School of Science, one of the city's elite specialized public high schools. Admission requires passing a notoriously competitive exam. Alumni include eight Nobel laureates.


At Bronx Science, Mamdani co-founded the school's first cricket team—a nod to his South Asian and East African heritage, where cricket is a passion inherited from British colonialism. He also ran for student body vice president. He lost that one.


He then enrolled at Bowdoin College, a small liberal arts school in Brunswick, Maine. There, he majored in Africana studies—an interdisciplinary field examining the history, culture, and politics of Africa and the African diaspora. He co-founded the school's chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, an organization advocating for Palestinian rights. He wrote a regular column for the campus newspaper called "Kwame's Column," covering politics, culture, and sports.


In January 2014, months before graduating, he co-authored an op-ed in the Bangor Daily News urging Bowdoin to join the American Studies Association's academic boycott of Israel. The boycott movement—part of a broader campaign known by its initials BDS, for Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions—remains one of the most contentious issues in progressive politics. Mamdani staked out his position early.


Young Cardamom Takes the Stage


After college, Mamdani did something unexpected for someone with his academic pedigree: he became a rapper.


Under the stage name Young Cardamom, he collaborated with his best friend, a Ugandan rapper named HAB (Abdul Bar Hussein), whose family origins trace to South Sudan. Together, as Young Cardamom & HAB, they created music that was deliberately, aggressively local. Their first song was about chapati—an Indian flatbread that, through migration and cultural exchange, has become a staple of Ugandan cuisine.


The chapati wasn't a random choice. It was a symbol of how cultures blend and transform, how something can be both Indian and Ugandan at once. The duo rapped in a mix of languages: Nubi (a creole language spoken in parts of East Africa), Luganda (the most widely spoken language in Uganda), Swahili, and English. The polyglot approach served a dual purpose: it created a distinctly Ugandan sound rather than a copy of American hip-hop, and it conveyed that Ugandans with roots in other countries—like Mamdani himself—are fully Ugandan.


Their music tackled social issues: corruption, what Mamdani called "black and brown relations," and the ongoing effects of colonialism. They performed at the Nyege Nyege festival, one of East Africa's largest music events. They were nominated for Rookie of the Year at the inaugural Ugandan Hip Hop Awards.


Then Hollywood came calling—or rather, his mother did.


Mira Nair was making Queen of Katwe, a Disney film about a young chess prodigy from the slums of Kampala. She tapped her son to curate and produce the soundtrack. The work earned him a nomination at the 2017 Guild of Music Supervisors Awards. He also co-wrote a song for the film, appeared as an extra, and received a credit as third assistant director.


His mother offered him roles in two subsequent projects: a stage adaptation of Monsoon Wedding and a television adaptation of Vikram Seth's epic novel A Suitable Boy. He turned both down. He had other plans.


The Housing Counselor


Before entering politics, Mamdani worked as a foreclosure prevention and housing counselor in Queens. This is less glamorous than it sounds, which is saying something because it doesn't sound glamorous at all.


Foreclosure prevention counselors work with homeowners who are at risk of losing their homes—people who have fallen behind on mortgage payments, received eviction notices, or are navigating the labyrinthine legal processes that can strip someone of their property. In Queens, Mamdani's clients were often lower-income immigrants.


The experience radicalized him. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say it focused energies that had been building since childhood, since those years in Cape Town watching inequality up close.


"It motivated me to run for office," he later explained, "to address the housing and affordability crisis."


Into the Political Arena


Mamdani's entry into politics came through an unlikely vector: a rapper.


In 2015, he read a Village Voice article about Ali Najmi, a candidate in a special election for the New York City Council. The article mentioned that Najmi was supported by Heems, one half of the alternative hip-hop duo Das Racist. Das Racist had been one of Mamdani's favorite groups. If Heems was backing this candidate, Mamdani figured, maybe this was a campaign worth joining. He volunteered.


That's how political movements sometimes grow—not through grand ideological conversions but through trusted voices saying, "Hey, this person is worth checking out."


In 2017, Mamdani joined the New York City chapter of the Democratic Socialists of America, commonly known as the DSA. The organization had experienced a surge in membership following Bernie Sanders's 2016 presidential campaign and the election of Donald Trump. What had been a relatively small group of leftist activists was suddenly swelling with young people who wanted something more radical than the Democratic Party establishment offered.


Part of what drew Mamdani to the DSA was its pro-Palestine stance, which aligned with his own activism dating back to his Bowdoin days.


He worked on a series of campaigns, learning the craft of electoral politics. He managed Khader El-Yateem's campaign for City Council—El-Yateem was a Palestinian Lutheran minister running in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn. He ran the field operation for Ross Barkan's unsuccessful State Senate bid in 2018. He organized for Tiffany Cabán's razor-thin loss in the 2019 Queens district attorney race.


Then, in October 2019, he announced his own campaign.


Taking Down an Incumbent


Mamdani ran for the New York State Assembly in the 36th district, covering Astoria and Long Island City in Queens. His opponent in the Democratic primary was Aravella Simotas, who had held the seat for ten years—five terms.


In New York City, where registered Democrats vastly outnumber Republicans, winning the Democratic primary is often tantamount to winning the general election. The real political battles happen within the party.


Mamdani ran on housing reform, police and prison reform, and public ownership of utilities—a platform well to the left of the Democratic mainstream. He secured the DSA's endorsement, which brought volunteers, small-dollar donations, and organizational infrastructure.


The June 2020 primary was chaotic. This was the summer of COVID-19 and the George Floyd protests, when New York City was still reeling from being the early epicenter of the pandemic. The vote count took almost a month. When the dust settled, Mamdani had won.


He faced no Republican opponent in November. He was reelected without opposition in both 2022 and 2024.


The Democratic Socialist in Albany


In the State Assembly, Mamdani became part of what the DSA calls its "State Socialists in Office" bloc—a group of nine elected officials in New York who operate as an organized faction within the Democratic Party, pushing it leftward.


At the 2023 DSA convention, where he was keynote speaker, Mamdani articulated a theory of socialist electoral politics: "We are special as DSA electeds not because of ourselves; we are special because of our organization." In other words, the point wasn't individual politicians but building a movement that could hold politicians accountable.


As a legislator, he served on nine committees, touching on everything from aging to energy policy. By May 2025, he had been the primary sponsor of twenty bills—three of which became law—and co-sponsored 238 others. Among his accomplishments: helping launch a successful fare-free bus pilot program and participating in a hunger strike alongside taxi drivers.


That last detail is worth pausing on. How many state legislators participate in hunger strikes? It was a signal of the kind of politician Mamdani was becoming—one who saw his role as activist as much as lawmaker.


Running for Mayor


On October 23, 2024, Mamdani announced his candidacy for mayor of New York City. His platform read like a progressive wish list:



	Fare-free city buses throughout the five boroughs

	A rent freeze on rent-stabilized apartments

	Universal public child care

	200,000 new affordable housing units

	A $30 minimum wage by 2030

	Tax increases on corporations and individuals earning over $1 million annually

	City-owned grocery stores—one in each borough—to drive down food prices




The grocery store proposal was particularly unusual. Most American cities don't operate retail businesses. Mamdani was proposing that New York enter the grocery market as a public competitor to private chains, using city resources to lower prices through competition.


For most of the primary campaign, Mamdani trailed in polls. His main opponent was Andrew Cuomo, who had served as governor of New York from 2011 until his resignation in 2021 amid sexual harassment allegations. Cuomo was attempting a political comeback, and his name recognition and establishment connections made him the frontrunner.


Mamdani and Cuomo raised similar amounts of money, but their donor bases looked completely different. Mamdani had far more individual donors giving smaller amounts—a sign of grassroots enthusiasm that doesn't always translate into votes but often signals momentum.


The Upset


A poll taken shortly before the June 24, 2025, primary showed Mamdani had caught up to Cuomo. On election night, first-choice results showed Mamdani with a significant lead. Cuomo conceded that evening.


New York City uses ranked-choice voting, a system where voters rank candidates in order of preference. If no candidate wins a majority of first-choice votes, the last-place candidate is eliminated and their voters' second choices are redistributed. This continues until someone has a majority.


Mamdani's margin grew under ranked-choice tabulation, partly because he and Brad Lander, another progressive candidate, had cross-endorsed each other—each asking their supporters to rank the other second. Mamdani also cross-endorsed with Michael Blake. This kind of strategic cooperation is one way ranked-choice voting can change political behavior, encouraging coalition-building rather than pure competition.


Interestingly, the New York Times editorial board advised voters not to rank Mamdani at all, while also criticizing Cuomo. They seemed to want neither option.


On July 1, after the Board of Elections completed its ranked-choice tabulation, the Associated Press officially called the race for Mamdani. It was widely described as a major upset—a democratic socialist who had held state office for less than five years defeating a former three-term governor.


The Backlash


After winning the primary, Mamdani faced attacks that relied on what observers called racist, xenophobic, and Islamophobic tropes. Some critics referenced the September 11th attacks and terrorism—connecting a Muslim politician to violence committed by people who shared nothing with him except religion.


These attacks came from across the political spectrum, sparking debate about the persistence of Islamophobia in American politics nearly a quarter-century after 9/11.


A July 2025 poll captured something of the shifting political landscape. Among Jewish New Yorkers, 43% planned to support Mamdani. Among Jewish voters under 44, that number was 67%. Analysts saw this as evidence of generational change in Jewish American political attitudes, particularly regarding Israel and Palestine—issues on which Mamdani had staked out strong positions since his college days.


However, many Jewish leaders remained critical of him. A December report from the Anti-Defamation League found that about 20% of Mamdani's transition team was affiliated with anti-Zionist organizations like Jewish Voice for Peace and Within Our Lifetime. The same organization unearthed antisemitic social media posts from Mamdani's director of appointments, who resigned after the posts became public.


Trump Weighs In


In early November 2025, President Donald Trump—serving his second non-consecutive term—threatened to withdraw federal funding from New York City if Mamdani were elected mayor. The threat was vague on specifics but clear in intent: Trump wanted to signal opposition to what Mamdani represented.


It didn't work. On November 4, 2025, Mamdani was elected mayor of New York City.


What happened next surprised some observers. On November 21, Mamdani met with Trump at the White House. According to a spokesperson, they discussed public safety, economic security, and affordability.


After the meeting, Trump praised Mamdani. "We agree on a lot more than I would have thought," the president said—a remarkable statement given months of mutual criticism. The comment illustrated something about both men: their politics might be opposed, but they shared a willingness to deal with whoever held power.


Building an Administration


The day after his election, Mamdani announced the first members of his transition team. The executive director would be Elana Leopold. The co-chairs included Maria Torres-Springer, a former first deputy mayor; Lina Khan, who had served as chair of the Federal Trade Commission under President Biden and become something of a progressive folk hero for her aggressive antitrust enforcement; and two nonprofit executives, Melanie Hartzog and Grace Bonilla.


For his top staff, Mamdani chose Dean Fuleihan, another former first deputy mayor, as his first deputy. His chief of staff would be Elle Bisgaard-Church, who had been his Assembly chief of staff and then his campaign manager—a sign of the tight inner circle that had brought him from longshot candidate to mayor-elect.


What It Means


Zohran Mamdani's mayoralty officially begins at midnight on January 1, 2026. New York Attorney General Letitia James will administer the oath of office. Later that day, at a public inauguration, he will be ceremonially sworn in by Senator Bernie Sanders—the man whose 2016 presidential campaign had helped revitalize the democratic socialist movement that Mamdani now represents at the highest level of municipal government in America.


It's worth stepping back to consider what his election means.


New York City has had progressive mayors before. It has had mayors who were children of immigrants. It has had young mayors. But it has never had a mayor quite like this: a democratic socialist, a Muslim, an Indian American, a former rapper who made music about chapati and colonialism, someone who participated in hunger strikes and organized for Palestinian rights and built his political career through the DSA.


Whether his policies will work—whether fare-free buses and city-owned grocery stores and a $30 minimum wage will address the affordability crisis that has made New York increasingly unlivable for working-class people—remains to be seen. Governing is harder than campaigning. The mayor of New York City has significant power but also significant constraints: state government, federal government, courts, unions, real estate interests, Wall Street, and the sheer complexity of managing a city of eight million people with a budget larger than most countries.


But Mamdani's victory itself tells us something about where American politics might be heading. A candidate can run explicitly as a democratic socialist, call for policies that would have been considered radical a decade ago, face a barrage of attacks invoking terrorism and antisemitism, and still win—in the nation's largest city, against a former governor with vastly more political experience.


The affordability message, it turns out, resonates. The young voters and immigrant communities that Mamdani courted with Bollywood songs and social media savvy showed up. The ranked-choice voting system that encourages coalition-building rewarded candidates who could work together rather than tear each other down.


At thirty-four, Zohran Kwame Mamdani—the kid they called "Nonstop Mamdani" on his mother's film sets, the rapper who named himself after a spice, the housing counselor who helped immigrants fight eviction—will become the mayor of New York City.


What happens next is anyone's guess. But it will not be boring.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Bernie Sanders

    Based on Wikipedia: Bernie Sanders

In 1962, a twenty-year-old student at the University of Chicago walked into the administration building and refused to leave until the school's discriminatory housing policy changed. That young man—Bernie Sanders—wasn't yet a senator, wasn't yet a presidential candidate, and hadn't yet become the figure who would reshape American progressive politics. But already, he was willing to sit in for what he believed in.

The protest against segregated campus housing was one of many acts of defiance that defined Bernie Sanders's early years as an activist. In January 1962, he and thirty-two other students camped outside the president's office at the University of Chicago, demanding an end to racial discrimination in university-owned apartments. The university eventually relented—summer 1963 saw the end of segregation in private university housing. But Sanders's activism wasn't limited to formal protests. He once spent an entire day putting up fliers protesting police brutality, only to discover that Chicago police had shadowed him and removed every single flyer.

The Brooklyn Roots

Bernard Sanders was born on September 8, 1941, in the New York City borough of Brooklyn—specifically, in the working-class neighborhood of Midwood. His father, Elias Ben Yehuda Sanders, was a Polish-Jewish immigrant who had arrived in America in 1921 and worked as a paint salesman. His mother, Dorothy Sanders (née Glassberg), was born in New York City. Bernie grew up alongside his older brother Larry, and the family was never affluent—"major purchases, like curtains or a rug", were simply unaffordable.

Sanders attended P.S. 197, where he won a borough championship on the basketball team. In the afternoons, he went to Hebrew school, and in 1954, he celebrated his bar mitzvah—the Jewish coming-of-age ceremony. At James Madison High School, he captained the track team and took third place in the New York City indoor one-mile race. His first electoral loss came during high school, when he finished last of three candidates for student body presidency with a campaign focused on aiding Korean War orphans.

The losses never stopped him. Despite his defeat, Sanders became active in his school's fundraising activities for Korean orphans, including organizing a charity basketball game. When he was just 19 years old, his mother died at age 47. His father followed two years later, in 1962, at age 57.

The Chicago Years

Sanders attended Brooklyn College for a year (1959–1960) before transferring to the University of Chicago, where he graduated with a Bachelor of Arts degree in political science in 1964. He later described himself as a "mediocre" college student because the classroom felt "boring and irrelevant"—he viewed community activism as far more important than coursework.

Sanders called his time in Chicago "the major period of intellectual ferment in my life." During those years, he joined the Young People's Socialist League—the youth affiliate of the Socialist Party of America—and became deeply involved in the civil rights movement. He served as a student organizer for the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Under his leadership, the university chapter of CORE merged with the university's SNCC chapter.

He attended the historic 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, where Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his iconic "I Have a Dream" speech—that summer, Sanders was fined $25 (equivalent to $263 in 2025) for resisting arrest during a demonstration against segregation in Chicago's public schools.

Sanders was also active in peace and antiwar movements while at university. He applied for conscientious objector status during the Vietnam War—his application was eventually turned down, by which point he had become too old to be drafted. Though he opposed the war, he never criticized those who fought in it and has strongly supported veterans.

The Vermont Journey

After graduating from Chicago in 1964, Sanders moved to Vermont in 1968—and stayed. He ran unsuccessful third-party political campaigns throughout the 1970s, learning valuable lessons about electoral politics that would shape his later career.

The breakthrough came in 1981, when he was elected mayor of Burlington as an independent—winning his first electoral race after numerous defeats. He was reelected three times, serving as the city's chief executive for eight years. The mayor of Burlington had a reputation for progressive governance, and Sanders used that platform to champion policies that would define his career.

In 1990, something remarkable happened: Sanders was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives, representing Vermont's at-large congressional district—defeating incumbent Republican incumbent congressman themselves. He served as a representative for sixteen years before winning election to the Senate in 2006. When he took his seat in the Senate, he became the first non-Republican elected to Vermont's Class 1 seat since Solomon Foot, a Whig, in 1850.

In 1991, Sanders and five other House members co-founded the Congressional Progressive Caucus—a group that would become a significant force in American politics. He was reelected in 2012, 2018, and 2024.

The Senator

When Sanders arrived in the Senate, he brought with him decades of activist conviction. He chaired the Senate Veterans' Affairs Committee from 2013 to 2015, then the Senate Budget Committee from 2021 to 2023. Since 2023, he has chaired the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee. As the senior senator from Vermont, he's the dean of the state's congressional delegation—and the longest-serving independent in U.S. congressional history.

His commitment to progressive causes is well-documented: Sanders supports workers' self-management, universal and single-payer healthcare, paid parental leave, tuition-free tertiary education, a Green New Deal, and worker control of production through cooperatives, unions, and democratic public enterprises. He opposes neoliberalism and authoritarianism.

On foreign policy, he advocates reducing military spending, increasing diplomacy and international cooperation, and greater emphasis on labor rights and environmental concerns in negotiating international trade agreements. He supports workplace democracy and has praised elements of the Nordic model—the system that combines capitalism with strong social safety nets.

The Presidential Candidate

The political world changed when Bernie Sanders decided to run for president.

In 2016, he entered the Democratic primary race as a candidate for the party's presidential nomination. His campaign generated remarkable grassroots enthusiasm and funding from small-dollar donors—unprecedented at the time. He won twenty-three primaries and caucuses, finishing second to Hillary Clinton in delegate count but fundamentally altering the national conversation about progressive politics.

Four years later, in 2020, Sanders entered the race again—this time as part of a much larger Democratic field. His strong showing in early primaries and caucouses made him the front-runner for a period. He became a close ally of Joe Biden after the primaries concluded.

Sanders is credited with influencing a significant leftward shift in the Democratic Party following his 2016 campaign—pushing the party toward more progressive policies on healthcare, workers' rights, and economic inequality.

The Fight Against Trump

Since Donald Trump's reelection as president in 2024, Sanders has been vocal in opposition to Trump's administration. He frames what he sees as corruption as a "right-wing oligarchy" and has rallied organizations across the country against Trump and his allies—especially MAGA-aligned billionaires like Elon Musk and David Ellison.

His goal: reshape the Democratic Party itself into something more aligned with his vision of progressive governance, pushing back against the perceived rightward drift in American politics.
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  One great Minneapolis show down, one to go. Bill and the gang had a great time meeting folks in Minnesota last night; Andrew stewed sadly in his FOMO back east. See another chunk of you out there tonight. Happy Thursday.



Don’t Call It Intimidation
by Andrew Egger
In 2022, Democrat Katie Hobbs beat Republican Kari Lake in the race for Arizona governor. As a result, Arizonans will not have to walk past ICE agents posted at polling stations to vote in this year’s midterm elections.
Maybe that overstates things a hair. Let’s back up.
This week, two Republican Arizona state senators, Jake Hoffman and Wendy Rogers, introduced legislation that would require county election officials to coordinate with “a federal immigration law enforcement agency” to ensure “a federal immigration law enforcement presence at each location within this state where ballots are cast and deposited.”
In simpler terms: inviting ICE to the polls. The legislation is scheduled to be heard tomorrow in the Senate Judiciary and Elections Committee, which Rogers chairs.
“Arizonans deserve to know that election laws are not just written in statute but actually enforced in practice,” Hoffman said in a statement. “For too long, confusion, inconsistency, and a lack of visible accountability have fueled doubts about how elections are administered. . . . The intent is to deter violations before they happen, ensure existing laws are followed, and protect the rights of every lawful voter.”
Hoffman and Rogers have claimed that their proposal would not interfere with legal voting since it would not allow ICE “to question, detain, or arrest a voter solely for the purpose of determining voter eligibility, except as otherwise allowed under state or federal law.” Because if there’s one law enforcement body with a great track record of refraining from pretextual stops over things like skin color and accent, it’s ICE.
If the goal is just to get more law-enforcement eyeballs on voting precincts, why tap in immigration enforcement in particular? I emailed Hoffman and Rogers yesterday to ask this; neither responded.
Not all state Republicans are thrilled by the proposal. “This is no doubt an attempt at pure intimidation of the Latino voting community,” Arizona GOP strategist Barrett Marson told The Bulwark, adding sarcastically: “From a political standpoint, nothing says ‘We are trying to attract more Latinos into voting for Republicans’ like showing how we can suppress the Latino vote.”
And at least one GOP statewide candidate, secretary of state hopeful Gina Swoboda, has forcefully denounced it: “When the Black Panthers stationed outside Philly polling places the GOP objected—some voters may have felt intimidated,” she said in a statement, referring to an incident during the 2008 general election. “This is no different. The SECOND a voter hesitates to enter a polling place because they are afraid, they have been, by definition, intimidated. That is WRONG.”
Maybe Hoffman’s and Rogers’s proposal will go down in committee tomorrow. Or maybe, like dozens of other election bills over the past few years, it will sail through the GOP-controlled Arizona legislature before running into the brick wall that is Gov. Hobbs’s veto pen.
But even the notion of inviting ICE to the polls is a grim reminder of just how thoroughly Donald Trump’s election-stealing ethos has contaminated the groundwater of state-level GOP politics. Both Hoffman and Rogers are emblematic of the wave of MAGA zealots who hold a growing presence in Arizona and other states around the country. Hoffman, a former Turning Point USA staffer, was indicted for serving as a fake Trump elector in the aftermath of the 2020 election. Rogers built a national reputation in 2020 as one of the loudest proponents of the idea that Arizona’s election had been stolen from Trump and a driving force behind the endless GOP efforts to audit and re-audit the results. For her pains, she now sits atop a key state legislative committee for election-related matters.
One other thing is odd about Hoffman’s and Rogers’s proposal. Rumors have swirled this week in Arizona that the bill could be an early hint at the White House’s midterms strategy—after all, what would be the point of a law ordering county officials to coordinate with ICE for polling-place surveillance if you had no reason to believe ICE would cooperate?
Earlier this month, the White House pushed back on this possibility. “That’s not something I’ve ever heard the president consider,” Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told reporters on February 5. “I can’t guarantee that an ICE agent won’t be around a polling location in November—I mean, that’s frankly a very silly hypothetical question—but what I can tell you is I haven’t heard the president discuss any formal plans to put ICE outside of polling locations.”
Still, one thing’s for sure: Trump’s got election administration on the mind lately. In recent days, he’s been posting a blizzard of pudding-brained election-conspiracy content to Truth Social, including claims that “in the 2020 election, states using Dominion voting machines allegedly switched 435,000 votes from Trump to Biden and deleted 2.7 MILLION Trump votes, including 1 MILLION in Pennsylvania alone.” (You might recall that the right-wing media outlets that did the alleging have been forced to pay Dominion hundreds of millions of dollars in damages, on account of the fact that the allegations were lies; somehow we doubt that the president will be getting into similar legal trouble.)
And he’s got something cooking. “The Democrats refuse to vote for Voter I.D., or Citizenship,” he posted last week. “They want to continue to cheat in Elections. This was not what our Founders desired. I have searched the depths of Legal Arguments not yet articulated or vetted on this subject, and will be presenting an irrefutable one in the very near future. There will be Voter I.D. for the Midterm Elections, whether approved by Congress or not!”
There are ways to respond to ICE at the polls: governors’ vetoes, lawsuits, voter escorts. But what do you do about the crazy that generates such an idea in the first place?
Really, tell us.

RFK Jr.’s Prescription for Chaos
by Jonathan Cohn
Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s team appears to have backed off a controversial decision to block a new flu shot from the vaccine maker Moderna. But there’s already been real damage to the future of medical innovation, and there may be more to come.
A quick review: Moderna, which became famous during the COVID pandemic as one of the companies producing breakthrough mRNA vaccines, has been working on a vaccine to combat seasonal flu. It’s a big deal because the flu kills tens of thousands of Americans every year and puts ten times that number in the hospital. And while existing vaccines do a nice job of reducing disease severity, mRNA vaccines could prove more effective—or, at least, easier and more reliable to produce.
Moderna spent years developing this new shot, investing (by its account) more than a billion dollars. Along the way, the company consulted with the Food and Drug Administration over what kind of testing was necessary. After some back and forth, Moderna proceeded with testing that the FDA had said would be “acceptable” and submitted the shot for review—only to have the FDA say last week that, actually, the testing wasn’t good enough, and so it wouldn’t consider the application at all.
The FDA refusing to take an application is rare; doing so at the last minute is pretty much unprecedented. And as it turns out, it wasn’t what senior career scientists had wanted. The decision was at the behest of Vinay Prasad, head of the FDA’s vaccines and biologics division, who came to office pledging much tougher scrutiny of vaccines.
But the decision sparked outrage among pharmaceutical industry leaders, scientists, and consumer advocates, who warned that drug development is a long, inherently risky process, and that without clear, predictable standards for approval, investors won’t put up the money necessary to drive future innovation.
Either that argument or the optics of the decision evidently got the attention of the White House, which according to reporting (first by the Wall Street Journal) met with FDA officials to express Trump’s displeasure. And now the FDA has said it will consider the application after all, with Moderna agreeing to make one modest modification to address the concern Prasad identified.
That small concession smelled like a way to let Prasad save some face. The end result is more or less where the process would have ended up if the FDA had simply agreed to accept the application without the drama. But memories of this mess and its arbitrariness are sure to linger, because it’s not the only time vaccination has come under attack from Kennedy and lieutenants. There were the hundreds of millions of dollars in support for mRNA research that Kennedy pulled, and then the decision to eliminate several vaccines from the list of official recommendations for children. Moves like these have made quite the impression.
“I’m not saying that the vaccine market today is uninvestable,” Craig Garthwaite, a prominent Northwestern University economist who studies drug development, told me Wednesday. “But it’s getting to the point where you’re starting to see people ask real questions of whether this is a place we even want to try and allocate our resources.”
Making things worse is the organizational chaos at HHS, thanks to mass layoffs going back to DOGE and a purging of veteran leadership by Kennedy. The senior ranks of HHS agencies are full of vacancies and officials serving in temporary, acting capacities due to a lack of permanent appointees. All of this hinders day-to-day operations. It also fosters disarray—like, for example, directors making baffling, seemingly impulsive decisions that would never have survived a more orderly process with input from more seasoned hands.
The agency now appears to be undergoing a major shakeup, supposedly to put more grownups in charge, and one result is that Trump has now asked health economist and physician Jay Bhattacharya to serve as acting director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. That sounds like a step toward normality, and by the standards of Kennedy’s HHS it might be. (The current acting CDC director has no formal medical training.) But Bhattacharya is already director of the National Institutes of Health—a demanding full-time job in its own right, and one he evidently is not leaving. The plan is for him to oversee both agencies, at least for the time being. Maybe Marco Rubio can give him some pointers.
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Quick Hits
TRUMP VS. NUMBERS: Last week, the Federal Reserve Bank of New York published a paper confirming what everyone already knows: Nearly 90 percent of the economic burden from Trump’s cornucopia of tariffs last year fell on U.S. companies and consumers. The paper didn’t make much of a splash, perhaps because it’s not that shocking to be told what you already know everyone already knows.
The Trump administration, however, doesn’t know what everyone knows. It’s one of Donald Trump’s few actual core beliefs—nearly, for him, a tenet of theology—that foreigners pay the costs of U.S. tariffs. And so when the president’s top economic adviser, Kevin Hassett, was asked in a CNBC interview yesterday to weigh in on the New York Fed paper, there weren’t many reasonable responses available to him. Ultimately, he picked perhaps the least reasonable one of the bunch.
“I mean, the paper is an embarrassment,” Hassett said. “It’s, I think, the worst paper I’ve ever seen in the history of the Federal Reserve system. The people associated with this paper should presumably be disciplined.” It isn’t enough, apparently, to be totally unmoored from economic realities; the White House must make sinister gestures toward the purveyors of economic information, as well.
Hear and understand, number-men! The president isn’t so pleased with the numbers you’ve been turning out. You’d better make the numbers go better next time if you know what’s good for you.


SLOPULISM, INC.: More and more these days, it seems like the regular old English dictionary fails us. For instance: What to name this bizarre new integration of power and social-media froth, this world in which Nick Shirley goes to Minneapolis to cut a video about alleged Somali fraud and an ICE occupation comes hot on his heels? Happily, the broken-brained denizens of the internet are hard at work churning out grim new vocab words to meet our moment. It’s called “slopulism,” and the New York Times has the details:
“Slopulism works by harnessing the excitement and vibe of a moment,” said Neema Parvini, a senior fellow at the University of Buckingham in England who is considered to have popularized the term. He believes it’s a way for populist leaders, like Mr. Trump, to keep their bases content.
“It convinces supporters to invest their emotions in story lines rather than the substantive politics or structure behind it,” he said. “It doesn’t lead anywhere, it’s just entertainment.”

Not to cross the expert, but we’re not sure it’s true that this slopulism doesn’t lead anywhere. After all, many of MAGA’s most important decisionmakers seem just as addicted to their own slop as their most devoted supporters are. Minneapolis is the model here: Shirley went there because the Somali-fraud story was getting big on the right, but his video so magnified the story and the right-wing rage over it that the feds decided they’d better swoop in. A whole federal government, high on its own slopulist supply.


Cheap Shots
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I wish I could say that I was old enough to have direct personal memories of the 1988 Democratic primary, because it was a fascinating moment in political history and my family — left-wing intellectuals on one side and Jewish liberals on the other — was very much at the center of dissension. 
My home state of New York was essentially the Waterloo of Jesse Jackson’s primary campaign, where he ran into a solid wall of Jewish hostility led by ferocious attacks from the city’s then-Mayor Ed Koch. 
The backstory is that in 1979 Jackson had flown to Beirut to meet with Yasir Arafat and P.L.O. leadership, which was an extremely spicy thing to do in the pre-Oslo days. And Black political leaders had long been conflicted as to whether they should follow the logic of a coalition logroll with liberal American Jews (who were largely friends to the civil rights movement and supporters of pluralism) or the logic of anti-colonial theory, which links Palestinian and Black liberation. 
John Lewis’s 2002 op-ed about M.L.K.’s support for Israel and Hakeem Jeffries’s more recent reluctance to support Zohran Mamdani are examples of one approach; Jackson took the other. 
This was a problem for him during his 1984 campaign, which led to an incident where he complained to an African-American reporter on background about the fact that “Hymies” (i.e., Jews) in “Hymietown” (i.e., New York City) were obsessed with Israel to the exclusion of other issues. 
That information came out, along with questions about Jackson’s relationship to Louis Farrakhan, and became a huge issue for Jewish voters in the 1988 campaign. By that time Jackson had grown his base to include the kind of educated white voters who are today the backbone of progressive politics. But in New York a very large share of those white progressives are Jewish, so the perception that Jackson was antisemitic dealt his campaign a blow and helped crush his momentum. 
Jackson was always apologetic about the slurs, and eventually ended his campaign with an iconic speech at the 1988 Democratic National Convention. 


Jackson never pivoted to Lewis/Jeffries-style pro-Israel politics, but he did very successfully mend fences and build bridges with Jewish Democrats in subsequent years, earning lavish tributes upon his death from Rahm Emanuel and Chuck Schumer. That reflects his skill and hard work and determination to stay true to the moral core of his position on the issue, while also taking very seriously the idea that he’d made mistakes and would serve the cause better if he acted to correct them. 
But that kind of praise also reflects the extent to which the arc of history has bent toward Jackson since that speech. Not so much on the specifics of Middle East policy, but in his conception of what the Democratic Party should be. 
The “Goldwater moment” that didn’t happen
There was an idea, starting in the 1940s and 1950s, that the country should have two polarized, ideological political parties. Of course, it already had two parties. But the 1930s iteration of American politics featured many conservative Southern Democrats and many liberal reformist Republicans in the urban north. The idea that things should be sorted and coherent, rather than regionalized and messy, was controversial. But it ultimately carried the day. 
On the right, this was signified by a handful of widely recognized events. There was the foundation of National Review in 1955 with the explicit thesis that free market Republicans should make common cause with Dixiecrats to forge a conservative movement. There was Barry Goldwater’s victory in the 1964 Republican Party primary as an exponent of that strategy. 
After Goldwater’s defeat, the conservative movement was chastened but hardly dead. Its proponents successfully pressured Gerald Ford in 1975 to drop his moderate vice president from the ticket and pick someone more conservative. Then in 1980 they won the primary with Ronald Reagan — a prominent endorser of Goldwater — who won the general election. 
Ever since then, the Republican Party has changed its precise issue positions many times and in many ways. But it has always clearly been the vehicle of the conservative movement. 
Democrats of the 1980s were not a progressive party in the same way Republicans were a conservative one. To be sure, because Republicans were firmly in one lane, it followed that any advocacy community that wanted to do something conservatives didn’t like probably had to look to the Democrats. And the Democrats tended to be the party of groups — African Americans, gays and lesbians, Jews — that saw themselves as marginalized in one way or another. But the party as such was constructed as a kind of loose, largely non-ideological set of coalitions. 
It was also losing a lot. 
Jackson, in his 1984 convention speech, argued that “we cannot be satisfied by just restoring the old coalition” and that Democrats needed to become an ideological party that would “dream of a new value system.” In his 1988 campaign, Jackson assembled a version of that, transcending his status as a Black candidate to become an ideological candidate of the progressive left. 
But, unlike Goldwater, he didn’t win the nomination. Bernie Sanders, at the time the mayor of Burlington, was one of the few officeholders to endorse Jackson’s campaign. Had Sanders beaten Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump in 2016, that would have been a kind of Reagan moment. But that didn’t happen either. The establishment forces have been firmly in control of the Democratic Party from the time of Jackson’s failed bids through to Sanders’s. 
And yet the modern Democratic Party is clearly the one that Jackson called for in his campaigns. 
In his 1988 speech, Jackson talked about how his grandmother, who was unable to afford a blanket to keep warm in the winter, would sew a quilt out of pieces of old cloth, “a thing of beauty and power and culture.” And he described the construction of a new ideological quilt to win power: 
Farmers, you seek fair prices and you are right — but you cannot stand alone. Your patch is not big enough. Workers, you fight for fair wages, you are right — but your patch of labor is not big enough.
Women, you seek comparable worth and pay equity, you are right — but your patch is not big enough.
Women, mothers, who seek Head Start, and day care and prenatal care on the front side of life, rather than jail care and welfare on the back side of life, you are right — but your patch is not big enough.
Students, you seek scholarships, you are right — but your patch is not big enough. Blacks and Hispanics, when we fight for civil rights, we are right — but our patch is not big enough.
Gays and lesbians, when you fight against discrimination and a cure for AIDS, you are right — but your patch is not big enough.

The establishment was never toppled by progressive insurgents, but this is very much the blueprint for 21st century Democrats. They are not a non-ideological party dedicated to interest group brokerage that makes deals with random claimants. They have constructed an ideological quilt, the purpose of which is to help a coalition stand together. And that is, in many ways, a thing of beauty and power and culture, just as he forecast. 
Taking the win
Jackson deserves enormous credit for the fact that, in later years, he recognized that he was winning the argument and became an increasingly establishment figure. 
It’s not that Jackson woke up one morning and suddenly discovered that everyone agreed with him about everything. 
But between the 1980s and the 2000s, the entire structure of the Democratic Party was transformed. In both of his primary races, he was hobbled by anemic fundraising. That’s because 1980s fundraising meant seeking donations from business PACs and corporate lobbyists. Under those circumstances, a progressive very well may just not be able to raise money. 
That’s changed in two ways. On the one hand, we’ve seen the rise of small donors who are largely ideological and very left-wing, which is why Sanders in his two presidential races was a great fundraiser. But even more significantly, big donors are also highly ideological. I’m always reading takes about donor influence that are straight out of 1989 and imply that fundraising is preventing Democrats from taking bold progressive stands. But researchers find that Democratic donors have similar views on economic issues to rank-and-file Democrats, while also being “much more liberal than Democratic citizens on social issues.” 
But beyond the specifics of campaign fundraising, there’s now an extensive nonprofit infrastructure dedicated to sewing Jackson’s quilt. 
I’m often critical of these groups and their sewing. But relative to where we were 40 years ago, Jackson was clearly correct that Democrats couldn’t just turn back the clock to the New Deal coalition or ignore the rise of an ideological Republican Party.
Only a counter-ideology could possibly win, and the broad strokes of the plan Jackson outlined are in fact the counter-ideology that we have. The disagreements are marginal, and a lot of my biggest criticisms of the quilters stem from the fact that I don’t think they’ve really internalized the fact that they won the battle. If you’re on the outside looking in, then a strategy of constant pressure and always asking for more makes a lot of sense. But if the leaders of the party are actually going to do what you tell them, then you need to be a little more careful and responsible.
I’m also struck that while Jackson came out of the civil rights movement he —&nbsp;like King at the end of his life — was focused on poverty rather than identity politics. And because the whole progressive NGO complex did not really exist at that time, his economic message was squarely focused on the actually poor rather than on the class resentments of downwardly mobile nonprofit workers. 
This section of the 1988 convention speech is striking:  
I wasn’t born in the hospital. Mama didn’t have insurance. I was born in the bed at the house. I really do understand. Born in a three-room house, bathroom in the backyard, slop jar by the bed, no hot and cold running water.
I understand. Wallpaper used for decoration? No. For a windbreaker. I understand. I’m a working person’s person. That’s why I understand you whether you’re Black or white.
I understand work. I was not born with a silver spoon in my mouth. I had a shovel programmed for my hand.
My mother, a working woman, so many of the days she went to work early, with runs in her stockings. She knew better, but she wore runs in her stockings so that my brother and I could have matching socks and not be laughed at at school. I understand.
At three o’clock on Thanksgiving Day, we couldn’t eat turkey because mama was preparing somebody else’s turkey at three o’clock. We had to play football to entertain ourselves. And then around six o’clock she would get off the Alta Vista bus and we would bring up the leftovers and eat our turkey — leftovers, the carcass, the cranberries —&nbsp;around eight o’clock at night. I really do understand.

In his 1984 speech, Jackson said the Democrats are not a perfect party and the United States of America is not a perfect country, but “we are called to a perfect mission … to feed the hungry, to clothe the naked, to house the homeless, to teach the illiterate, to provide jobs for the jobless, and to choose the human race over the nuclear race.” 
From the standpoint of 2026, I might emphasize a few other dimensions of catastrophic risk ahead of (or at least alongside) nuclear weapons, but it remains a broadly excellent mission statement. And I’m struck by the reality that basically no progressive-versus-moderate factional squabbling actually relates to those issues. 
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In my post last Wednesday, I mentioned the Build America Caucus — a bipartisan group that aims to make pro-growth policies top-of-mind issues in Congress. 
Launched in May 2025 by Representative Josh Harder, a Democrat from California, it focuses on “abundance” themes such as the need to address America’s housing, infrastructure, and energy issues by implementing supply side reforms. While the caucus includes many Democrats who believe the party’s relationship with environmental review, litigation exposure, and local veto points have become a genuine political liability, its proximate goal is to pass legislation, so it’s bipartisan. Representative Celeste Maloy (R-UT) recently became co-chair, pairing conservative leadership with Harder’s more centrist Democratic profile. Membership has grown to more than 40 and spans a real ideological range: New additions include Representatives Mike Lawler, Sam Liccardo, Mike Quigley, Don Bacon, and Rob Wittman.
Against the backdrop of a relatively ineffective Congress, Build America notes that in the months since it was founded it has introduced nine bipartisan bills and played a role in securing House passage of legislation like the Housing for the 21st Century Act and the Affordable HOMES Act.
These bills walk a line, trying to encourage more building-friendly local regulation without preempting local zoning authority, largely by tying federal funding streams to pro-housing behavior. They cite boosting project applications to the Capital Investment Grants program that would pressure local governments to allow more housing to be built near transit, and pushing for legislation that would incentivize more housing to be built in general by linking federal Community Development Block Grant funding to how much they expand housing stock.
The caucus is effectively doing the coordinating work to build a cross-partisan bloc that can attach itself to vehicles like appropriations bills or the National Defense Authorization Act when the opportunity arrives. 
Still, 40 members is a minor faction in a 435-member House, and the Republican majority has its own deregulatory priorities that don’t necessarily run through bipartisan caucuses. And on housing specifically, the federal government’s leverage is inherently limited as long as Congress regards interfering with local authority as taboo. The practical track record of federal incentive programs over the years is decidedly mixed.
Minnesota’s fraud crackdown leaves disabled residents without housing
One unintended consequence of Minnesota’s effort to crack down on fraud in its Medicaid-funded disability programs is that people with disabilities are losing their housing. The state’s Department of Human Services has withheld payments from at least 17 providers in the Integrated Community Supports program — which allows adults with disabilities to live independently in provider-managed apartments — after alleging credible fraud, the Minnesota Reformer reports. With providers unable to pay rent subsidies, residents are facing eviction.
The fraud is certainly real, though. An investigation by KARE 11, a news station covering the Twin Cities, found that American Home Health Care billed Medicaid $421 per day, claiming to have provided 10 to 12 hours of care a day while showing up for only one to two hours each week. Two Pennsylvania men separately pleaded guilty in federal court on February 10 to defrauding Minnesota’s Housing Stabilization Services program of $3.5 million using A.I.-generated fake records — the first such case involving A.I. in a Minnesota health-care-fraud scheme. But housing assistance advocates have warned since the fall that suspending payments to all providers, including legitimate ones, is “an existential threat to the care infrastructure that keeps Minnesotans with disabilities safe, housed, and supported.”
Chicago sounds alarm as HUD moves to defund housing first
I have written previously about the Trump administration’s efforts to shift federal homelessness funding away from “Housing First” permanent supportive housing toward transitional and treatment-based programs, and the way that move is affecting safety nets in cities across the country. 
The shift is creating a crisis in Chicago and across Illinois, the Chicago Tribune reports. Chicago has more than 9,000 permanent supportive housing units, roughly 60 percent of which are financed by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), totaling about $96 million in federal funding. HUD has signaled it will cap the share of Continuum of Care grants that can go to permanent housing, potentially cutting thousands of units.
Illinois as a whole has more than 14,000 permanent supportive housing units, and five regions rely on HUD funding for all of their permanent supportive housing. HUD has defended the shift by saying it wants to measure success by “self-sufficiency and recovery.”
A zoning reform package and campgrounds as housing in Michigan
A bipartisan group of Michigan lawmakers introduced a nine-bill Housing Readiness Package designed to make it easier and cheaper to build homes. The bills would allow duplexes in single-family residential zones, lower minimum housing-unit sizes, reduce lot size requirements for single-family homes, and streamline approval processes. 
According to the bipartisan plan, Michigan’s housing production has fallen sharply from roughly 54,000 units annually in 2005 to about 15,000 in 2024, driving severe affordability pressures statewide. The Michigan Municipal League pushed back, with its assistant director arguing that local rules play “a relatively small part” in housing costs and that the real barriers are financing-related, Michigan Public Radio reports. A hearing on the first set of bills is expected this week.
Separately, and revealing the extent of Michigan’s housing crunch, state Representative Rachelle Smit (R) introduced HB 5430, a bill that would allow people to live in campgrounds for more than six months — the current legal maximum under the Michigan Health Code. The bill would allow indefinite stays at campgrounds within 50 miles of communities that face housing shortages, worker shortages, declared emergencies, or tight rental markets (defined as vacancy rates below 5 percent or median gross rent exceeding 30 percent of median family income).
Supporters cited by Bridge Michigan highlighted utility linemen, traveling nurses, and others who are temporarily relocated for work as populations who would specifically benefit from the change. Opponents — including the state’s environment agency — warned that campground water and sewer systems aren’t designed for year-round occupancy in cold climates, and that it could create substandard “permanent” housing settlements. The bill, which remains in committee, is bipartisan, with co-sponsorship by state Representative Will Snyder (D). 
Chicago’s “missing middle” program expands
Chicago’s Missing Middle Infill Housing initiative announced its third round of projects this week, selecting five development teams to construct 35 multi-unit buildings valued at $35.5 million on 24 vacant city-owned lots. The 99 for-sale units will be marketed to buyers earning up to 140 percent of area median income (about $134,400 for a two-person household). The city sells the lots for $1 and provides up to $150,000 per unit in subsidies from Mayor Brandon Johnson’s $1.25 billion Housing and Economic Development Bond, HousingWire reports.
The program targets South and West Side neighborhoods where decades of disinvestment have left vacant lots and removed the two-flats, three-flats, and four-flats that defined Chicago blocks. Combined across all three rounds, the initiative is now advancing workforce homeownership housing in some parts of the city where investment is needed most. The model prioritizes owner-occupied, neighborhood-scale infill over high-rise rentals.
Tiny home developments allowed in Maryland
Anne Arundel County passed legislation Tuesday night allowing developments of “cottage homes” — defined as dwellings of 800 square feet or smaller — in certain residential and commercial zones, the Baltimore Banner reports. The bill passed by a vote of four to three along party lines, with all four of the council’s Democrats supporting it and all three Republicans voting against. It now heads to the county executive, a Democrat whose administration supported the measure.
The Democrat-sponsored measure includes a density bonus that makes tiny home developments financially viable. In a zone currently allowing one residence per acre, a developer could build 12 cottages. Similar incentives apply across all residential zoning districts, and the bill also allows cottage homes on certain commercial and industrial lots. Purchases are restricted to buyers earning at or below area median income (approximately $130,000), which the bill’s sponsor, Councilman Pete Smith, argues will constrain builders to keep prices down. Smith anticipates these homes will sell for around $200,000, well below the county’s median home price of more than $500,000.
Republican councilmembers expressed concern about cottage developments changing communities.
For California lawmakers, 2026 is the “Year of the Housing Factory”
A CalMatters investigation found that factory-built (modular and prefabricated) housing is gaining real momentum in California after decades of false starts. Assemblymember Buffy Wicks, a Democrat from Oakland with a prominent voice on housing issues in the legislature, is leading a push for a package of bills to support the off-site construction industry. Wicks has held hearings to build political and legislative buy-in, and researchers at U.C. Berkeley’s Terner Center are preparing a white paper to inform policy. CalMatters reports that the paper and bills are slated for release in the coming weeks.
The policy levers under consideration include nudging affordable housing developers to use factory-built units, insuring factories against risk, and reducing differences in building code requirements across jurisdictions. 
The Los Angeles wildfires have added urgency: California is already funding factory-built rebuilds for fire survivors, with some Altadena residents moving into new modular homes after construction times of just a few months. 
Past efforts to industrialize homebuilding in the U.S. — including Operation Breakthrough in the 1970s and the 2021 collapse of Silicon Valley start-up Katerra after it burned through $2 billion — have all failed to deliver the revolution. But proponents argue that this time, the market conditions, labor shortages, and political will are different.
A development to boost housing and economic development in northern Maine
The owner of the New England Outdoor Center in Maine’s Katahdin area has submitted permitting documents for a major mixed-use development that would add 94 housing units, 10 commercial spaces, and a resort to an existing outdoor recreation campus about 10 miles northwest of Millinocket, the Bangor Daily News reports. Of the 94 units, 41 would be seasonal recreational homes and 43 would be year-round low-rise multifamily housing. The developer presented plans to Penobscot County Commissioners earlier this month, seeking approval for a tax increment financing district and a credit enhancement agreement to support the project.
The Hammond Ridge area has become a major mountain biking and cross-country skiing destination in recent years, and a handful of ongoing projects have received funding to expand activities in the area. The development is framed as an attempt to combine housing supply with that recreation-based economic development in a rural area that has faced persistent population and workforce decline.
Memphis mayor pledges 10,000 homes by 2030
At his State of the City address last week, Memphis Mayor Paul Young announced his commitment to adding 10,000 new or renovated affordable and market-rate homes in the core of the city by 2030. Memphis currently faces a shortage of roughly 39,000 units by city leaders’ own estimates, Fox13 Memphis reports. The goal won’t close the gap, but it signals a significant scaling-up of ambition and a recognition that population decline is shrinking the tax base and straining city finances.
The chief of development and infrastructure, John Zeenah, told Fox13 that the plan centers on four tools: liberalizing the zoning code to allow more housing types in more places, streamlining approvals, using city-owned and vacant land (particularly in North and South Memphis, which have high vacancy rates) more effectively, and coordinating public-private capital. Crucially, Zeenah said the city is not planning to fund the initiative primarily through direct tax dollars, instead relying on leveraging the affordable housing fund and attracting private and nonprofit capital. 
The plan also emphasizes adaptive reuse of existing buildings. One such project is already underway in the conversion of a former high school in North Memphis into affordable housing.
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In San Francisco during the 2010s, something unusual happened in American politics: renters started showing up to city council meetings. Not to complain about a specific landlord or fight an eviction, but to demand that their city build more housing. They wanted apartment buildings in their neighborhoods. They wanted density. They wanted—and this was the truly radical part—their property values to potentially decrease.


They called themselves YIMBYs, which stands for "Yes In My Back Yard."


The name is a deliberate inversion of NIMBY, or "Not In My Back Yard," the pejorative term for residents who oppose virtually any new development near their homes. NIMBYism has shaped American cities for decades, producing sprawling suburbs, restrictive zoning laws, and housing costs that have spiraled far beyond what ordinary people can afford. The YIMBY movement arose as a direct challenge to this status quo.


The Economics of Scarcity


To understand why YIMBYism emerged, you need to understand a basic economic reality: in many American cities, it is illegal to build enough housing for the people who want to live there.


This sounds almost absurd when stated plainly. But it's true. Single-family zoning—laws that prohibit anything except detached houses on individual lots—covers the majority of residential land in most American cities. In places like San Jose, California, over ninety percent of residential land is zoned exclusively for single-family homes. You cannot legally build an apartment building, a duplex, or even a modest townhouse on most of the city's land, no matter how much demand exists.


The result is predictable. When population grows but housing supply cannot keep pace, prices rise. And rise. And rise.


The San Francisco Bay Area became ground zero for this crisis because of a particular mismatch. The technology industry created hundreds of thousands of well-paying jobs in a region where local governments had made it extraordinarily difficult to build new housing. Tech workers bid up prices for the limited housing stock. Long-term residents found themselves priced out. Homelessness surged. And yet, at city council meeting after city council meeting, neighbors showed up to oppose new apartment buildings, citing traffic concerns, neighborhood character, or simply the disruption of change.


A Movement Takes Shape


The first explicitly political YIMBY organization, California YIMBY, was founded with substantial backing from technology executives. Dustin Moskovitz, a co-founder of Facebook, and his wife Cari Tuna donated half a million dollars through their philanthropic foundation. Nat Friedman, who would later become CEO of GitHub, contributed alongside other tech figures. The online payments company Stripe donated a million dollars.


This funding source has been both a strength and a vulnerability for the movement. The money allowed rapid organizing and sophisticated political campaigns. But it also invited suspicion from tenant advocates and housing activists who questioned whether a movement funded by wealthy technologists truly had the interests of low-income renters at heart.


What makes the YIMBY coalition unusual is its ideological breadth. The movement draws support from across the political spectrum, united by the belief that housing scarcity is the core problem—even if adherents disagree about almost everything else.


Progressive YIMBYs frame housing production as a civil rights issue. They point to research showing that strict zoning regulations perpetuate racial segregation, with whiter communities more likely to have restrictive land use rules. They argue that allowing more housing in wealthy neighborhoods is essential for integration and opportunity.


Libertarian YIMBYs see the issue through the lens of property rights and free markets. To them, zoning represents government interference with what property owners should be allowed to build on their own land. If someone wants to build an apartment building and other people want to rent apartments in it, why should the government prevent this voluntary exchange?


Environmental YIMBYs emphasize that denser cities reduce carbon emissions. When people can live close to where they work, they drive less. When homes share walls, they require less energy to heat and cool. Urban infill development, they argue, is far more sustainable than sprawling into farmland and forests.


The Research Question


Does building more housing actually make housing more affordable? This question might seem to have an obvious answer—of course more supply lowers prices—but economics is rarely so simple when it comes to housing.


Housing is not like most consumer goods. It's durable, lasting decades or centuries. It's immobile—you can't ship a house from a cheap market to an expensive one. It's heterogeneous—no two homes are exactly alike. And it exists within a web of local regulations, financing structures, and social meanings that complicate simple supply-and-demand analysis.


The academic research on housing supply has yielded some clear findings, though not always the ones that either YIMBY supporters or their critics might hope for.


Studies consistently show that strict land use regulations reduce housing supply and raise prices. A 2019 analysis by economists Chang-Tai Hsieh and Enrico Moretti estimated that restrictive zoning in high-productivity cities like New York, San Francisco, and San Jose lowered aggregate United States economic growth by thirty-six percent between 1964 and 2009. The mechanism is straightforward: when people cannot afford to live where the best jobs are, they take worse jobs elsewhere, and the economy as a whole suffers.


Research on what happens when cities actually allow more construction is more nuanced. In Auckland, New Zealand, upzoning led to increased housing construction and a measurable expansion in supply. In Portland, Oregon, a seventeen-year analysis found that parcels in upzoned areas had significantly higher probabilities of development.


But one study of Chicago found that upzoning without additional construction actually raised prices—perhaps because the zoning change signaled that an area was desirable for future development, attracting speculative investment. The author cautioned against generalizing too broadly from this finding.


The Filtering Question


Here's a puzzle that often comes up in housing debates: new construction is almost always expensive. Developers don't build cheap apartments. They build luxury units with granite countertops and stainless steel appliances, marketed to high-income renters. How does this help anyone else?


The answer, if it exists, lies in a process economists call "filtering." When new luxury housing is built, wealthy renters move into it, vacating their previous homes. Those vacancies allow moderately wealthy renters to move up, freeing their units for people with more modest incomes. In theory, new construction at the top of the market eventually improves affordability throughout the housing stock.


A 2006 study in the journal Urban Studies examined Canadian cities and found this filtering process to be painfully slow. Older housing took decades to become significantly more affordable. The author concluded that relying on filtering to produce affordable housing was unrealistic, especially in the most expensive markets.


More recent research has complicated this picture. Some studies found that while newly constructed units sold or rented at high prices, the increase in supply at the high end of the market did push down prices elsewhere—providing material benefits across income groups.


Research in several cities—New York's outer boroughs, San Francisco, Helsinki, and others—found that new housing units did not accelerate rent increases in nearby existing buildings. In California, new market-rate housing was associated with reduced displacement and slower rent growth in surrounding areas.


But none of these studies found that new construction caused rents to actually fall. In every city examined, housing became less affordable over time. The new construction may have slowed the rate of increase, but it did not reverse it.


The Opposition


Not everyone embraces the YIMBY agenda. Opposition comes from several directions, often for contradictory reasons.


Some tenant advocates and socialists reject the focus on market-rate housing altogether. They argue that private development primarily benefits landlords and investors, not renters. They're skeptical that building luxury apartments will meaningfully improve affordability for low-income residents. Some prefer a "PHIMBY" approach—Public Housing In My Back Yard—emphasizing government-built affordable housing rather than private development.


There's a genuine tension here. Subsidized affordable housing is expensive to construct—often more expensive per unit than market-rate housing, due to regulatory requirements and financing structures. Cities that require developers to include high percentages of below-market units often see less housing built overall. The trade-off between affordability requirements and total housing production is real and unresolved.


Traditional neighborhood preservation groups oppose new development for different reasons. They worry about traffic, crowding, and changes to neighborhood character. Some are explicitly concerned about declining property values—though research suggests that new housing construction often increases nearby property values rather than decreasing them.


The politics of housing development are peculiar. Surveys show that most people, when asked in the abstract, support building more housing. But when a specific project is proposed near their home, opposition materializes. Studies of local elections find that voter turnout among homeowners nearly doubles when zoning issues are on the ballot. The people most affected by housing scarcity—renters, young people, those priced out of desirable neighborhoods entirely—are least likely to participate in the local political processes that determine what gets built.


Research from California illustrates this dynamic. Statewide polling shows broad support for allowing more housing construction. But when specific apartment buildings are proposed in specific neighborhoods, opposition from immediate neighbors is intense. A statewide bill to allow more housing has more popular support than a single new building has from the people who would live next door to it.


The Racial Dimension


Housing policy in America has never been racially neutral. From explicitly racist deed restrictions in the early twentieth century, to redlining by federal mortgage agencies, to the urban renewal programs that demolished Black neighborhoods, housing decisions have shaped and reinforced racial segregation for generations.


Research shows that strict land use regulations continue to contribute to racial housing segregation. White communities are more likely to have restrictive zoning, and white residents are more likely to support those restrictions when surveyed.


The Bay Area's Regional Housing Needs Allocation process—which assigns housing construction targets to different cities—has been found to correlate with racial demographics. Cities with larger white populations receive smaller affordable housing allocations. When pressure mounts to build somewhere, development is often directed into downtown areas or neighborhoods with higher concentrations of nonwhite residents, while affluent white suburbs remain untouched.


This pattern is not unique to the Bay Area. Across the country, suburban residents frequently support housing development in principle, as long as it happens somewhere else—preferably in neighborhoods that are already denser and less white.


Beyond Housing


While housing is the core YIMBY concern, the movement's logic extends to other infrastructure. YIMBYs have advocated for high-speed rail lines, bike lanes, pedestrian safety improvements, homeless shelters, and schools. The common thread is support for investment in shared public goods, especially in urban areas, against neighborhood opposition.


The environmental case for urbanism goes beyond housing. Dense cities with good public transit allow residents to live without cars. In the United States, transportation accounts for twenty-nine percent of greenhouse gas emissions—the largest single sector. Every person who can walk, bike, or take transit instead of driving represents a direct reduction in carbon output.


This creates an interesting political alignment. Environmentalists have traditionally been associated with preservation—protecting wilderness, limiting development, maintaining open space. But a growing faction of environmental advocates argues that dense urban development is actually more sustainable than low-density sprawl. Building housing in existing cities reduces pressure to develop farmland and forests at the metropolitan fringe.


A Global Movement


Though the modern YIMBY movement emerged in San Francisco, it has spread internationally. Housing affordability is a crisis in cities around the world, and similar organizing has taken root wherever prices have spiraled beyond reach.


In Australia, Greater Canberra formed in 2021 to advocate for denser housing in the national capital. YIMBY Melbourne and Sydney YIMBY followed in 2023. These groups, along with Greater Brisbane, now constitute the Abundant Housing Network Australia.


Toronto has had YIMBY organizing since 2006, when community members responded to development proposals in the West Queen West neighborhood. An annual YIMBY festival has been held there since. More recently, groups like HousingNowTO and More Neighbours Toronto have pushed for policy changes to increase housing supply.


Vancouver's Abundant Housing Vancouver formed in 2016. Ottawa's Make Housing Affordable launched in 2021.


In Europe, similar movements have emerged with local characteristics. A blog called YIMBY Bratislava launched in 2014 in Slovakia's capital, later rebranding as YIM.BA. The Netherlands has seen platforms emerge in Rotterdam, Eindhoven, The Hague, and Utrecht, documenting and advocating for urban development.


Perhaps most notably, Sweden has Yimby as a formal independent political party network, founded in Stockholm in 2007. It advocates for densification and physical development in Swedish cities.


The Connection to Homelessness


Any discussion of housing affordability in America eventually leads to homelessness. The connection is more direct than many people assume.


Research consistently shows that homelessness rates correlate with housing costs. Areas where rent exceeds thirty percent of median income see higher rates of homelessness. This makes intuitive sense: the higher the cost of housing, the more people will be unable to afford any housing at all.


A 2023 survey of homeless individuals in California found that many people were driven into homelessness specifically by high rents combined with low incomes. When the gap between what housing costs and what people can pay grows too wide, some fall through entirely.


California's high housing prices are directly tied to insufficient supply. The state has among the most restrictive land use regulations in the country, and among the highest housing costs. This is not a coincidence.


Homelessness has many causes—mental illness, addiction, domestic violence, job loss. But it is far more difficult to address these underlying issues when there is simply not enough housing available at prices people can afford. Substance abuse treatment is more effective when patients have stable housing. Mental health interventions work better when people aren't living on the street. The shortage of affordable housing makes every other homelessness intervention harder.


What the Future Holds


The YIMBY movement has achieved notable policy victories since its emergence in the 2010s. California has passed multiple state laws limiting local governments' ability to block housing development. Oregon has effectively banned single-family-only zoning statewide. Minneapolis became the first major American city to eliminate single-family zoning, allowing duplexes and triplexes throughout the city.


Cities that have adopted YIMBY policies have seen increases in housing construction. Whether these increases will ultimately stabilize or reduce housing costs remains to be seen. The crisis was decades in the making; resolving it will not be quick.


The movement's unusual political coalition—combining progressive housing advocates, libertarian property rights supporters, and environmentalists—has proven both an asset and a vulnerability. It allows YIMBYs to find allies across partisan lines at a time when such alliances are rare. But it also means the coalition can fracture when members disagree about specifics: Should inclusionary zoning be required? Should development be focused near transit? Should public housing be expanded?


The fundamental YIMBY insight is simple, even if its implementation is complex: when more people want to live somewhere than there is housing available, prices rise, and people suffer. The solution, in broad strokes, is to build more housing. Everything else is details.


Whether American cities will actually do this—whether they will overcome the political power of incumbent homeowners, the procedural obstacles erected over decades, and the genuine concerns about neighborhood change—remains the central question. The YIMBY movement has made that question impossible to ignore. Answering it will shape the future of American cities for generations to come.
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  How committed is the Trump administration to erasing the history of slavery? Last month, the National Park Service removed exhibits about slavery from the Philadelphia site where George Washington—and some of the people he enslaved—and John Adams lived before the capital moved to D.C. A judge ordered them to restore the exhibits. And now the administration has appealed the ruling.
“The National Park Service routinely updates exhibits across the park system to ensure historical accuracy and completeness,” the Department of the Interior said in a statement. “Completeness” is doing some interesting work there.
Programming note: Our shows tonight and tomorrow at the Pantages Theatre in Minneapolis are pretty much sold out, but there’s a smattering of tickets left if you’re in the neighborhood and want to squeak in under the wire. It’s been an amazing couple of few months in Minnesota—we look forward to seeing some of you there tonight. Happy Wednesday.



The Minnesota Model
by William Kristol
Minneapolis, Minn.—I’ve always been pro-Minnesota.
When I was a kid, New York baseball fans were divided into Yankee lovers (boring power-worshippers) and Yankee haters (daring fans of scrappy underdogs). As you’ve perhaps guessed, I was firmly in the latter group. And so I was pleased when the Minnesota Twins won the American League pennant in 1965, deposing the mighty Yankees, who’d been AL champs for fifteen of the preceding eighteen seasons.
My affection for the Twins only increased when they lost a dramatic seven-game World Series to the Dodgers and Sandy Koufax, who pitched complete-game shutouts in the fifth and seventh games, the latter on two days’ rest. So I was grateful to the Minnesotans both for winning the regular season and losing in the Series.
Three years later, in 1968, Minnesotans reappeared on my horizon. I spent part of my summer between tenth and eleventh grade as a volunteer for Hubert Humphrey’s presidential campaign. I admired Humphrey both for his leadership on civil rights and his liberal anti-communism, and some of that admiration spilled over to the state that elevated him to public office. And I’ll add that though I didn’t support him, I rather admired Humphrey’s rival and fellow Minnesotan, Eugene McCarthy, as well.
Then, a decade later, in the winter of 1978, as I was finishing up grad school, I visited Minneapolis for the first time for my first job interview. I remember only three things about that visit: It was really cold; I was nervous; and the University of Minnesota political scientists were nice to me. (I didn’t end up with the job—it would have been too much of a shock to my system to leave the East Coast.)
I can’t say I was excessively preoccupied with goings-on in the North Star State for the next several decades. But, over the past couple of months, who hasn’t been focused on events here? And who hasn’t admired the example of civic courage and citizen responsibility Minnesotans have provided for the rest of us?
I’m in Minneapolis now for Bulwark events tonight and tomorrow night. A friend arranged a dinner last night with a group of locals, some of them traditional liberals and some ex-Republicans. None of them seemed by career or disposition to have been long-time take-to-the-streets activists. But all of them have been very involved in the recent anti-authoritarian activism. And as they described what they and their friends and acquaintances have been doing to help immigrants and to try to check ICE’s depredations, as they explained the Signal text chains and the modes of cooperation among both neighbors and strangers, as they detailed the bottom-up, spontaneous character of the overall effort, I came away even more impressed than I expected.
These proud Minnesotans gave a lot of credit for their success to the state’s strong network of civic organizations and to its culture and tradition of public-spiritedness. Perhaps the people of Minnesota were especially suited to organize themselves for this moment. But surely this state isn’t that different from many others. My main takeaway was less the specialness of Minnesota, and more that the rest of us need to follow in Minnesota’s footsteps.
And we need to do so not just when DHS launches a surge in the streets of a particular city. We need the grass-roots, spontaneous exercise of civic leadership in the fight against authoritarianism on every front for the next three years.
After all, if you look at the overall balance of power between the Trumpist authoritarians and the pro-democracy resistance, it’s not great. The federal government generally has more power than state and local governments, and especially a federal government ruthless and relatively united in the service of its aims. Big business and many other powerful institutions are mostly going along to get along. Congress can’t be counted on to provide much resistance over the next year, and even if Democrats take both houses this November, a weaponized executive branch will remain powerful. The situation with big media is problematic.
The elites and the establishment, the big organizations and the august institutions, are unlikely to save us. Widespread citizen activism and resistance could make the difference, though.
And we need to be imaginative about what that would look like. We need citizens acting in many ways and at all levels. We need protests and organizing, but we also need more forms of resistance from within big organizations, sometimes publicly, sometimes privately, and yes, sometimes surreptitiously. We need internal dissidence and help for dissidents. We need leaks and exposés, and support for leakers and truth-tellers. We need to get beyond thinking about politics as usual—though conventional politics remains critically important. We need to think not only of election campaigns but of popular campaigns. We need to learn lessons from the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, and from Eastern European dissidents in the 1970s and 1980s.
The Trumpists, like the Southern segregationists and the Soviet-bloc communists before them, have been pretty effective in mobilizing the executive branch and associated organizations behind their deplorable actions, their crude propaganda, and their efforts at intimidation. And so we need an all-of-society resistance to defeat the all-of-government conspiracy against our liberties and democracy.
That’s why it’s important that Minnesota be not just a shining example of what can be done. It needs to be a harbinger of what’s going to be done. It needs to be a model not just admired but emulated. We should all be Minnesotans now.
Besides the civil rights movement and the Soviet-bloc anti-communist movements, what other models should we draw inspiration from? Who else has fought authoritarianism and won? Share your ideas in the comments.
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Quick Hits
ADIOS, TRICIA: The Trump administration is losing one of its loudest megaphones. Tricia McLaughlin, the hard-charging Department of Homeland Security spox who over the past year became the leading proponent for many of the government’s least trustworthy claims, is leaving DHS next week. After Politico reported McLaughlin’s impending departure, DHS Secretary Kristi Noem praised her “exceptional dedication, tenacity, and professionalism” and said she had “played an important role in advancing our mission to secure the homeland and keep Americans safe.”
It’s not clear why McLaughlin is leaving. But her departure comes at an unusually vulnerable moment for her department, which has come under heavy scrutiny following the killings of two Minneapolis protesters by DHS agents and mounting reports of horrible treatment of migrants in DHS custody (see, for example, Adrian Carrasquillo’s latest Huddled Masses newsletter about the families with children being detained in Dilley, Texas). Rather than risk another broad government shutdown, congressional Republicans this month allowed Democrats to pry DHS funding out of a larger government spending package; funding for the department has partially lapsed while the Senate hammers out a package of reforms. McLaughlin—with her pedal-to-the-metal, incendiary style and richly earned reputation as a whole-hog propagandist—may not be the best fit for a department suddenly trying for a new PR strategy.


ELECTION DENIERS IN CONTROL: If you don’t like the Save America Act—the bill currently before the Senate which would require Americans in every state to produce a birth certificate or passport to register to vote—you ain’t seen nothing yet. The next election bill on the GOP docket is the Make Elections Great Again Act, a true election-denier fever-dream  in bill form, being pushed by Rep. Bryan Steil (R-Wis.). The New York Times reports:
Mr. Steil’s bill would ban universal voting by mail and prohibit the counting of ballots received after Election Day. It would ban ranked-choice voting for federal elections and would prohibit voters from giving sealed mail ballot packets to someone else for delivery, a practice currently allowed in 18 states.
It also would grant far more authority to the Department of Homeland Security to obtain information about voters from states. And it would reinforce the House-passed bill’s voter ID requirements, including establishing citizenship by requiring people to show a passport or a birth certificate to register and identification to vote.
“Elections should end on Election Day,” Mr. Steil said at a hearing last week, echoing an assertion Mr. Trump made repeatedly after his 2020 election loss.

How trustworthy a character is Rep. Steil when it comes to elections? He doesn’t “just” believe that Donald Trump won Georgia in 2020, as your baseline vanilla election deniers do. During last week’s hearing, he refused even to admit that Kamala Harris had won Minnesota in 2024—a state that Harris won by more than four points (about 138,000 votes) and that hasn’t voted for a Republican for president since 1972.


NOT GOING QUIETLY: President Trump has declared a political fatwa against Rep. Thomas Massie (R-Ky.), the oddball libertarian congressman who led the fight to release the Epstein files. But if anything, Massie seems to be enjoying his status as persona non MAGA. “He called me a moron at the prayer breakfast,” Massie told Politico in an interview yesterday. “I’m glad to know I’m in his prayers.”
Trump and his operation are trying their best to squash Massie: Trump hand-picked a Republican challenger, former Navy SEAL Ed Gallrein, for the district, and his political allies are pouring millions into the race ahead of the May 19 primary. What has incensed Trump isn’t just Massie’s independent streak, which has caused the White House repeated legislative headaches. It’s also Massie’s status as a cocky, almost goofily defiant exception to the prevailing GOP orthodoxy that only bad things happen to those who cross Trump.
Whether Massie can survive Gallrein’s challenge remains to be seen. But at least for now, he seems happy with the gains he’s made during his maverick turn. “The [Republican] margin is razor-thin, so on any given day, I would need just one or two of my own co-conspirators to get something done,” he said. “And what’s happening is that the retirement caucus is growing and primary days are coming up and passing. Once we get past March, April and May, which contain a large portion of their Republican primaries, I think you’re going to see more defections.”


Cheap Shots
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Here’s an idea for an article that I had recently:
One of the most underrated aspects of education policy is the impact that second-wave feminism had on the K-12 workforce. It used to be the case that an enormous fraction of the smartest and most ambitious women in America were working as public school teachers, and were doing so at depressed wages because of limited opportunities for women to have white-collar careers. Some of this was formal, but a lot of it wasn’t. Jeannette Rankin entered Congress in 1917 and Elizabeth Blackwell graduated from medical school in 1849, so it’s not like women “couldn’t” have careers in politics or medicine before 1970. But they rarely did. And there wasn’t one specific formal policy change that unleashed the entire transformation of women’s professional opportunities. There were formal changes in public policy, of course, but the most important changes were the shifts in attitudes and social values over several generations. 
And a second-order consequence of this was the steady erosion of human capital available in the teaching workforce. 
And it seems likely to me that as artificial intelligence generates a sharp decline in the demand for major categories of white-collar work — a much more restrained claim than the idea that it will replace all jobs — we could see a reversal of that flow. 
Large language models have many potential applications in the educational context, but it’s hard to see them operating as a replacement for a human teacher in the way that they could replace people who work in jobs that mostly involve typing on computers. That, in turn, would be an example of how even though the labor market disruptions associated with new technology can be painful, they also have upside. Automation of white-collar work isn’t just a productivity boost in those specific sectors; it could also lead a lot of the human capital that is currently deployed in fields like law and accounting to be redirected toward teaching young people, which would have its own benefits. 
When I pitched this idea to Kate, though, she raised a good point: Couldn’t this same process significantly reduce the value of a traditional education? Similarly, when I asked Claude about this, it told me that the timeframes don’t line up correctly. It’s true that a downward shift in the relative earnings of white-collar professionals could improve teacher recruiting and retention. But that would be a long-term change, and while the change plays out the A.I. is going to keep advancing and create further change. 
This becomes a problem not just with this specific pitch, but with essentially any article on a huge swath of topics that aren’t narrowly focused on the very short term. Questions about basically every medium-run policy debate collapse into arguments about the future trajectory of A.I. 
Most A.I. debates are about the present 
To see this, though, you need to see past most of the arguments that people are currently having about A.I. — arguments that are really about the present state of A.I. rather than its future. 

This debate pits skeptics like Ross Barkan and John Ganz against enthusiasts like Matt Bruenig and Marc Andreessen. And the argument is basically over how useful or impressive Claude Opus 4.6 or ChatGPT-5.2 or Gemini 3 Pro are. 

I think basically everyone is making good points. There is no way that A.I. company revenue is going to grow fast enough to justify the current level of capital spending if these are the products that we get. And Ganz’s experience with A.I. as a research tool very much mirrors mine. It’s a great way to get up to speed on something because it can very quickly give you the contours of a debate, with both the conventional wisdom on a topic and the most common dissenting views. If it’s a topic you don’t know anything about, that’s really helpful. But it doesn’t provide striking original insights; it’s just knowledgeable about what people say about things. Useful but not “Wow, the world will never be the same.”
Bruenig’s perspective is different because he’s a more technical person. He is accustomed to thinking about questions like “What could I do if I could write custom software?” A.I. makes it a lot faster and easier to write custom software, so if writing custom software is something you are interested in doing, it seems very interesting and useful. L.L.M.s are a helpful research tool, but the marginal value of L.L.M.s relative to Google is low compared to the leap in quality that Google provided relative to ProQuest and LexisNexis and hunting around reference books. But as a way of writing custom software, it’s a huge leap. 
There are lots of other debates that follow from these arguments about the current state-of-the-art tools: 
	If you think A.I. is very useful, then the prospect of making climate change somewhat worse in order to power the technology probably won’t bother you much, but if you disagree with the premise, then it will. 

	A large increase in the productivity of computer programmers could plausibly lead to a reduction in demand for programmers, but it could also lead to an increase. 

	Proliferation of custom software throughout the white-collar universe might lead to rapid productivity gains, but it might be that Nathan Goldschlag and Adam Ozimek are right and the barriers to diffusion and growth are much more fundamental than that. 


These are interesting debates, and I would say they dominate arguments about A.I. on the level of affect. 
People who are positively inclined toward current L.L.M.s will sometimes proclaim themselves “optimistic” or “enthusiastic” about A.I. and deride “doomers” who believe the technology will lead to massive job losses. The Trump administration has clearly aligned itself, on an affect level, with A.I. as a technology. This means in practice that they are boosters for American tech companies — and are more willing than the Biden administration to export some of our most powerful chips. 
But in both of these cases, what’s actually happening is the “optimists” are skeptical about the critical question of future A.I. progress. If you believe God-like superintelligence will arrive in the next decade, you wouldn’t be selling it to China or reassuring people about the enduring value of the human touch. 
These are arguments about what happens when people get more familiar and comfortable with the current state-of-the-art tools and start deploying them everywhere and enjoying incremental improvement to everything they do. 
What the people in the A.I. labs are talking about is using recursive self-improvement to generate exponential growth in model capabilities. 
The power of exponential growth
What I think sensible skeptics like Ganz and Barkan would agree on is that L.L.M.s are very helpful to computer programmers, who are using them widely and finding them to be productivity-enhancing. Well, guess what they do a lot of at leading-edge A.I. companies? Computer programming! 
So these companies are trying to sell products to people and earn revenue and convince investors to back them. But the main focus — the thing that the highest paid staff are working on — is not marketing or developing products based on the current model; it’s using these tools to build the next model. 
If you look at most benchmarks, A.I. capabilities have been growing exponentially (note the log scale on this chart). If that continues, the gap in capability between GPT-7 in 2031 and GPT-5 today will not be as large as the gap between GPT-5 (which even the skeptics admit is useful for a bunch of stuff) and GPT-3 (which was an interesting trick but totally useless). It will be dramatically larger. 

There are a lot of known unknowns about this. One of the big ones is whether intelligence improvements obtained by training a system to work in areas that are verifiable (like computer programming, where the code either runs or it doesn’t) can generalize to improved performance on fuzzier questions. 
There is confidence — not certainty, but confidence — inside the labs that these problems will be surmounted in part because other problems that once loomed have been easily overcome. 
There was a thought that improvement might hit a wall due to running out of training data, for example, but it turns out that using synthetic data works just fine. DeepSeek created a momentary market panic, because it showed you could use test-time compute to do things in a less resource-intensive way. But that turned out not to diminish demand for computing power at all. It just showed us how to use it more efficiently, meaning it started being used more than ever.
But if it’s true that recursive self-improvement will lead to exponential growth in model capability, then none of these arguments about the present really matter. 
A universal acid
This is the least of the world’s problems, but one issue that I’m having is that I am really interested in many of these short-term issues. 
I feel like I have a lot of good, wonkish, Slate-y takes in me about how people misunderstand productivity and technological change and labor market reallocation — about how, yes, as technology advances, demand for certain kinds of jobs shrinks or even vanishes but the labor market as a whole remains robust. Home exercise videos didn’t put an end to people working as in-person fitness instructors. If anything, we saw the opposite effect. And beyond the direct economic benefits, I think displacement could be useful on a lot of levels. I had the teacher example up above. But something I think a lot about is police force staffing. Tons of American cities are currently facing police recruiting shortfalls even though police budgets are bigger than ever. In some cities, like D.C., these are directly linked: Costly overtime pay is soaring because even though the department keeps hiring new officers, it is not signing up new recruits fast enough to compensate for the people who are aging off the force.  
A.I. is relevant to this in two ways: 
	One is that it seems like cameras and facial recognition are valuable investigative tools that could increase the “productivity” of policing in a different way. 

	Another is that as with teaching, this seems like a field that would be resistant to the automation of white-collar work and would benefit a lot from more people wanting the job. 


There’s also a narrower question about A.I. and education. Back when D.C. Public Schools was closed for many snow days in a row, I made my kid sit down with Claude and submit to a brief math-skills assessment. I then had Claude write him some skill-appropriate math questions, and he spent an hour a day doing them. This worked remarkably well for something that I put approximately zero effort into, and it seems like someone who (a) was actually trying and (b) actually knew something about math education could build a really useful tool along these lines. At this point in human history, though, we have lived through a long series of edtech disappointments and things that even turned out to be totally counterproductive. Smart people are pretty burned out on edtech hype and resistant to any new ideas related to it. But is the problem here really technology (surely it’s helpful that teachers can use email and web search and all the basic tech that everyone uses) or the structural incentives in the school system? Maybe my real take is that to leverage the power of A.I. we need to bring back school accountability. 
Another thing is that there’s a lot of sentiment that an A.I.-fueled productivity boom could fix our long-term debt and deficit issues. This is not completely wrong, but a lot of people talking about this are neglecting the fact that rising productivity might tend to push interest rates up because of increased private-sector-investment demand. 
It’s also really interesting to speculate about the social and political consequences of a durable kind of economic compression. If white-collar work diminishes in its economic rewards and social prestige, that could create explosive politics driven by downwardly mobile office workers even if it’s beneficial on net. 
But also — and most importantly — none of this actually matters if we’re really in a world of exponential growth. Robotics will, to be sure, lag behind “computer stuff” for some period of time. But an army of super-genius A.I.s is going to be able to solve the engineering problems of robotics and this will be irrelevant. In fact, basically everything will be irrelevant if in a few years we have swarms of super-genius A.I.s. They will, in a practical sense, be making all the decisions and they’ll be thinking issues through much more clearly and correctly than I possibly could (by definition!) and the only thing that really matters are questions like “Will the A.I.s wish humanity well?” and “Who will control the A.I.s?” 
Dual-track takes
As a person who tries to think rigorously about the world, my solution to this is compartmentalization and dual-track thinking. 
I think it’s plausible that the A.I. lab insiders are correct about recursive self-improvement, exponential growth, and superintelligence. I also think it’s plausible that they’re wrong. I put some weight on the fact that A.I.-capability-progress bulls have been mostly correct over the past five years and the skeptics have been mostly wrong. But that’s not decisive and “current trends will just continue” is a forecasting principle that has some well-documented flaws. 
So I can mentally sketch out a world where progress slows and A.I. is “a big deal” economically in roughly the sense that lots of other inventions have been a big deal over the past 150 years. But then there’s also a scenario in which we get an intelligence explosion and A.I. is the biggest thing to ever happen, because self-replicating, super-intelligent robots are going to be the dominant force in our solar system and potentially our galaxy. 
But from the standpoint of producing columns, that’s a very difficult fork to write around. 
Maybe A.I. progress means we have a golden opportunity to launch a Police for America initiative and get a whole different group of people thinking about law enforcement careers, and maybe it means total loss of explicit human control over the future of our planet and our species. That’s not a very good article! And I’m not really sure what to do about it. I asked Claude Opus 4.6 and it told me to consider:
a third possibility that might be more likely than either of your two tracks, which is that A.I. is extremely disruptive to specific sectors on a fairly fast timeline but doesn’t reach anything like superintelligence. In that world you can’t just write normal policy columns with “and also A.I. helps,” because the disruption is big enough to reshape politics and institutions, but you also don’t need to grapple with galaxy-brained singularity stuff. That middle zone — bigger than “another big invention” but smaller than “dominant force in our galaxy” — might actually be the most productive space for your kind of analysis, and it’s the one you’re sort of skipping over by framing it as a binary.

To Ganz’s point, this is the limit of A.I. as it currently exists. It’s just kind of tossing words around. The third scenario Claude sketches out here is exactly the same as my first scenario; very disruptive to specific sectors is exactly what “just another big-deal invention” would mean. 
The current A.I. is good at being about as good as a typical literate person with a solid grounding in what has been widely published on basically every question. That’s very impressive on one level. It’s also not actually able to advance the frontiers of knowledge on hard questions as anything other than a research assistant. The implications of that kind of technology are large and interesting, but fundamentally different from the implications of an intelligence explosion. 
And unless you know which we’re getting (which I don’t), it’s hard to know what exactly to say about anything.  
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  We haven’t heard too much from FCC Commissioner Brendan Carr since his abortive attempt last year to get Jimmy Kimmel off the air. But Carr’s back in the news this morning amid a tangle with another late-night comedian: The Late Show’s Stephen Colbert. On his show last night, Colbert said CBS News had forbidden him from airing an interview with Texas Democrat and Senate candidate James Talerico, citing Carr’s threat last month to go after late-night programs for supposed violations of the FCC’s Equal Time rule.
“He was supposed to be here, but we were told in no uncertain terms by our network’s lawyers, who called us directly, that we could not have him on the broadcast,” Colbert said of the interview, which was later posted online. “Let’s just call this what it is: Donald Trump’s administration wants to silence anyone who says anything bad about Trump on TV, because all Trump does is watch TV, okay?”
One quick programming note: Bill and Andrew will be going live on Substack and YouTube at 10 a.m. EST this morning, trying out something new: a video version of Morning Shots. (Morning Chaser, maybe?) The suits are talking about making this a recurring thing on Tuesdays—we’ll see if we scare them off that today. Happy Tuesday.



Why We Fight
by William Kristol
Last weekend, Marco Rubio, the secretary of state of the United States, spoke at the annual Munich Security Conference. He didn’t deign to discuss in his prepared remarks actual security challenges to the United States from, say, Putin’s Russia or Xi’s China. Instead, he lectured world leaders about the Trump administration’s general view of the nature of politics, war, and patriotism. One of Rubio’s most striking statements was that “armies do not fight for abstractions.”
Rubio made this statement in the year in which we’ll celebrate the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence. That Declaration was also a declaration of war. The war for independence that the Continental Army fought was in defense of and on behalf of certain principles. You might even call them “abstractions.”
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.

Most Americans—and much of the world—at the time and since, have understood the American Revolution to have been more than just another dispute over power and privilege. Here’s Abraham Lincoln in a public letter he wrote in April 1859 to be read at a celebration in Boston of the birthday of Thomas Jefferson.
All honor to Jefferson—to the man who, in the concrete pressure of a struggle for national independence by a single people, had the coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a merely revolutionary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times, and so to embalm it there, that to-day, and in all coming days, it shall be a rebuke and a stumbling-block to the very harbingers of re-appearing tyranny and oppression.

Jefferson was able “to introduce into a merely revolutionary document, an abstract truth.” The administration in which Rubio serves pretends to celebrate that revolution, but hates the abstract truth which animated that revolution and which elevates it above merely another mundane struggle for power or profit. The Trump administration hates that fact because it is a reminder that there is more to life than power and profit. And it hates that truth precisely because it remains a stumbling block to tyranny and oppression.
Two years after his encomium to Jefferson, Lincoln became president. Our single people were about to be divided in two by a great civil war fought over the competing principles of equality and slavery. Minnesota—then the newest member of the Union, admitted in 1858—was the first state to promise President Lincoln a regiment of volunteer soldiers to fight for the United States. And at the climactic battle of the war, Gettysburg, it was the 1st Minnesota Volunteer Infantry Regiment that famously suffered terrible casualties in a key action that helped secure the Union’s position on Cemetery Ridge on the battle’s second day, and laid the groundwork for victory.
Why did the Minnesotans volunteer? For what were they fighting? Their own security wasn’t endangered by Southern secession. They weren’t at risk of being conquered by a foreign people or culture. Quite the contrary. They were of similar heritage and spoke the same language and read the same Bible and worshiped the same God as the Virginians they fought, and whose flag they took in battle and have since declined to return.
The Minnesotans fought and died for what Rubio would denigrate as an abstract principle.
The current government of the United States sadly has no understanding of such an elevated patriotism—even though it was this kind of patriotism that also animated the fight in the next century later against fascism, and then against communism.
Fortunately, the American people are better than our current government. Civic spirit and enlightened patriotism are by no means dead in the United States. As the people of Minnesota have again reminded us.
A little over two months ago, on December 4, 2025, Donald Trump’s Department of Homeland of Security announced a surge of immigration enforcement into Minnesota. In early January, DHS announced an expansion of the effort into what it called the largest immigration enforcement operation ever. Now, after two months of disgraceful conduct by agents of our government, the Trump administration is withdrawing from its chosen field of battle.
This has surely been the single greatest setback yet for Trump’s mass-deportation and mass-intimidation agenda. The defeat wasn’t administered by a rival fighting force, but by the voluntary deeds, the civic courage, the enlightened patriotism of the people of Minnesota. The number of Minnesotans who have volunteered to help defend their neighbors’ rights over these past months has been stunning. Their determination, courage, and discipline have been remarkable.
Many observers have said so often in recent years that civic virtue is dead, that community bonds have been destroyed, that we can no longer expect sacrifice for and commitment to the common good. Those commentators have been proven wrong. The people of Minnesota and millions of ordinary Americans across the nation have rallied in opposition to what Jefferson feared, “the harbingers of reappearing tyranny and oppression.”
All honor to Jefferson for his foresight. And all honor to those Americans who are stepping up to the fight.
How would you rate the health of civic patriotism in the United States today? Give us your appraisal and compare notes in the comments.
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Quick Hits
ONE LAST MINNEAPOLIS OUTRAGE: ICE might be winding down its extraordinary enforcement operation in Minneapolis, but the federal government’s stonewalling of state investigations into the death of Alex Pretti is continuing. The Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension announced yesterday that the FBI is refusing to give state investigators access to its evidence related to Pretti’s death. The BCA added that it remains unclear whether the FBI will hand over evidence related to the earlier killing of Renee Good.
“While this lack of cooperation is concerning and unprecedented, the BCA is committed to thorough, independent and transparent investigations of these incidents, even if hampered by a lack of access to key information and evidence,” BCA Superintendent Drew Evans said in a statement. “We will continue to pursue all legal avenues to gain access to relevant information and evidence.”
We don’t know how many times we’ve had to say it by now: It’s astonishing how effectively this administration’s towering heap of controversies, scandals, and misdeeds actually makes it impossible to pursue accountability for any individual one. The fact that Trump’s federal law and immigration enforcement have deliberately and consistently worked to shut down investigations into the killing of a U.S. citizen by one of their own is an outrage that cries out for justice. And it’ll be lucky to make the front page.


YES, PUTIN MURDERED NAVALNY: In extremely unsurprising news, a joint statement by the United Kingdom, Sweden, France, Germany, and the Netherlands at the Munich Security Conference confirmed that the death of Russian political prisoner Alexei Navalny two years ago yesterday was a state-engineered murder. Tissue samples smuggled out after Navalny died in an Arctic penal colony showed traces of epibatidine, a very rare, lethal (and synthesizable) toxin from an Ecuadorian dart frog. The chances of such a poisoning without Vladimir Putin’s say-so? Roughly equal to those of an Ecuadorian frog hopping around the Arctic prison. Putin had plenty of motive to eliminate Navalny, whose charisma and anti-corruption populism made him a uniquely effective opposition leader. Excluding a live Navalny from prisoner swaps was becoming unfeasible, while releasing him, for Putin, was unthinkable.
While Russia scoffs and Secretary of State Marco Rubio hedges, the real question is what to do with this finding—besides reporting a breach of the Chemical Weapons Convention. Will it kneecap Russia’s credibility (ha!) in the Ukraine peace talks? Will it bury Donald Trump’s plans for a YUGE business deal with Putin? Russian émigré journalist Viktor Shenderovich thinks “it will be harder for President Trump next time to say what a nice guy Putin is.” Yeah, watch him.
—Cathy Young


REV. JESSE JACKSON, 1941–2026: A mainstay of American politics and the civil rights movement, Rev. Jesse Jackson died yesterday at the age of 84 after a decade-long battle with Parkinson’s disease. A lieutenant of Martin Luther King Jr. at the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, Jackson became an influential and independent voice in the Democratic party, twice rising to prominence as a presidential candidate. His work on civil rights earned him the Presidential Medal of Freedom from Bill Clinton.
I knew Jesse Jackson only a bit. Though we were of course on opposite sides politically, we had cordial and pleasant conversations when we encountered each other. My last conversation with him was when I ran into him in a hotel lobby a couple of years ago. We had a cup of coffee and talked, though the Parkinson’s made it difficult for him. But I think he enjoyed our reminiscing about days gone by.
I’ll add one thought: In retrospect, I now think I underestimated Jesse Jackson’s importance for many Americans. They saw in his leadership, and in his presidential candidacies, someone who spoke for them powerfully and eloquently at a time when not many did. They admired and respected him for this, and they were not wrong to do so.
—William Kristol


THE TOTTERING VACCINE INDUSTRY: On Sunday, Jonathan Cohn reported on the bizarre, infuriating story of the government’s spiking of a new flu-vaccine application from Moderna, one of the companies whose mRNA vaccine technology helped pull the world out of the COVID pandemic. As a technology platform, mRNA has theoretical applications far beyond coronaviruses. Moderna’s second bite of the apple, a flu vaccine, has been in development and early testing for years, in close consultation with the federal government. But when Moderna sent its promising early data to the Food and Drug Administration to seek regulatory approval, the FDA slammed the brakes, arguing in a letter this month that the company had not tested the vaccine rigorously enough.
“The available evidence,” Cohn wrote, “suggests this is a case of the FDA disqualifying a vaccine on questionable grounds, while changing its standards for review late in the process because it was trying to find a way to reject the vaccine.”
Kennedy’s ongoing hostility to vaccines isn’t just keeping new products off the market. It’s having a chilling effect across the whole vaccines industry, as the New York Times reported yesterday:
In Massachusetts, Moderna is pulling back on vaccine studies. In Texas, a small company canceled plans to build a factory that would have created new jobs manufacturing a technology used in vaccines. In San Diego, another manufacturing company laid off workers. . . .
The Trump administration said it was not discouraging innovation.
But investors have grown hesitant to bet on a field that has fallen out of favor in Washington. Major manufacturers are reporting declining sales of their shots. Smaller companies are taking the brunt of the impact, with some stocks whipsawing in response to the changes.

Read the whole thing.
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    United States Declaration of Independence

    Based on Wikipedia: United States Declaration of Independence


Treason at Noon


On July 8, 1776, at exactly noon, crowds gathered at three locations across the American colonies—Trenton, Easton, and Philadelphia—to hear the same words read aloud for the first time in public. The men who had signed the document knew precisely what they were doing. Under British law, they had just committed high treason, a crime punishable by hanging, drawing, and quartering. They signed anyway.


This is the story of how a document came to exist that would reshape not just a nation, but the entire concept of what governments owe to the people they govern.


The Slow Burn to Revolution


Revolutions rarely happen overnight. The American Revolution had been brewing for over a decade before anyone dared put pen to paper.


The trouble started in 1763, when Britain emerged victorious but broke from the Seven Years' War. Parliament looked at its American colonies—prosperous, growing, and largely untaxed—and saw an obvious solution. The Stamp Act of 1765 and the Townshend Acts that followed weren't especially onerous taxes. But they ignited a fundamental question: Did Parliament have the right to tax people who had no voice in Parliament?


The British said yes. Their constitution, shaped by the Glorious Revolution of 1688, held that Parliament was supreme everywhere in the empire. Whatever Parliament decided was, by definition, constitutional.


The colonists disagreed. They had developed a different understanding entirely. In their view, the British Constitution recognized fundamental rights that no government—not even Parliament—could violate. This wasn't just a tax dispute. It was two completely different theories of government talking past each other.


The colonists dumped tea into Boston Harbor in 1773. They tarred and feathered tax collectors. They burned effigies of royal officials. And Parliament responded with the Coercive Acts of 1774—what the colonists called, with characteristic understatement, the Intolerable Acts.


King George III saw what was coming before almost anyone else. In November 1774, he wrote privately to his prime minister, Lord North, that "blows must decide whether they are to be subject to this country or independent."


The blows came five months later, at Lexington and Concord.


Still Hoping for a Miracle


Here's what's strange about the spring of 1775: even after British soldiers and colonial militiamen had killed each other, most colonists still wanted to remain British.


The Second Continental Congress gathered in Philadelphia that May, meeting in a building they called the Pennsylvania State House. We know it today as Independence Hall, but that name came later, once the outcome was certain. At the time, independence was something you could be hanged for even suggesting.


The delegates sent petition after petition to King George, hoping he would overrule Parliament and restore harmony. They clung to a fantasy: that the king was their friend, that he didn't know how badly his ministers were treating them, that he would make everything right if only he understood.


George III shattered that fantasy in the autumn of 1775. He rejected Congress's petition outright. He issued a Proclamation of Rebellion, officially declaring the colonies in revolt. And then, in a speech before Parliament, he announced he was shopping for foreign mercenaries to crush his own subjects.


When word reached America that their king was hiring German soldiers—Hessians, as they would become known—to kill them, something shifted. A pro-American faction in Parliament had warned the government that it was pushing the colonies toward independence. The warning proved prophetic.


A Pamphlet Changes Everything


In January 1776, a recent immigrant from England named Thomas Paine published a forty-seven-page pamphlet called Common Sense.


Paine did something no one else had dared: he made the case for independence in plain language that anyone could understand. He mocked the very idea of monarchy. He argued that a small island had no business ruling an entire continent. And he linked independence to Protestant beliefs, giving American rebellion a distinctly religious flavor.


The pamphlet exploded. It sold roughly 500,000 copies in a population of only 2.5 million—proportionally, the best-selling book in American history. People read it aloud in taverns. George Washington ordered it distributed to his dispirited troops. It remains in print to this day.


Common Sense didn't create the desire for independence. But it gave that desire permission to exist.


The Committee of Five


By June 1776, the political landscape had shifted enough that Congress could act. On June 11, they appointed what would become known as the Committee of Five: John Adams of Massachusetts, Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania, Thomas Jefferson of Virginia, Robert Livingston of New York, and Roger Sherman of Connecticut.


Their job was to draft a document explaining why the colonies were breaking away.


Adams—the most forceful advocate for independence in Congress—had clear opinions about who should write it. Not himself. He wanted Jefferson.


Why? Adams later explained his reasoning with characteristic bluntness. Jefferson was a Virginian, and the cause needed Southern credibility. Jefferson was not obnoxious to his colleagues the way Adams cheerfully admitted he himself was. And Jefferson could write. The man had a gift for putting arguments into words that sang.


Jefferson retreated to his rented rooms on the second floor of a house at Seventh and Market Streets. Over seventeen days, using a portable writing desk he had designed himself, he produced a draft that would change history.


What Jefferson Actually Wrote


The Declaration of Independence is really three documents in one.


First comes a statement of political philosophy. This is the part we remember, the part we quote, the part schoolchildren memorize: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness."


These weren't entirely new ideas. Jefferson was drawing on the work of English philosopher John Locke, who had argued that governments derive their legitimacy from the consent of the governed. But Jefferson's phrasing was original, and it was brilliant. Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Joseph Ellis has called these "the most potent and consequential words in American history."


The second section is a bill of indictment—twenty-seven specific complaints against King George III. This was the legal heart of the document. Under the colonists' understanding of natural law, a people had the right to revolt against a tyrant. But to exercise that right, they needed to prove tyranny. Hence the long list of grievances: the king dissolved legislatures, obstructed justice, quartered soldiers in private homes, cut off trade, imposed taxes without consent, and waged war against his own people.


The third section is the declaration itself: the formal announcement that these colonies were now "Free and Independent States" with full power to levy war, conclude peace, and do everything else sovereign nations do.


Two Days Before the Fourth


Here's a piece of trivia that surprises people: the Continental Congress actually voted for independence on July 2, 1776, not July 4.


On July 2, Congress passed the Lee Resolution, named for Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, who had proposed it the month before. The resolution was simple: "That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States." The vote was nearly unanimous. New York abstained, waiting for new instructions from home.


John Adams thought July 2 would be the date Americans celebrated forever. He wrote to his wife Abigail that it "will be celebrated, by succeeding Generations, as the great anniversary Festival." He predicted "Pomp and Parade, with Shows, Games, Sports, Guns, Bells, Bonfires and Illuminations from one End of this Continent to the other."


Adams got the celebration right. He just missed the date by two days.


What happened on July 4 was the adoption of Jefferson's document explaining the vote. Congress spent those two days editing his draft—cutting about a quarter of his text, including an extended passage blaming the king for the slave trade. Jefferson was privately mortified by the revisions. But the version Congress approved was tighter and more powerful than his original.


Putting Ink to Paper


The Declaration exists in several physical forms, which causes some confusion.


On the night of July 4, a printer named John Dunlap produced roughly 200 copies of what historians call the Dunlap broadsides—large printed sheets meant for distribution. These were the versions that spread across the colonies in the following days. About 26 copies survive today, one of which is held at the Library of Congress.


But the famous parchment copy—the one with the large signatures, the one tourists line up to see at the National Archives—was created later. Congress ordered this engrossed copy on July 19. An Irish immigrant and skilled calligrapher named Timothy Matlack wrote it out by hand.


Most of the delegates signed it on August 2, 1776, nearly a month after the Fourth of July. A few signed even later. Some who had voted for independence had left Congress by signing day; some who signed hadn't been present for the vote. The correlation between voting and signing isn't as clean as we imagine.


The signatures themselves carried weight. John Hancock, president of Congress, signed his name large enough that—as legend has it—the king wouldn't need spectacles to read it. Benjamin Franklin supposedly quipped, "We must all hang together, or most assuredly we shall all hang separately."


They weren't joking. Under British law, every man who signed had just committed a capital crime.


Words That Echoed Forward


The Declaration of Independence might have faded into obscurity—a legal document from a legal proceeding, interesting to historians and no one else.


Instead, it became something else entirely: a statement of ideals against which America would measure itself forever.


Abraham Lincoln understood this better than almost anyone. The Constitution, Lincoln argued, was the frame; the Declaration was the picture. The Constitution was the mechanism of government; the Declaration was its purpose. In 1863, at the dedication of a cemetery at Gettysburg, Lincoln began his brief address by reaching back almost ninety years: "Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal."


That phrase—"all men are created equal"—has proven both inspiring and damning. The men who wrote it and signed it included slaveholders. Jefferson himself enslaved over 600 people during his lifetime. The tension between the Declaration's promise and America's practice would ultimately require a civil war to address, and the country continues to wrestle with it today.


But that's precisely what makes the Declaration so remarkable: it set a standard higher than its authors lived. It created a promise that subsequent generations would spend centuries trying to keep.


An Idea With Legs


The Declaration didn't just reshape America. It reshaped the world.


When France erupted in revolution in 1789, the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen bore unmistakable traces of Jefferson's words. Latin American independence movements invoked its principles. Ho Chi Minh quoted it when declaring Vietnamese independence in 1945. The United Nations' Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted in 1948, owes an obvious debt to the document that emerged from Philadelphia in 1776.


What made it so influential wasn't just the arguments—other philosophers had made similar points. It was the audacity. Here was a document that didn't just claim rights in the abstract. It announced that a people were acting on those rights, right now, with real consequences. It was philosophy made operational.


Thomas Paine had prepared the ground with Common Sense. But it was the Declaration that planted the seed that keeps growing: the idea that governments exist to serve the people, that their power comes from the people, and that when they fail the people, they can be replaced.


The Summer Soldier and the Sunshine Patriot


After the Declaration, things got worse before they got better.


By December 1776, the Continental Army was in tatters. Washington had lost New York City. His troops were deserting. The revolution looked like it might end in a cold, miserable failure.


Paine published another pamphlet, The American Crisis, which opened with words that Washington ordered read to his freezing soldiers: "These are the times that try men's souls; the summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman."


A week later, Washington led those same troops across the ice-choked Delaware River on Christmas night, attacking a garrison of Hessian soldiers at Trenton in one of the war's most daring operations. The victory saved the revolution.


The war would drag on for seven more years. But the Declaration had already done its work. It had transformed a tax revolt into a fight for human liberty. It had given the soldiers something worth fighting for beyond their immediate grievances. It had put into words an idea that, once spoken, could never be unspoken.


Still Speaking


The original parchment copy of the Declaration now sits in a specially designed case filled with argon gas, protected from light and air and time. Visitors to the National Archives file past it in near-darkness, catching a glimpse of faded words on aging animal skin.


But the Declaration doesn't really live in that case. It lives in the arguments Americans still have about what it means. It lives in the gap between "all men are created equal" and the ongoing reality of inequality. It lives in every movement that has invoked its words to demand that America live up to its founding promise.


The men who gathered in Philadelphia in the summer of 1776 committed treason against their king. They risked their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor. Some lost everything. But they also set something in motion that hasn't stopped yet.


They wrote a document that told their king he had no authority over them. And then they spent the rest of their lives—and we spend the rest of ours—arguing about what that really means.
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I feel, sincerely, very sorry for American communities whose economies were built around coal mining and who have suffered since the coal industry went into structural decline and will continue to suffer if (as seems likely) coal use continues to decline. 
As recently as 2010, there were quite a few Coal Country Democrats in office, which meant there used to be a lot of intra-progressive discussion about a fair and politically viable economic transition for coal communities. 
My read is that very few of these policy ideas were convincing substantively and that they performed even worse politically in the target region, which has continued to shift further to the right in its voting behavior. 
Now that Coal Country is core G.O.P. terrain, the question of how to address coal’s economic decline is basically just a problem for Republicans. And what Donald Trump’s come up with is unapologetic boosterism. As a political gambit, saying loudly that coal is good and ordering the Pentagon to buy coal-fired electricity and designating coal as a critical mineral makes a lot of sense. This is what Coal Country wants to hear. He’s even handing out millions in direct subsidies to upgrade obsolete coal plants (rather than simply retiring them) and forcing utilities to keep uneconomical plants in operation in a way that drives up costs. 

But from a public policy standpoint, this is really bad. 
As you know, I am soft on oil and gas production and think the American green movement has overshot the mark in its belief that these are technologies of the past that can be kicked aside in favor of renewable purism. 
One of the biggest problems with this approach is that it involves environmentalists downplaying the ongoing environmental harms of coal and the really large environmental benefits of displacing coal with a gas/renewables mix, even if that mix is heavily tilted toward gas. Trump is making the same error backwards. 
All fossil fuels generate some pollution, and that’s unfortunate. But having energy is also really good. At the present state of technology, you really wouldn’t want to live in a world without fossil fuels. 
But the present state of technology does not require very much use of coal in the United States, and that is good because coal is extremely dirty relative to other sources of power. 
Trying to prop coal up even as it’s pushed aside by the economic fundamentals is bad economics and awful for the world. 
The ladder of energy
As I mentioned briefly in a recent post about the rise and fall of the American whaling industry, in the early days of European settlement, Americans consumed voracious amounts of firewood. I have been known to enjoy a campfire or the warm glow of a fireplace myself, but this kind of biomass burning is quite ecologically destructive. 
A hobbyist, obviously, can (and should!) just collect deadwood rather than cut down live trees for fuel. But if you’re imagining life in New England in the early 19th century with people relying on firewood for all their cooking and winter heating needs, they are burning a lot of trees. Cutting all that wood down is destructive. What’s more, even if it’s properly dried and seasoned (which it often isn’t) wood does not burn that efficiently and creates all kinds of smoke. 
For recreation, this can be part of the fun. But in much of the poor world, biomass is still used as a workhorse fuel for cooking, which leads to hundreds of thousands of avoidable deaths due to indoor air pollution. There is unfortunately some controversy among environmentalists over whether it’s better to give people propane cookstoves as a cleaner alternative or instead make all of Africa wait for electrification before they upgrade their cooking technology. 
What’s more, in the past people often wanted to do things that required temperatures that were higher than you could achieve by burning wood. To accomplish this, you need charcoal. When I hear “charcoal,” I think those Kingsford briquettes, which are made out of wood scraps and sawdust, but that’s not what people were using historically.

More traditionally, you make charcoal by taking chunks of wood and heating them for an extended period of time in a low oxygen environment. The high heat expels the non-combustible elements of the wood while the lack of oxygen prevents it from catching on fire, and what’s left is lighter and hotter-burning than conventional wood. 


In pre-modern times, of course, the only way to heat the wood was to burn even more wood. Because the ratio of wood burned to charcoal produced is so high, charcoal demand could lead to rapid deforestation — this still happens at least occasionally in poor countries. 
I’m going on like this just to underscore that, at least if you view it in humanistic terms, the original rise of coal was almost certainly an environmental boon. 
If you tried to support America’s early 20th-century population with its early 19th-century energy technology, the consequences would have been disastrous. We should fully give coal its due as a progressive force for the betterment of humanity. But over time, construction costs for gas turbines fell and then, thanks to the fracking revolution, the price spread narrowed between coal and gas as fuels. Now, as long as the appropriate infrastructure is in place to actually get the gas, it’s much cheaper to build and operate gas-fired plants than coal-fired ones. 

Conveniently, it is also a lot cleaner. 
There’s more to life than CO2
Interior Secretary Doug Burgum, who was a pretty sensible governor and has spent a lot of time making those of us who praised his appointment look like fools, went on television on Wednesday to link the Trump administration’s coal push to their general view that climate change is not a problem. 

This talking point is, on its own terms, a silly troll. If you put a human being in a room where CO2 concentrations are above 40,000 parts per million, he will suffer extreme medical distress and lose consciousness. You can’t just say “Well, it’s good for plants so it can’t be pollution.” The optimal amount of atmospheric carbon dioxide is not zero, but there is overwhelming evidence that raising the amount of CO2 in the atmosphere causes harms, and there is good reason for public policy to address those harms. 
That being said, the climate-centric nature of recent political arguments actually tends to obscure the harms of coal. 
Burning wood is worse than burning coal mostly because the relatively inefficient combustion leads to more and dirtier smoke — particulate matter in the air. This is also the largest difference between coal and gas. If you run a gas stove in your home, you have probably noticed — or, rather, not noticed — that it is not giving off visible smoke and fumes. There are still particulates associated with burning methane, but it produces dramatically less air pollution than burning coal. 

Of course, wind and solar and nuclear are all much cleaner than gas. But nuclear is incredibly expensive to build, and wind and solar have downsides in terms of dispatchability. Gas has favorable capital costs, reasonable fuel costs, and if anything gas plants have additional utility relative to coal because they’re easier to switch on and off. A typical day on the grid in Texas looks something like this with solar power ramping up and gas ramping down. The existence of the solar saves on fuel (cheaper) and pollution relative to a world where it was all-fossil all-the-time, and you can just turn the gas on when you need it. 

Many environmentalists do not love this because it’s not net zero, and they look forward to the day when batteries (that little purple wedge) will allow us to do without the gas. I wish them well on that, but I also wish they were more appreciative of both the gas/solar complementarity given the current number of batteries on the grid and also the fact that the gas alone is a lot cheaper than coal. 
Conversely, though, when environmentalists try to make the country do something more expensive rather than just use the lowest-cost electricity mix, they at least are attempting to reduce pollution. 
Trump’s pro-coal push has the same economic downsides, but it also makes the air dirtier. We’re going to get more people with asthma, worse cognition, and all kinds of other problems, all so Trump can signal allegiance to communities whose votes he’s winning anyway. 
The real coal question
None of this is to say that coal will or should vanish from the energy mix tomorrow. 
Different energy sources are useful for different things. Coal was superseded as a source of home heat a long time ago, but continues to be widely used in electricity generation. My focus here has been on electricity, where the sane and natural thing is for the United States to meet rising demand with a mix of gas and renewables while trying to make the reforms necessary to bring down the cost of nuclear. Coal plants should retire when they reach their expiration dates, and the electricity mix should get cleaner over time. 
But coal is also used to manufacture primary steel. 
There’s a process for making steel in electric arc furnaces that is cleaner and widely used, but that is mostly recycling scrap steel. New steel production is overwhelmingly done in blast furnaces through a process that requires coal. 
There is a new, cleaner method where you use gas to make direct reduced iron, and then you put that in an electric arc furnace, but it is not that widely used as of yet. There is also a longer term aspiration to use hydrogen rather than gas, ideally in a world where the hydrogen is made using clean electricity and also the electric arc furnace is powered with clean electricity. 
This approach is not economically viable at the moment, and it’s an example of the kind of hard problem that I think climate-minded donors and advocates should focus more of their time and money on. For now, though, the world is burning plenty of coal for metallurgical purposes and that remains central to the world economy. 
A larger issue is that while the United States is richly endowed with natural gas, there are many countries around the world —&nbsp;notably India and China — that are not. 
Both of those countries are, for geopolitical reasons, committed to relying on domestic sources of energy, which means renewables but also lots of coal for electricity generation because they have coal. This is an understandable calculus on their part, but it’s bad for the environment. Not only is it bad for the climate globally, it’s especially bad for local air pollution.
To the extent that the United States can persuade foreign countries — almost certainly not China, but maybe India or Bangladesh or aspiring industrializers in Africa — to rely on gas exported from North America rather than coal as a complement to renewables, that’s a big win. To the extent that they continue to rely on coal, it will be bad for the climate and bad for air quality and they almost certainly won’t use American coal anyway, because the only good reason to use coal for electricity is local availability.  
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The Art of the Comeback (And the Comeback, And the Comeback)


In 1995, Donald Trump owed more than three billion dollars to banks. They seized his hotels, his yacht, his airline. It was, by any measure, a spectacular failure—the kind that ends careers and becomes a cautionary tale in business school case studies.


Thirty years later, he won his second term as President of the United States.


Whatever else you might say about Donald John Trump, he is perhaps the most consequential American political figure of the twenty-first century—a man who has reshaped one of the country's two major political parties in his own image, survived two impeachments, become the first former president convicted of a felony, and somehow turned each catastrophe into fuel for the next chapter.


The Making of a Manhattan Deal-Maker


Trump was born on June 14, 1946, in Jamaica Hospital in the Queens borough of New York City. His father, Fred Trump, had built a real estate empire constructing middle-class apartment complexes in the outer boroughs—Brooklyn, Queens, Staten Island. The family lived in a twenty-three-room mansion in Jamaica Estates, and Fred paid each of his children roughly twenty thousand dollars a year, which in today's money would be about two hundred sixty-five thousand dollars. By the time Donald was eight years old, adjusted for inflation, he was already a millionaire.


He was, by most accounts, a difficult child.


His father eventually enrolled him in the New York Military Academy, a private boarding school that emphasized sports and, above all, winning. The experience shaped him. So did two mentors he later identified as formative: his father and Norman Vincent Peale, the family's pastor and author of "The Power of Positive Thinking"—a self-help classic that taught readers to visualize success and reject negative thoughts.


Trump attended Fordham University for two years before transferring to the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, where he earned a bachelor's degree in economics in 1968. He later claimed to have been a top student, though he does not appear on the school's honors list. During the Vietnam War, he received an exemption from the draft due to bone spurs in his heels—a diagnosis that would later become a subject of considerable skepticism.


From Rent Collector to Manhattan Mogul


After graduating, Trump joined his father's company, Trump Management, where his primary job was collecting rent and making repairs on the family's outer-borough apartment buildings. He did this for about five years. But Trump was restless. He wanted Manhattan—its glamour, its wealth, its visibility.


His father was content in Brooklyn and Queens. Trump was not.


In 1971, he moved to Manhattan and convinced his father to make him president of the family business, even as Fred remained chairman. Trump began operating under a new umbrella name: the Trump Organization. He also acquired a new mentor—one who would prove at least as influential as his father.


Roy Cohn had been Senator Joseph McCarthy's chief counsel during the anti-communist hearings of the 1950s. By the 1970s, he was a New York fixer with connections to organized crime figures who controlled the construction unions. For thirteen years, Cohn served as Trump's lawyer, mentor, and philosophical guide. The core lesson Cohn taught was simple: life is transactional. Attack, never apologize, declare victory regardless of outcome.


In 1973, the federal government sued the Trumps, alleging their properties had discriminated against Black applicants and tenants. Cohn advised Trump to countersue for one hundred million dollars. The counterclaims were dismissed. The Trumps signed a consent decree agreeing to desegregate. Four years later, they were found in contempt of that decree. Trump, following Cohn's playbook, called it a victory anyway.


Building the Brand


Trump's first major Manhattan project was the renovation of the decrepit Commodore Hotel, next to Grand Central Terminal. The financing came with a four-hundred-million-dollar tax abatement from the city—arranged by his father—and a seventy-million-dollar bank loan guaranteed by his father and the Hyatt hotel chain. When it reopened in 1980 as the Grand Hyatt, Trump was thirty-four years old and had his first taste of the spotlight.


That same year, he secured the rights to build Trump Tower, a mixed-use skyscraper on Fifth Avenue in Midtown Manhattan. It would become his headquarters, his residence, and the physical embodiment of his brand—all gold and mirrors and his name in giant letters.


Through the 1980s, Trump expanded aggressively. He bought the Plaza Hotel. He acquired three casinos in Atlantic City. He purchased an airline, the Eastern Air Lines Shuttle, and renamed it Trump Shuttle. He bought a football team, the New Jersey Generals, in the upstart United States Football League.


He also developed a distinctive approach to business: use other people's money, put your name on everything, and if it fails, make sure the losses belong to someone else.


The Art of the Bankruptcy


By 1990, the whole edifice was wobbling.


Trump's Atlantic City casino, the Taj Mahal, had been financed with six hundred seventy-five million dollars in junk bonds—high-interest debt that proved impossible to service. It filed for bankruptcy protection in 1991. His other two casinos followed in 1992. So did the Plaza Hotel. The Trump Shuttle defaulted on its loans and passed to the banks.


In 1995, Trump defaulted on more than three billion dollars in bank loans. The lenders seized the Plaza and most of his other properties in what one newspaper called a "vast and humiliating restructuring." The lead bank's attorney later explained the banks' decision to let Trump keep operating rather than liquidate everything: "They all agreed that he'd be better alive than dead."


Between 1991 and 2009, Trump filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection six times. Yet he emerged from each collapse with his name intact and his lifestyle largely undiminished. The bankruptcies were corporate, not personal. The losses fell on bondholders, contractors, and banks. Trump kept his penthouses and his golf courses.


This pattern—spectacular leverage, default, restructuring, reinvention—would define his career. By 2018, according to The New York Times, Trump had been involved in more than four thousand lawsuits, liens, and legal filings, many of them for nonpayment against employees, contractors, and even his own attorneys.


The Television Savior


By the early 2000s, Trump's business reputation was in tatters among serious real estate developers and bankers. American banks had largely stopped lending to him. But he had something valuable: fame.


In 2004, NBC launched "The Apprentice," a reality television show in which contestants competed for a job at the Trump Organization. Trump played himself—the billionaire deal-maker, sitting in a boardroom, delivering his signature line: "You're fired."


The show was a hit. More importantly, it rehabilitated Trump's image. To millions of viewers who knew nothing about his bankruptcies or his history of stiffing contractors, he was simply a successful businessman, a symbol of American wealth and confidence. The Trump brand, badly damaged in the 1990s, was suddenly valuable again.


He rode that brand for the next decade, licensing his name to buildings he didn't build, universities that weren't universities, and products ranging from steaks to vodka. The Trump Organization often functioned less as a real estate developer than as a licensing operation—collecting fees for allowing others to put his name on their projects.


The Political Outsider


Trump had flirted with politics for decades, occasionally floating the idea of running for president. In 2015, he finally did it, descending the golden escalator at Trump Tower to announce his candidacy with a speech that included this assessment of Mexican immigrants: "They're bringing drugs. They're bringing crime. They're rapists. And some, I assume, are good people."


NBC and Univision dropped his Miss Universe pageants within days. Mainstream commentators dismissed his campaign as a publicity stunt. Republican Party leaders hoped he would fade quickly.


He did not fade.


Trump understood something his opponents didn't: a large segment of the American electorate was hungry for someone who would break the rules, say the unsayable, and attack the political establishment from both parties. He offered grievance and spectacle. He mocked his opponents with schoolyard nicknames. He dominated news coverage through sheer outrageousness.


In November 2016, he defeated Hillary Clinton to become the forty-fifth President of the United States.


The First Term


Trump's first presidency was marked by a series of aggressive policy moves and constant controversy. He imposed a travel ban on seven majority-Muslim countries. He expanded the wall along the Mexico-United States border and implemented a family separation policy that resulted in thousands of migrant children being taken from their parents. He rolled back environmental regulations and signed the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act, which reduced corporate tax rates and provided tax cuts weighted toward higher earners.


He appointed three justices to the Supreme Court—Neil Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh, and Amy Coney Barrett—shifting the court decisively to the right and setting up the eventual overturning of Roe v. Wade, the 1973 decision that had established a constitutional right to abortion.


In foreign policy, Trump withdrew the United States from the Paris climate agreement, the Iran nuclear deal, and the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade agreement. He initiated a trade war with China, imposing tariffs and demanding renegotiation of the terms of the economic relationship.


He was impeached twice.


The first impeachment, in 2019, stemmed from his attempt to pressure Ukraine into investigating Joe Biden and his son Hunter by withholding military aid. The charges were abuse of power and obstruction of Congress. The Senate, controlled by Republicans, acquitted him.


The Pandemic and the Defeat


In early 2020, a novel coronavirus emerged from Wuhan, China, and began spreading around the world. Trump initially downplayed its severity, contradicted public health officials, suggested unproven treatments, and resisted mask mandates. He did sign the CARES Act, a two-trillion-dollar economic relief package, and launched Operation Warp Speed, which accelerated vaccine development. But his public messaging remained erratic, and by Election Day, more than two hundred thirty thousand Americans had died from COVID-19.


Joe Biden defeated Trump in November 2020 by more than seven million popular votes and 306 to 232 in the Electoral College.


Trump refused to concede. He claimed, without evidence, that the election had been stolen through massive fraud. He pressured state officials to "find" votes. He urged the Justice Department to declare the election corrupt. He filed dozens of lawsuits, nearly all of which failed.


On January 6, 2021, as Congress met to certify Biden's victory, Trump held a rally near the White House. He told the crowd to march to the Capitol and "fight like hell." A mob stormed the building, broke windows, assaulted police officers, and sent lawmakers fleeing. Five people died in connection with the attack. Trump was impeached a second time, for incitement of insurrection. The Senate again acquitted him.


Legal Troubles and Convictions


After leaving office, Trump faced an unprecedented cascade of legal problems. In 2023, a civil jury found him liable for sexually abusing the writer E. Jean Carroll in a department store dressing room in the 1990s and then defaming her by denying the assault. He was ordered to pay her eighty-three million dollars.


A New York judge found him liable for business fraud, ruling that he had systematically inflated the value of his assets to obtain favorable loan terms. The penalty was over four hundred fifty million dollars.


Most significantly, in May 2024, a Manhattan jury convicted him on thirty-four felony counts of falsifying business records related to hush money payments to a pornographic film actress before the 2016 election. He became the first former American president to be convicted of a crime.


He was also indicted on federal charges for retaining classified documents after leaving office and for his efforts to overturn the 2020 election results. Both of those cases were ultimately dismissed after he won the 2024 election—the classified documents case on procedural grounds, the election interference case because the Justice Department maintains that sitting presidents cannot be prosecuted.


The Second Coming


Trump ran for president again in 2024, defeating Vice President Kamala Harris to win his second term. He returned to office at seventy-eight years old, the oldest person ever inaugurated as president.


His second term began with a flurry of executive orders and policy changes that went considerably further than his first administration. He initiated mass layoffs of federal workers. He imposed tariffs on nearly all countries at the highest levels since the Great Depression. His administration targeted political opponents and civil society organizations, pursued the mass deportation of immigrants, and issued policies restricting the rights of transgender people.


By the time you are reading this, more than three hundred lawsuits have been filed challenging the legality of various administration actions.


The Reshaping of a Party


Whatever happens next, Trump has already transformed American politics in ways that will outlast his presidency. Since 2015, the Republican Party has been remade in his image. The ideology sometimes called "Trumpism" combines populist economic rhetoric, immigration restrictionism, skepticism of international alliances, and a confrontational political style that treats opponents as enemies to be destroyed rather than adversaries to be debated.


His supporters see him as a fighter who tells uncomfortable truths and challenges corrupt elites. His critics point to his documented history of false statements—The Washington Post counted more than thirty thousand during his first term—his promotion of conspiracy theories, and his willingness to undermine democratic institutions when they produce outcomes he dislikes.


Historians and political scientists have increasingly used terms like "authoritarian" to describe his approach to governance, particularly in his second term. Surveys of scholars have ranked him among the worst presidents in American history.


But rankings by historians are not the same as political power. Trump has proven remarkably resilient. Scandals that would have ended other political careers seemed only to strengthen his bond with his base. His conviction on felony charges did not prevent him from winning a second term. His age did not matter to voters.


The Man Himself


Understanding Trump requires understanding certain consistent patterns across his seventy-plus years of public life.


He has always preferred spectacle to substance, attention to achievement. He learned from Roy Cohn to attack, never apologize, and always declare victory. He treats every interaction as a transaction, every relationship as a deal to be won or lost.


He has demonstrated remarkable skill at branding, self-promotion, and reading the mood of a certain segment of the American public. He has also demonstrated consistent patterns of not paying people what he owes them, of exaggerating his wealth and accomplishments, and of saying things that are demonstrably false.


Whether you see him as a hero or a villain, a truth-teller or a pathological liar, a defender of the forgotten American or a threat to American democracy, probably depends more on what news sources you consume and what values you hold than on any objective assessment of facts.


But the facts themselves are not in serious dispute. He was born wealthy. He went bankrupt multiple times. He became a television star. He won the presidency, lost it, and won it again. He was impeached twice and convicted of thirty-four felonies.


He is, by any measure, one of the most extraordinary figures in American history—extraordinary not in the sense of admirable, but in the sense of defying all normal expectations of what a political career can survive and what a democracy will tolerate.


The story is not over. It may not be over for a long time.
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THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION’S two representatives at the Munich Security Conference, Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Under Secretary of Defense Elbridge Colby, gave very different remarks, but the underlying substance was the same: This administration does not understand, does not value, and will not invest in America’s European alliances. Although the two men struck different tones and used different words, the unified message was conveyed as much by what they said as by who they were and what they didn’t say. Those in the room likely understood what they were being told in the subtle language of diplomacy, but for the rest of us, it’s worth translating into plain English.
The Munich Security Conference is not a traditional diplomatic summit. It produces no communiqués or treaties, and few concrete decisions. Instead, it’s more like a diplomatic trade show—an annual gathering where heads of state, ministers, military leaders, intelligence officials, industry executives, and civil society voices confront the world’s (and especially Europe’s) most pressing security challenges.
For more than a decade, the conference’s former chairman, Amb. Wolfgang Ischinger, curated an agenda designed to provoke candid, sometimes uncomfortable exchanges. He once explained to me that his aim was never consensus for its own sake, but clarity: to expose differences, test assumptions, and force participants to hear how allies and adversaries interpret risk, resolve, and commitment. In Munich, words are not mere rhetoric; they are signals parsed in capitals around the world.
The conference itself has long been a reflection of the transatlantic alliance. When I commanded U.S. Army Europe, our forces—alongside our German hosts and other allied militaries—provided aviation, logistics, communications, and security support, long before the first speakers took the stage at the packed conference room of the Bayerischer Hof, all to ensure that delegations could meet safely. It’s an unglamorous mission, largely invisible to the public, but emblematic of how alliances function: shared burdens, mutual trust, and capabilities woven together in ways no nation could replicate alone.
The last conference I attended as the commander of U.S. Army Europe was in 2012, and the American delegation reflected the bipartisan weight the United States once brought to the table. Sen. John McCain was there with other senators and representatives from both parties, as were then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, then-Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta, and senior national security leaders from across the administration. Their messages differed in emphasis but were unified in tone: The United States viewed NATO not as a burden to be managed but as a strategic advantage to be strengthened.


THIS YEAR, RUBIO AND COLBY used Munich’s stage to defend the Trump administration’s National Security Strategy and National Defense Strategy. As a senator and presidential candidate, Rubio used to champion a muscular foreign policy that emphasized solidarity with democratic allies and standing up to authoritarian adversaries. In Munich, he tried to couch the administration’s hostility to Europe in terms of tough love while emphasizing a common historical and cultural identity and destiny.
Rubio’s counterpart, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, was surprisingly absent from Munich, as he has been from other recent diplomatic engagements, especially those in Europe. While secretaries of defense have traditionally played central roles in reassuring allies and shaping defense cooperation, that mantle appears to now fall elsewhere. It’s difficult to avoid the conclusion that America’s European allies see in Hegseth what many Americans do—a polarizing figure who emphasizes confrontation over cooperation and performance over policy clarity. Whether sidelined by design or circumstance, his diminished role in Munich’s diplomatic choreography speaks volumes about alliance perceptions and the premium placed on credibility. Allies do not merely listen to what American officials say. They weigh who says it—and what that choice signals.
Apparently standing in for Hegseth was Colby, who has previously annoyed and discomfited America’s closest European allies, and who favors a foreign policy in which all considerations are subordinated to competition with China, even to the point of ignoring them altogether. He described a transatlantic relationship rooted in “pragmatic realism” and “shared interests” and focused on “nuts-and-bolts kind of stuff,” though what he considers “real,” what those “interests” are, and what the “nuts and bolts” would build remain unclear. Unsurprisingly, he argued that Europe must assume primary responsibility for its defense while the United States concentrates on the Indo-Pacific. Burden-sharing, he and Rubio insisted, is an overdue correction to an unsustainable imbalance.
On its face, that argument is not unreasonable. The United States cannot be strong everywhere, and Europe must continue to invest in its own defense. But in Munich—where tone and phrasing carry strategic weight—Rubio’s and Colby’s framing signaled something far more consequential: a transactional view of alliances that undermines deterrence, fractures NATO cohesion, and is weakening the United States’ geostrategic position.


THE U.S. MILITARY PRESENCE IN EUROPE is often framed as a favor to allies. In reality, it’s one of the most advantageous force postures the United States maintains anywhere in the world—a relatively small footprint that delivers outsized strategic returns.
From bases in Germany, Italy, Spain, Poland, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere, American forces sit an ocean closer to potential crises in the Middle East, North Africa, and Eurasia. In Germany alone, Ramstein Air Base serves as a global air mobility hub and power projection platform; Landstuhl Regional Medical Center, home to a critical Level III trauma center, anchors combat casualty care for multiple theaters as well as health care for all the U.S. embassies in Europe, Africa, and the Middle East; the logistics enterprise centered in Kaiserslautern sustains operations across continents; and in Wiesbaden, U.S. Army Europe and Africa’s technologically advanced command-and-control headquarters integrates intelligence collection, planning, and multinational coordination at a scale unmatched elsewhere. Naval forces in Rota, Spain provide access to the Mediterranean and West Africa. And in Vicenza, Italy, the U.S. Army’s airborne forces—including the paratroopers of the 173rd Airborne Brigade—provide rapid deployment options that strengthen not only military posture but diplomatic credibility. Prepositioned equipment across Europe allows American units to deploy combat power in days rather than months.
When American leaders speak with allies or adversaries, knowing that responsive forces are forward-positioned lends weight to every word and is certainly more credible than a social media-posted threat.
This posture is not charity. It is strategic leverage.
The unstated assumption embedded in the second Trump administration’s National Security Strategy and National Defense Strategy is that America can accomplish whatever goals it sets for itself, with military force if necessary, even when allies hesitate and we have few forces positioned in critical areas. In reality, it’s America’s rock-solid alliances and forward-based forces in Europe that have enabled crisis response, reinforcement of embassies, noncombatant evacuation operations, targeted strikes, and even full-scale combat operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, Israel, Iran, and Syria.
U.S. forces in Europe enable American power projection and political influence on three continents. For missions like embassy evacuations to disaster and conflict response, European-based units provide the nearest, most capable forces for reinforcement. These missions rarely make headlines, but they represent the daily utility of alliance infrastructure. Without our European allies, response times lengthen, risks increase, and options narrow. When Americans must be protected or evacuated, geography matters. Europe’s forward posture saves time—and lives.
But the claim that America’s European alliances are all charity isn’t just wrong in the sense that we get nothing out of it. It’s also wrong in the sense that we’re just giving and our allies are just receiving.


ONE CLAIM BOTH RUBIO AND COLBY repeated in Munich—that President Trump forced European allies toward dramatically higher defense spending targets—reinforces a fable the administration likes to tell that isn’t based in reality. European defense spending began rising after Russia’s 2014 seizure of Crimea and surged following the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Tanks crossing borders, not tweets crossing timelines, drove European parliaments to act.
The commitment to increase defense spending to 2 percent of GDP was formalized at the 2014 Wales Summit, during the Obama administration. Then-Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel and other allied defense ministers pursued and agreed upon a measured, collective approach that recognized both fiscal realities and the evolving threat from Russia. It was a strategy of steady alignment and increased defense spending, not irascible demands.
President Trump’s repeated comments that he has forced European nations to spend 5 percent of GDP on defense are also false. Only one NATO member has even come close: Poland spent about 4.5 percent of GDP on defense last year, falling slightly short of its goal of 4.7 percent. Interestingly, the United States will spend approximately 3.2 percent of GDP on defense for our global force in 2025–2026, so even we aren’t matching the demands we’re imposing on others. Our European allies have increased defense budgets not because of American hectoring—whether from the administrations of George W. Bush, Barack Obama, Donald Trump, or Joe Biden—but because of the Russia threat, which we are no longer addressing with vigor. To suggest otherwise risks misreading both European motivations and actions and the strategic environment that produced them.
American policymakers often hear calls for burden-sharing as common sense. Europeans hear them as conditional commitment. In Munich, that distinction matters. When key U.S. leaders suggest Europe must “stand on its own,” they hear us announcing: We will not stand with you.


FRAMING ALLIANCES AS COST CENTERS ignores their strategic returns. NATO is not a charitable enterprise but a force multiplier for American power. Forward presence in Europe prevents wars we would otherwise have to fight and enables operations far beyond the continent. During my time commanding U.S. Army Europe, we partnered with the armed forces of 49 nations. Those relationships were not symbolic. They enabled multinational operations in Iraq, Afghanistan and several other hot zones, provided integrated logistics networks, shared intelligence, and incorporated interoperability that no unilateral force could replicate.
Alliances are not acts of generosity. They are the ways and means of strategy.
NATO does not distract from the Indo-Pacific; it enables it. A stable European theater allows the United States to allocate attention and resources elsewhere. A fractured alliance would force the opposite. History offers a clear lesson: Instability in Europe consumes American bandwidth. Stability there expands it.
In Munich, language is policy. Allies parse every phrase and personality for signs of continuity or retreat. Adversaries do the same. When American representatives suggest that alliances are negotiable, they may intend to convey “realism.” But what allies hear is conditionality, and what adversaries hear is opportunity. Russia probes alliance seams. China courts European capitals with economic inducements and diplomatic alternatives. Deterrence erodes not through dramatic rupture, but through gradual doubt and distrust.
Again, Wolfgang Ischinger’s vision for the Munich Security Conference was not to produce agreement, but always to deepen understanding. By bringing together elected leaders, military commanders, business executives, and civil society voices, he created a forum where strategic assumptions are exposed and tested. When American representatives use that stage to suggest alliances are transactional, the reverberations extend far beyond the Bayerischer Hof’s walls.
Alliances are sustained by trust—collected in drops, lost in buckets. If we treat them as transactions, we will discover too late that what some considered a drag was, in fact, our greatest strategic advantage. The United States does not lead alliances out of charity. We lead them because no nation in history has ever secured its interests alone.
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Five days before Russian tanks rolled into Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelenskyy stood at a podium in Munich and delivered a warning that would prove prophetic. "We don't have any firearms," he told the assembled world leaders. "And there's no security." The leaders listened politely, then returned to their hotel rooms at the Bayerischer Hof. Less than a week later, Europe faced its largest land war since 1945.


This is the strange power of the Munich Security Conference—a gathering that has no official authority, issues no binding resolutions, and produces no final communiqué, yet somehow manages to be the world's most consequential salon for national security. Every February, the ornate rooms of a nineteenth-century luxury hotel in Bavaria become the crossroads of global power.


Born from the Ashes of Resistance


The conference exists because of a remarkable act of conscience. In 1963, a German aristocrat named Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist-Schmenzin decided to bring together security experts and military leaders for informal dialogue. This was not an obvious career move for someone in postwar Germany. But von Kleist had credentials that commanded respect across the Atlantic divide.


He had tried to kill Hitler.


As a young officer in 1944, von Kleist volunteered for a suicide mission to assassinate the Nazi dictator by detonating explosives during a uniform presentation. The attack never happened—Hitler cancelled the demonstration. Von Kleist then joined the conspiracy led by Claus von Stauffenberg, the famous July 20th plot that came heartbreakingly close to success. When it failed, the Gestapo executed von Kleist's father. The son survived only because the chaos of Germany's collapse interrupted his trial.


This history mattered enormously. Here was a German who had risked everything to stop the war, now dedicating his life to ensuring such catastrophes never recurred. When he invited American and European security officials to Munich for quiet conversations, they came. That first meeting in 1963 had only about sixty participants. Among them were two young men who would shape the Cold War: Helmut Schmidt, future Chancellor of West Germany, and Henry Kissinger, future Secretary of State.


The Hotel Where Secrets Are Shared


The venue has never changed. The Hotel Bayerischer Hof sits on a plaza in central Munich, a palatial establishment that has hosted guests since 1841. Its chandeliers and wood-paneled rooms provide a setting both grand and intimate—perfect for the conference's peculiar purpose.


What happens in Munich is not negotiation. No treaties are signed here. No communiqués are issued. The conference is, officially, nothing more than a series of conversations. This is precisely what makes it valuable.


Diplomacy normally proceeds through formal channels, with every word scrutinized and every position hardened by the need to maintain national credibility. Munich offers something different: a place where a Russian foreign minister can share a drink with an American secretary of state, where defense officials can float ideas without committing their governments, where the real concerns behind official positions can be explored off the record.


The bilateral meetings matter as much as the speeches. At a typical conference, more than a thousand private conversations take place on the margins. A head of state might address the main hall in the morning, then spend the afternoon in back-to-back meetings with counterparts from a dozen countries. The hallways buzz with whispered negotiations while journalists crowd the lobby hoping for scraps.


How It Grew


Von Kleist ran the conference for thirty-five years, from 1963 until his retirement in 1998. During the Cold War, the gathering focused overwhelmingly on one question: how to prevent nuclear war between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization—the American-led military alliance of Western democracies—and the Soviet Union. The participants were almost exclusively from NATO countries and their close partners.


The conference was cancelled only three times in its history. In 1965, a scheduling transition caused a gap. In 1991, the First Gulf War made international travel inadvisable. And in 1997, von Kleist's retirement created a brief interregnum before new leadership took over.


That new leader was Horst Teltschik, a German politician and business executive who had served as a close advisor to Chancellor Helmut Kohl during the reunification of Germany. Teltschik recognized that the end of the Cold War demanded a transformation. The conference that von Kleist had built for a bipolar world needed to adapt to a more complex reality.


Under Teltschik, the guest list expanded dramatically. Leaders from Central and Eastern Europe—the former Soviet satellite states now charting their own courses—received invitations for the first time. So did representatives from India, Japan, South Korea, and eventually the People's Republic of China. The Munich Security Conference was becoming truly global.


The Ischinger Era


In 2008, leadership passed to Wolfgang Ischinger, a career diplomat who had served as Germany's ambassador to both the United States and the United Kingdom. Ischinger would reshape the conference more fundamentally than anyone since its founding.


He began by professionalizing the organization. In 2011, he established the Munich Security Conference as a formal non-profit company. This provided legal structure and enabled serious fundraising. The budget grew from less than one million euros of government funding in 2008 to approximately ten million euros by 2022, most of it now coming from corporate sponsors rather than taxpayers.


The scale expanded accordingly. Where von Kleist's early conferences had sixty participants, Ischinger's gatherings drew hundreds. The 2017 conference—the largest to that point—hosted 680 participants, including thirty heads of state and government, sixty representatives of international organizations, sixty-five top business executives, and seven hundred accredited journalists.


Ischinger also created new formats. The annual Munich meeting remained the flagship event, but the organization began hosting smaller gatherings in other capitals. These "Core Group Meetings" allowed more focused discussions among select participants. Sessions were held in Washington in 2009, Moscow in 2010, and Beijing in 2011—a geographic distribution that illustrated both the conference's ambitions and its careful diplomatic balance.


In 2009, the conference established the Ewald von Kleist Award, honoring its founder by recognizing individuals who had made outstanding contributions to peace and conflict resolution. The first recipient was Henry Kissinger, who had attended that initial 1963 meeting as a young academic. The award ceremony has since become one of the conference's signature moments.


When History Interrupts


For all its informal status, the Munich Security Conference has witnessed moments of genuine historical significance.


In 2003, German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer used the platform to challenge American arguments for invading Iraq. Looking directly at Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Fischer declared: "Excuse me, I am not convinced." The moment crystallized the transatlantic rift over the war and became one of the most memorable exchanges in the conference's history.


Four years later, Russian President Vladimir Putin delivered what would become known simply as "the 2007 Munich speech." In an address that shocked Western observers, Putin attacked American unilateralism, questioned the expansion of NATO, and warned that Russia would no longer accept being treated as a defeated power. Diplomats who were present describe the speech as a turning point—the moment when Russia's growing alienation from the Western order became unmistakable.


More constructive drama occurred in 2011. The conference had become prominent enough that Catherine Ashton, the European Union's foreign policy chief, chose it as the venue for a meeting of the Middle East Quartet—the diplomatic grouping of the EU, Russia, the United States, and the United Nations that attempted to mediate Israeli-Palestinian peace. More dramatically still, on the conference's sidelines, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and American Secretary of State Hillary Clinton exchanged the instruments of ratification for the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, formally bringing into force the most significant nuclear arms control agreement in decades.


The Return of Great Power Competition


The conference's recent history reads like a chronicle of deteriorating international order.


In 2015, the fifty-first conference focused heavily on the war in eastern Ukraine, which had erupted the previous year after Russia's annexation of Crimea. The discussions also addressed nuclear negotiations with Iran and the spreading refugee crisis that would soon destabilize European politics.


By 2016, the Islamic State—the terrorist organization that had seized vast territories in Iraq and Syria—dominated the agenda. The conference hall was filled with intelligence chiefs and defense ministers grappling with a threat that seemed to metastasize faster than anyone could contain it.


The 2020 conference carried a particular poignancy in retrospect. Joe Biden, then a private citizen after his vice presidency, addressed the gathering with a promise: "We will be back." He was speaking of American recommitment to multilateralism after the disruptions of the Trump administration. Within weeks, the COVID-19 pandemic would shut down international travel. Within two years, Biden would be president, and the world would face challenges far greater than anyone in that Munich ballroom had imagined.


The 2021 conference was held entirely online—the first and so far only virtual edition. From their respective capitals, Boris Johnson, Angela Merkel, Emmanuel Macron, and the newly inaugurated President Biden addressed cameras instead of a live audience. Biden's message echoed his promise from the year before: "America is back."


Ukraine and the New World


The February 2022 conference will be remembered as long as the institution exists.


The motto that year was "Turning the Tide—Unlearning Helplessness." The organizers hoped to inspire renewed confidence in the ability of democracies to shape events. But the conference was overshadowed by something more immediate: American intelligence indicated that Russia was about to invade Ukraine.


Russia, notably, was not present. Moscow had declined its invitation, a break from decades of participation. Ukrainian President Zelenskyy was there, warning Western leaders that their policy of engagement with Russia amounted to appeasement. He reminded them of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, in which Ukraine had surrendered the world's third-largest nuclear arsenal in exchange for security guarantees from Russia, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Those guarantees, Zelenskyy made clear, had proven worthless.


United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres delivered a grim assessment: the world was in a more precarious security situation than during the Cold War. Vice President Kamala Harris warned that the United States was prepared to impose severe sanctions if Russia attacked.


Five days after the conference ended, Russian forces crossed the border.


Grappling with a Fractured World


The 2023 conference, the first under new chairman Christoph Heusgen—a German diplomat who had served as Angela Merkel's foreign policy advisor—operated under the theme "Re:Vision." The word carried double meaning. On one hand, it acknowledged the efforts of autocratic powers to revise the international order by force. On the other, it called for new shared visions of what that order should become.


Heusgen made a particular effort to include voices from what diplomats call the Global South—the developing nations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America that have often felt marginalized in Western-dominated security discussions. The first panel discussion was dedicated specifically to this perspective. Among the participants were representatives from Ghana, Colombia, and other countries rarely centered in Munich conversations.


The 2024 conference, the sixtieth anniversary edition, took this inclusivity further. Of more than two hundred side events, a significant portion focused on climate change, food security, and other issues of particular concern to developing nations. The main program featured speakers from 109 countries, with over half being women and more than a quarter representing the Global South.


The motto was "Lose-Lose?"—a pointed question about whether the growing fragmentation of the international system was creating outcomes in which everyone suffers. The alternative, the conference suggested, was an inclusive reform of global institutions that could produce benefits for all.


What Munich Means


Critics have long questioned whether the Munich Security Conference accomplishes anything concrete. It has no formal authority. Its discussions are not binding. Its participants return home and often pursue policies that contradict the cooperative spirit of their Munich conversations.


But this critique misunderstands the conference's purpose. Munich is not meant to replace formal diplomacy; it is meant to enable it. The relationships built in the Bayerischer Hof's corridors can facilitate negotiations that would otherwise never begin. The frank exchanges that occur off the record can reveal flexibility that official positions obscure. The simple fact that adversaries occupy the same space, however briefly, maintains the possibility of dialogue even when relations are at their worst.


The conference also serves as a barometer. What happens in Munich often predicts what will happen in the world. Fischer's 2003 confrontation foreshadowed the transatlantic crisis over Iraq. Putin's 2007 speech anticipated Russia's increasing assertiveness. Zelenskyy's 2022 warnings proved tragically prescient. For those who know how to read it, Munich offers early signals of the storms to come.


In October 2024, the organization announced that Jens Stoltenberg, the former Secretary General of NATO, would assume chairmanship in 2025. His appointment signals the conference's continued centrality to Western security discussions—and perhaps its ongoing evolution as the world it monitors continues to change.


Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist, the man who tried to kill Hitler and then spent his life trying to prevent the next catastrophe, died in 2013 at the age of ninety. By then, his small gathering of sixty security officials had grown into the world's most important forum for discussing war and peace. Whether it can help prevent the conflicts that now threaten—or at least help the world understand them—remains the open question that brings leaders back to Munich every February.
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On September 12, 2001, something happened that had never happened before in half a century of military alliance. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization invoked Article 5 of its founding charter—the mutual defense clause that treats an attack on one member as an attack on all. The trigger wasn't a Soviet tank column rolling through the Fulda Gap in Germany, the nightmare scenario that had haunted Cold War planners for decades. It was nineteen hijackers with box cutters.


That moment crystallized what NATO had become: an organization perpetually reinventing itself to face threats its founders never imagined.


The Promise Written in Washington


The North Atlantic Treaty Organization began as a piece of paper signed in Washington on April 4, 1949. Twelve nations—the United States, Canada, and ten European countries—put their names to a document that contained one revolutionary idea: collective defense.


Article 5 of the treaty states it plainly. An armed attack against one member shall be considered an attack against them all. This was not diplomatic nicety. This was a tripwire.


The context matters enormously. World War II had ended just four years earlier. Europe lay in ruins. The Soviet Union, which had been an ally of necessity against Nazi Germany, now controlled Eastern Europe behind what Winston Churchill had called an "iron curtain." Communist parties were gaining strength in France and Italy. A Soviet-backed coup had just seized power in Czechoslovakia. The Berlin blockade, where Stalin tried to strangle West Berlin by cutting off all ground access, was fresh in everyone's memory.


American isolationism—the reflex to stay out of European affairs that had delayed US entry into both world wars—seemed like a luxury the free world could no longer afford. The North Atlantic Treaty represented something genuinely new in American history: a peacetime military alliance with European powers, a permanent commitment to fight if necessary.


Canadian diplomat Lester Pearson, who would later win the Nobel Peace Prize for his work on UN peacekeeping, was a key drafter of the treaty. He and other architects understood they were building something meant to last.


A Treaty Becomes an Organization


For its first year, NATO existed mainly on paper. The treaty created obligations, but no military structure to fulfill them.


Then came Korea.


When North Korean forces invaded South Korea in June 1950, the Western world saw it as a template for what might happen in Europe. The fear was simple and terrifying: Soviet-backed forces pouring across the inner-German border while America was distracted in Asia.


This fear transformed NATO from a mutual defense pact into an integrated military organization. In 1951, the alliance established Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe, known by its acronym SHAPE, near Paris. American General Dwight Eisenhower, the man who had commanded the D-Day invasion, became its first Supreme Allied Commander.


The following year brought more structure. NATO created the position of Secretary General as its chief civilian officer. Greece and Turkey joined the alliance, extending its reach to the Eastern Mediterranean. The first major naval exercises tested whether forces from different nations could actually fight together.


Then came the truly controversial decision. In 1955, West Germany—the country that had started World War II barely a decade earlier—was permitted to rearm and join NATO. The logic was coldly practical: you cannot defend Central Europe without German territory, industry, and manpower. But the symbolism was explosive.


The Soviet response came within days. Moscow created the Warsaw Pact, binding Eastern European countries into a rival military alliance. The Cold War now had its opposing teams clearly defined, facing each other across the heart of Europe.


Living on the Edge


For the next thirty-five years, NATO existed for a war that never came.


The alliance maintained hundreds of thousands of troops in Europe. At the peak of tensions following the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961, some 400,000 American soldiers were stationed on the continent. Both sides planned obsessively for a conflict everyone prayed would never happen, because both sides knew it could end in nuclear annihilation.


This was the essential paradox of deterrence. NATO's purpose was to prevent war by making the cost of war unthinkable. The alliance succeeded—no Soviet tank ever crossed the inner-German border—but success was invisible. You cannot point to the war that did not happen.


Not everyone trusted the arrangement. France, under President Charles de Gaulle, doubted whether America would really risk nuclear destruction to defend Paris. Would Washington truly sacrifice New York to save Frankfurt? De Gaulle thought the answer might be no, so he developed France's own nuclear weapons and, in 1966, withdrew from NATO's integrated military command structure. French forces would remain allied, but not under NATO command. France would defend itself.


This captured a tension that never fully disappeared: the alliance depended on American commitment, but Europeans were never entirely certain that commitment was absolute.


The Wall Falls


On November 9, 1989, the Berlin Wall opened. Within two years, the Warsaw Pact had dissolved and the Soviet Union itself had ceased to exist.


NATO had won. Its primary adversary was gone.


Now what?


This was not an abstract question. Military alliances that lose their purpose tend to dissolve. The alliance that had defeated Napoleon fragmented almost immediately after his exile. NATO needed a new reason to exist, or it would fade into irrelevance.


The answer came in stages. First, the alliance reached out to its former enemies. Programs like the Partnership for Peace, launched in 1994, created frameworks for cooperation with countries that had been on the other side of the Iron Curtain. Former Warsaw Pact members began training with NATO forces, adopting NATO standards, building relationships that might eventually become something more.


Second, NATO found new missions. The brutal wars that accompanied the breakup of Yugoslavia gave the alliance its first combat operations ever.


Baptism by Fire in the Balkans


Yugoslavia, a multiethnic federation that had been held together partly by Cold War geopolitics, began tearing itself apart in 1991. By 1992, the Bosnian War had produced the worst fighting in Europe since 1945. Concentration camps. Ethnic cleansing. The siege of Sarajevo. Mass murder.


NATO's initial involvement was limited—enforcing a no-fly zone, monitoring sanctions. But in February 1994, the alliance conducted its first hostile military action in history: American F-16 fighters shot down four Bosnian Serb aircraft violating the no-fly zone.


This was a threshold moment. After forty-five years of planning and preparing and exercising, NATO had fired its weapons in anger for the first time.


The involvement escalated. In August 1995, after Bosnian Serb forces massacred over 8,000 Muslim men and boys at Srebrenica, NATO launched Operation Deliberate Force—a sustained bombing campaign against Serb military positions. Two weeks of air strikes helped force the warring parties to the negotiating table, producing the Dayton Agreement that ended the Bosnian War.


NATO then deployed nearly 60,000 troops as peacekeepers. Former Cold War rivals served together; even Russia contributed forces to the mission. The alliance that had been created to fight World War III was now keeping the peace in the Balkans.


Four years later, NATO intervened again, this time in Kosovo. Serbian forces under Slobodan Milošević were conducting a brutal crackdown against ethnic Albanians. When diplomatic efforts failed, NATO launched a 78-day bombing campaign against Serbia—without explicit UN Security Council authorization.


This was deeply controversial. Critics pointed to civilian casualties, including the accidental bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade. Some questioned whether NATO had the legal authority to attack a sovereign country without UN approval. Supporters argued that waiting for the UN would mean waiting forever, since Russia and China would veto any authorization.


The debate exposed a fundamental tension. NATO saw itself as defending human rights and international order. Critics saw Western powers acting as judge, jury, and executioner, bypassing the international institutions meant to legitimize the use of force.


Milošević eventually accepted peace terms. Nearly a million Kosovar refugees returned home. NATO peacekeepers, known as KFOR, remain in Kosovo to this day—more than two decades later, still preventing a return to violence.


The Day Everything Changed


September 11, 2001, reoriented NATO entirely.


Within 24 hours of the attacks, the alliance began considering whether to invoke Article 5. On October 4, 2001, NATO formally determined that the attacks qualified: this was an armed attack on a member state, triggering the mutual defense commitment.


Think about what this meant. An article written to deter Soviet invasion was being applied to a terrorist attack by a non-state actor based in Afghanistan. The threat NATO was created to face—conventional military assault by another nation—was not the threat that finally triggered its most solemn obligation.


NATO deployed to Afghanistan as part of the International Security Assistance Force. What began as a mission to deny safe haven to al-Qaeda became the longest war in American history, a twenty-year effort to stabilize a country that had been at war for decades. NATO members fought and died alongside American troops. The alliance learned that counterinsurgency was far harder than conventional warfare, that building nations was far harder than defeating armies.


When American forces withdrew in 2021 and the Taliban rapidly retook control, it represented a kind of failure—though what success would have looked like, nobody could quite say.


The Russian Question


Throughout the post-Cold War era, one question dominated NATO's strategic thinking: what to do about Russia?


The optimistic view, prevalent in the 1990s, held that Russia might become a partner. NATO created forums for dialogue: the Partnership for Peace, the NATO-Russia Permanent Joint Council, later upgraded to the NATO-Russia Council. Western leaders hoped that integration, not confrontation, would define the relationship.


The pessimistic view, which grew stronger over time, noted that Russian leaders consistently described NATO enlargement as a threat. From Moscow's perspective, the alliance that had been created specifically to contain Soviet power was now absorbing former Soviet allies and approaching Russia's borders.


In 1999, Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic—all former Warsaw Pact members—joined NATO. In 2004, seven more countries followed, including the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, which had actually been part of the Soviet Union. The alliance was expanding eastward, regardless of Russian objections.


Western leaders saw this as simply respecting the choices of sovereign nations. These countries wanted NATO membership. They feared Russia. Who was Moscow to tell them they couldn't seek protection?


Russian leaders saw encirclement. The buffer zone that had protected Russia since World War II was evaporating. Promises allegedly made during German reunification—that NATO would not expand "one inch eastward"—were being broken.


The historical record on those promises is contested. Memoranda from 1990 show Western leaders giving various assurances to Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev. But nothing was put in writing as a formal treaty obligation. Western governments argue that verbal discussions about Germany cannot bind the alliance regarding other countries. Russian officials consider this legalistic evasion of clear commitments.


What is not contested is that the relationship soured.


The Return of Great Power Competition


In 2014, Russia annexed Crimea from Ukraine.


This was the first forcible change of European borders since World War II. NATO condemned it unanimously. The alliance invoked Article 4—not Article 5's mutual defense clause, but the provision calling for consultations when any member feels threatened. For the first time since the Cold War, NATO began seriously reinforcing its eastern defenses.


At the Wales summit in 2014, member states made a formal commitment to spend at least two percent of their gross domestic product on defense. This had previously been an informal guideline, often ignored. Now it became an explicit pledge, with a deadline of 2024.


Two years later, NATO created the Enhanced Forward Presence: four multinational battlegroups deployed in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland. These were not large enough to stop a Russian invasion. They were tripwire forces—troops from multiple NATO countries whose presence meant that any Russian attack would immediately involve Americans, Germans, British, and Canadians. An aggressor would face not one country but the entire alliance from the first shot.


War Returns to Europe


On February 24, 2022, Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine.


Ukraine was not a NATO member. Article 5 did not apply. But the invasion transformed the alliance nonetheless.


Finland and Sweden, countries that had maintained neutrality throughout the Cold War, abandoned decades of policy and applied for NATO membership. Sweden had been neutral since the Napoleonic Wars. Finland had carefully balanced between East and West since World War II. Putin's invasion convinced both that neutrality no longer provided security.


NATO rapidly reinforced its eastern flank. By June 2022, the alliance had deployed 40,000 troops along a 2,500-kilometer front from the Baltic to the Black Sea. Four additional battlegroups were established in Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia. Elements of the NATO Response Force were activated for the first time in the alliance's history. Germany announced it would station a full armored brigade in Lithuania—the first permanent deployment of German forces to the former Soviet bloc.


The alliance that had been declared brain-dead by French President Emmanuel Macron in 2019 suddenly found itself more united and more relevant than it had been in decades.


How NATO Actually Works


The North Atlantic Treaty Organization is, above all, an alliance of sovereign nations. It has no power to compel its members to do anything. Every significant decision requires consensus—all 32 members must agree.


This sounds like a recipe for paralysis, and sometimes it is. A single country can block any action. Turkey has used its veto to delay Swedish NATO membership, seeking concessions on unrelated issues. France has repeatedly clashed with other members over the alliance's direction. Unanimous agreement among nations with different interests, histories, and threat perceptions is inherently difficult.


Yet the consensus requirement also provides legitimacy. When NATO does act, it acts with the full weight of all its members. No country can claim it was dragged into a commitment against its will.


The alliance's main headquarters is in Brussels, Belgium, where political decisions are made by ambassadors representing each member government. Military headquarters is located near Mons, Belgium, at SHAPE—still using the acronym coined in 1951.


The combined militaries of all NATO members include approximately 3.5 million soldiers and personnel. Their combined military spending constitutes over half of the global total. In 2024, facing the reality of war in Ukraine, members committed to spending at least five percent of their gross domestic product on defense—more than doubling the previous two percent target.


The Secretary General, currently from Europe, serves as the alliance's chief spokesperson and chairs meetings of member nations. But the position has limited independent authority. The Secretary General can cajole, persuade, and mediate, but cannot order member states to do anything.


The Road Ahead


NATO today faces challenges its founders could not have imagined and challenges they would find grimly familiar.


The familiar challenge is Russia. The alliance exists once again to deter a hostile power to its east. The scenarios that kept Cold War planners awake at night—Russian forces driving into NATO territory—are being war-gamed again, though now the front line runs through the Baltics rather than through Germany.


The new challenges are diverse. Cyberattacks blur the line between peace and war. What constitutes an "armed attack" under Article 5 when the weapons are malware and the targets are power grids? Climate change affects military operations and creates instability that can spill into conflict. China, absent from NATO's original strategic thinking, now features in alliance discussions about technology competition and Indo-Pacific security.


The alliance also faces internal tensions. The United States provides the bulk of NATO's military capability, and American leaders have periodically questioned whether European allies are pulling their weight. European members, for their part, sometimes worry that American priorities may diverge from their own.


Three countries—Bosnia and Herzegovina, Ukraine, and Georgia—are officially recognized as aspiring members. Ukraine's aspiration has become particularly fraught. The country is defending itself against Russian invasion with massive Western support, but admitting it to NATO during an active war would mean immediate confrontation between the alliance and a nuclear-armed Russia.


The strategic dilemma is genuine. Refusing to commit to Ukraine's eventual membership might invite Russian aggression elsewhere. Committing to membership might provoke exactly the escalation everyone fears.


The Enduring Idea


Seventy-five years after its founding, NATO remains the most successful military alliance in history. It deterred Soviet aggression throughout the Cold War without firing a shot in that conflict. It adapted to post-Cold War realities, intervening in the Balkans, deploying to Afghanistan, and now reinforcing against a revanchist Russia. It has expanded from twelve members to thirty-two, incorporating former enemies and neutral nations alike.


The core idea—that an attack on one is an attack on all—retains its power precisely because it has never been tested in a general war. The credibility of the threat has prevented the threat from being carried out.


Whether that credibility will hold through the challenges ahead is the question that defines NATO's future. The alliance exists to ensure that the question never needs answering.
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  Barack Obama kicked off a minor social media frenzy last week when he told the liberal podcaster Brian Tyler Cohen that aliens are real. “They’re real, but I haven’t seen them,” he said, adding that they’re certainly not “being kept” in “Area 51.”
On Sunday, Obama tried to clean his comments up: “Statistically, the universe is so vast that the odds are good there’s life out there,” he wrote on Instagram. But “I saw no evidence during my presidency that extraterrestrials have made contact with us. Really!” If you ask us, sounds someone’s alien handlers got to him. Happy Monday.



Trump Shits on Europe. Rubio Applies Perfume.
by Andrew Egger
At least one top Trump administration official isn’t anxious to see the U.S.-led international order crumble overnight, and on Saturday he got his chance to say so. Secretary of State Marco Rubio took the stage at the Munich Security Conference in an attempt to strike a reassuring tone toward America’s European allies.
“We want Europe to be strong. We believe that Europe must survive,” Rubio said. “Because the two great wars of the last century serve for us as history’s constant reminder that ultimately our destiny is, and will always be, intertwined with yours.”
Rubio wasn’t without his critiques of Europe. But unlike Vice President JD Vance, whose hectoring there’s-a-new-sheriff-in-town speech at the same conference last year scandalized European allies, Rubio couched his critiques as a shared challenge for Europe and America both to overcome. Europe, he said, had at times lost its way in the same manner and for the same reasons that America had: because of a shared “dangerous delusion” that the world had entered “the end of history,” in which the lure of open markets and prosperity would inevitably charm the world’s despotic regimes into embracing liberal democracy.
“We made these mistakes together, and now together we owe it to our people to face those facts and to move forward to rebuild,” Rubio said. “This is why we Americans may sometimes come off as a little direct and urgent in our counsel. This is why President Trump demands seriousness and reciprocity from our friends here in Europe. The reason why, my friends, is because we care deeply. We care deeply about your future and ours.”
Whatever else he is, Rubio remains a talented politician; the whole thing was artfully done. In the world in which he operates—a world in which his boss, the president, opens up about three new lines of antagonism against U.S. allies a week—this was about the most promising rhetorical line available to him: America hits because America cares.
Europe, however, doesn’t appear to be buying it. Nowhere was this clearer than in a remarkable speech delivered the same day by German Chancellor Friedrich Merz, who opened his remarks with a riff on the theme of the conference: “Under destruction.”
“It probably means that the international order based on rights and rules is currently being destroyed,” Merz said. “But I’m afraid we have to put it in even harsher terms. This order, as flawed as it has been even in its heyday, no longer exists.” Europe, he said, had “just returned from a vacation from world history.”
The era of America as the sole world superpower, in which smaller democracies could bob along comfortably in her wake, is over. “If there had been a unipolar moment after the fall of the Berlin Wall, a unipolar moment in history, it has long passed,” Merz said. “The United States’ claim to leadership has been challenged and possibly lost.”
“We, the Europeans, too, are preparing for this new era,” Merz said. “And we reach different conclusions than, for example, the administration in Washington. Our prime task as Europeans, and, of course, as Germans too, is to accept this new reality today. It does not mean that we accept it as an inevitable fate. We are not at the mercy of the world.”
This isn’t idle talk. Politico Europe reported last week that negotiations are underway among Europe, Canada, Mexico, and a bloc of Indo-Pacific nations to form a new trade bloc, a move explicitly designed to tie the member countries closer together in an economic world now defined by Donald Trump’s harsh tariffs. It’s exactly the sort of middle-power solidarity in response to a world increasingly dominated by two hostile great powers, the United States and China, that Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney argued for last month at the World Economic Forum.
Selfishly, as an American, I wish Europe would allow itself to be wooed by Rubio’s you-catch-more-flies-with-honey approach. A future in which America’s erstwhile allies are as willing to freeze us out as we have lately been to freeze them out is one in which America is perpetually lonelier, grimmer, poorer, and less safe. You can bet that Rubio knows this too. You can hope, at least, that it keeps him up at night.
But all the sweet talk in the world can’t change the fundamental truth. It isn’t just that everyone knows Rubio is only authorized to speak up to a point, and that ultimately it’s Trump who will call the relevant shots. In case there was any doubt, Rubio left Munich and immediately met with two of Europe’s most noxious right-wing populists, Hungary’s Victor Orbán and Slovakia’s Robert Fico. As Dalibor Rohac notes on the homepage today, what Rubio offered wasn’t a return to normal transatlantic relations but “Trumpism with a human face.”
Europe has finally learned the lesson that Trump is no aberration or blip, that America is the kind of place that ultimately cannot be trusted to elect reliable stewards for the free world, and that they’re all just going to have to plan accordingly.
Maybe Rubio deludes himself into thinking that he can put it all back together, if only he can find his way into the Oval Office in 2029. It’s plain by now that our allies aren’t waiting around for him.
America’s alliances aren’t just ratified by governments. They’re also built by cultural, economic, and ideological links among people. Share your ideas of what we can do now to rebuild our alliances from the bottom up.

All the Presidents’ Monday
by William Kristol
Today is Presidents’ Day.
Well, technically, according to federal law, the holiday we’re celebrating today is still officially Washington’s Birthday. But thanks to the Uniform Monday Holiday Act of 1968, it’s now observed on the third Monday in February, rather than on February 22. Partly because the holiday got unmoored from Washington’s actual birthday, partly because there was a general desire to include Lincoln (whose birthday was celebrated by many Northern states but not nationally) in the celebration, and partly because advertisers started to use the term “President’s Day”, we seem to now have a new name for this holiday.
Which is, I’ve come to think, okay. It’s true that, along with many other conservatives, I used to decry the substitution of Presidents’ Day for Washington’s birthday (and Lincoln’s) as a sad example of modern democratic leveling run amok. After all, we’ve had forty-five chief executives. Only a few have been great. Some have been good. Some have been pretty bad. A few have been very bad. When Madison anticipated in Federalist No. 10 that “enlightened statesmen will not always be at the helm” of our republic, he was right.
So was I correct that “Presidents’ Day” is an unfortunate innovation? In a way, yes. But in a way, no. As Lincoln said, “This is a world of compensations.” One compensation for the universalism of Presidents’ Day is that it lowers our expectations. It reminds us that we shouldn’t look up too much to whomever our president is.
And I’m encouraged that, in fact, we don’t. In a recent poll, YouGov asked Americans to rate twenty well-known presidents. It’s striking, I think, that only 11 of them received positive net favorability ratings from the American public. We the people know that our presidents have been a mixed bag.
This is a sign of civic health. Hard-headed realism and worldly skepticism are desirable qualities in citizens of a democratic republic. If we resist credulous idolization of our presidents, that’s a good thing. And if an all-purpose designation like “Presidents’ Day” can help us to temper our hopes for the occupants of that office, that can be useful. Not all holidays have to be edifying.
Abraham Lincoln was our greatest president. But perhaps history is quietly teaching us a sober lesson in the fact that his time in office was bracketed by two of our worst presidents: James Buchanan and Andrew Johnson.
Could history now favor us with the reverse, so to speak? Could our very worst president be followed by a very good president?
Who knows? But I do know that it’s our responsibility as citizens to make sure the republic survives the tenure of our current president. We could even try to help the nation come out of this experience stronger in some ways. There are, after all, lessons to be learned from awful presidencies as well as from admirable ones.
Let’s hope we’re putting some of those lessons into effect on Presidents’ Day 2029.


AROUND THE BULWARK
	The Disastrous First Year of RFK Jr…. The damage the HHS secretary has done to science and public health is appalling—and it could have been avoided, writes JILL LAWRENCE.

	The Real Conflict Is Between Decent and Indecent… On The Mona Charen Show, DAVID FRENCH joins MONA CHAREN to discuss culture wars morphing into hot wars, partisanship, and the idiocy of threatening Greenland.

	Ukraine Exploits a Russian Stumble… launching counterattacks while invaders cope with comms confusion, reports CATHY YOUNG.

	Making Sense of MAGA’s Freak Show… Carrie Prejean, Candace Owens, and Clavicular? WILL SOMMER explains to BILL KRISTOL on The Bulwark on Sunday.

	Rubio Offers Europe Trumpism With a Human Face… All the talk of friendship and partnership masked a deeper hostility, writes DALIBOR ROHAC.

	Arms Control Is Dead… On Shield of the Republic, ERIC EDELMAN and ELIOT COHEN begin with a veritable buffet of administration jackassery before pivoting to a preview of the Munich Security Conference.




Quick Hits
THE ‘BROOM HANDLE’ STORY FALLS APART: Last month, after ICE officers in Minneapolis shot a Venezuelan immigrant they were trying to arrest in the leg, the DHS propaganda machine surged into action. “What we saw last night . . . was an attempted murder of federal law enforcement,” Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem said in a statement. “Our officer was ambushed and attacked by three individuals who beat him with snow shovels and the handles of brooms. Fearing for his life, the officer fired a defensive shot.”
Now that story is disintegrating. Federal prosecutors moved last week to drop with prejudice the charges against the migrants Noem had accused of attacking her officer, writing in a filing that “newly discovered evidence” is “materially inconsistent” with the allegations officers made against them. And on Friday, acting ICE Director Todd Lyons announced that the officers in question appear to have fabricated the excuse: “A joint review by ICE and the Department of Justice of video evidence has revealed that sworn testimony provided by two separate officers appears to have made untruthful statements,” Lyons said. “Both officers have been immediately placed on administrative leave pending the completion of a thorough internal investigation.”


NO LAW SCHOOL FOR YOU: Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth keeps opening up new theaters in his war on woke. Military officers who are currently in the process of enrolling for graduate education got an abrupt and unwelcome update last week: The Defense Department is planning to cancel all tuition assistance to a host of schools deemed too leftish—or, in Hegseth’s phrasing, that “diminish critical thinking”—with dozens of top schools listed as “moderate or high risk” for being banned. CNN reports:
A source familiar with Hegseth’s guidance told CNN that the implication is that “graduate programs for highest performing officers and non-commissioned officers are almost certainly at risk.” This source and a military official added that it has created extensive uncertainty within the services about how to proceed with applying for advanced civil schooling, including top law programs, medical programs, and nuclear engineering programs. . . .
The guidance was first mentioned publicly in a video Hegseth posted on social media last week, in which he bashed Harvard and other American universities that have “pervasive institutional bias” saying they “no longer live up to their founding principles, as bastions of free speech, open inquiry, and committed to the American values that make our country great.”

It’s astonishing all on its own that Hegseth thinks the armed forces will be better off without lawyers trained at many of the nation’s top law schools, like Stanford, Yale, Harvard, Duke, and Georgetown—to say nothing of engineers trained at MIT. And then there’s the compounding factor that these announcements are being made in mid-February—extremely late, in other words, in the school-applications game.
Over the weekend, emails purportedly from the Judge Advocate Recruiting Office to this year’s crop of JAG candidates began circulating on X: “The Department of Defense will no longer pay for candidates to attend these moderate or high risk schools,” the email reads. “You will have to apply and be accepted to a law school that is not in the moderate or high risk category, and is not listed below. This needs to be done immediately, particularly as we know that some application deadlines have passed, and that you also have a very short turn to try and submit (or re-submit) applications to other schools.”


AND NOW, A PSA FROM SONNY: Last year, friend of The Bulwark Jake VanKersen came on my podcast, The Bulwark Goes to Hollywood, to talk about getting his micro-budgeted movie made and, more importantly, seen by folks. That’s the tricky part: Shooting a movie is easier than ever, but getting eyeballs on it? Still pretty tough! Lots of competition out there.
Anyway, Jake’s movie, I Agree With You, is playing at his hometown theater in Michigan in two weeks. Which means you can see it! On February 27 and 28 and March 1, his film will be showing at the Cinema Carousel—where he worked as a kid and where his mom worked when she was a kid—in Muskegon. It’s a fun movie: super-indie, just a two-hander featuring a couple in a relationship-defining fight. If you’re a Bulwarker in the area, I’m sure Jake would love to see you there!
—Sonny Bunch


Cheap Shots
Bill’s seen things you people wouldn’t believe:
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Five days before Russian tanks rolled into Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelenskyy stood at a podium in Munich and delivered a warning that would prove prophetic. "We don't have any firearms," he told the assembled world leaders. "And there's no security." The leaders listened politely, then returned to their hotel rooms at the Bayerischer Hof. Less than a week later, Europe faced its largest land war since 1945.


This is the strange power of the Munich Security Conference—a gathering that has no official authority, issues no binding resolutions, and produces no final communiqué, yet somehow manages to be the world's most consequential salon for national security. Every February, the ornate rooms of a nineteenth-century luxury hotel in Bavaria become the crossroads of global power.


Born from the Ashes of Resistance


The conference exists because of a remarkable act of conscience. In 1963, a German aristocrat named Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist-Schmenzin decided to bring together security experts and military leaders for informal dialogue. This was not an obvious career move for someone in postwar Germany. But von Kleist had credentials that commanded respect across the Atlantic divide.


He had tried to kill Hitler.


As a young officer in 1944, von Kleist volunteered for a suicide mission to assassinate the Nazi dictator by detonating explosives during a uniform presentation. The attack never happened—Hitler cancelled the demonstration. Von Kleist then joined the conspiracy led by Claus von Stauffenberg, the famous July 20th plot that came heartbreakingly close to success. When it failed, the Gestapo executed von Kleist's father. The son survived only because the chaos of Germany's collapse interrupted his trial.


This history mattered enormously. Here was a German who had risked everything to stop the war, now dedicating his life to ensuring such catastrophes never recurred. When he invited American and European security officials to Munich for quiet conversations, they came. That first meeting in 1963 had only about sixty participants. Among them were two young men who would shape the Cold War: Helmut Schmidt, future Chancellor of West Germany, and Henry Kissinger, future Secretary of State.


The Hotel Where Secrets Are Shared


The venue has never changed. The Hotel Bayerischer Hof sits on a plaza in central Munich, a palatial establishment that has hosted guests since 1841. Its chandeliers and wood-paneled rooms provide a setting both grand and intimate—perfect for the conference's peculiar purpose.


What happens in Munich is not negotiation. No treaties are signed here. No communiqués are issued. The conference is, officially, nothing more than a series of conversations. This is precisely what makes it valuable.


Diplomacy normally proceeds through formal channels, with every word scrutinized and every position hardened by the need to maintain national credibility. Munich offers something different: a place where a Russian foreign minister can share a drink with an American secretary of state, where defense officials can float ideas without committing their governments, where the real concerns behind official positions can be explored off the record.


The bilateral meetings matter as much as the speeches. At a typical conference, more than a thousand private conversations take place on the margins. A head of state might address the main hall in the morning, then spend the afternoon in back-to-back meetings with counterparts from a dozen countries. The hallways buzz with whispered negotiations while journalists crowd the lobby hoping for scraps.


How It Grew


Von Kleist ran the conference for thirty-five years, from 1963 until his retirement in 1998. During the Cold War, the gathering focused overwhelmingly on one question: how to prevent nuclear war between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization—the American-led military alliance of Western democracies—and the Soviet Union. The participants were almost exclusively from NATO countries and their close partners.


The conference was cancelled only three times in its history. In 1965, a scheduling transition caused a gap. In 1991, the First Gulf War made international travel inadvisable. And in 1997, von Kleist's retirement created a brief interregnum before new leadership took over.


That new leader was Horst Teltschik, a German politician and business executive who had served as a close advisor to Chancellor Helmut Kohl during the reunification of Germany. Teltschik recognized that the end of the Cold War demanded a transformation. The conference that von Kleist had built for a bipolar world needed to adapt to a more complex reality.


Under Teltschik, the guest list expanded dramatically. Leaders from Central and Eastern Europe—the former Soviet satellite states now charting their own courses—received invitations for the first time. So did representatives from India, Japan, South Korea, and eventually the People's Republic of China. The Munich Security Conference was becoming truly global.


The Ischinger Era


In 2008, leadership passed to Wolfgang Ischinger, a career diplomat who had served as Germany's ambassador to both the United States and the United Kingdom. Ischinger would reshape the conference more fundamentally than anyone since its founding.


He began by professionalizing the organization. In 2011, he established the Munich Security Conference as a formal non-profit company. This provided legal structure and enabled serious fundraising. The budget grew from less than one million euros of government funding in 2008 to approximately ten million euros by 2022, most of it now coming from corporate sponsors rather than taxpayers.


The scale expanded accordingly. Where von Kleist's early conferences had sixty participants, Ischinger's gatherings drew hundreds. The 2017 conference—the largest to that point—hosted 680 participants, including thirty heads of state and government, sixty representatives of international organizations, sixty-five top business executives, and seven hundred accredited journalists.


Ischinger also created new formats. The annual Munich meeting remained the flagship event, but the organization began hosting smaller gatherings in other capitals. These "Core Group Meetings" allowed more focused discussions among select participants. Sessions were held in Washington in 2009, Moscow in 2010, and Beijing in 2011—a geographic distribution that illustrated both the conference's ambitions and its careful diplomatic balance.


In 2009, the conference established the Ewald von Kleist Award, honoring its founder by recognizing individuals who had made outstanding contributions to peace and conflict resolution. The first recipient was Henry Kissinger, who had attended that initial 1963 meeting as a young academic. The award ceremony has since become one of the conference's signature moments.


When History Interrupts


For all its informal status, the Munich Security Conference has witnessed moments of genuine historical significance.


In 2003, German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer used the platform to challenge American arguments for invading Iraq. Looking directly at Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Fischer declared: "Excuse me, I am not convinced." The moment crystallized the transatlantic rift over the war and became one of the most memorable exchanges in the conference's history.


Four years later, Russian President Vladimir Putin delivered what would become known simply as "the 2007 Munich speech." In an address that shocked Western observers, Putin attacked American unilateralism, questioned the expansion of NATO, and warned that Russia would no longer accept being treated as a defeated power. Diplomats who were present describe the speech as a turning point—the moment when Russia's growing alienation from the Western order became unmistakable.


More constructive drama occurred in 2011. The conference had become prominent enough that Catherine Ashton, the European Union's foreign policy chief, chose it as the venue for a meeting of the Middle East Quartet—the diplomatic grouping of the EU, Russia, the United States, and the United Nations that attempted to mediate Israeli-Palestinian peace. More dramatically still, on the conference's sidelines, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and American Secretary of State Hillary Clinton exchanged the instruments of ratification for the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, formally bringing into force the most significant nuclear arms control agreement in decades.


The Return of Great Power Competition


The conference's recent history reads like a chronicle of deteriorating international order.


In 2015, the fifty-first conference focused heavily on the war in eastern Ukraine, which had erupted the previous year after Russia's annexation of Crimea. The discussions also addressed nuclear negotiations with Iran and the spreading refugee crisis that would soon destabilize European politics.


By 2016, the Islamic State—the terrorist organization that had seized vast territories in Iraq and Syria—dominated the agenda. The conference hall was filled with intelligence chiefs and defense ministers grappling with a threat that seemed to metastasize faster than anyone could contain it.


The 2020 conference carried a particular poignancy in retrospect. Joe Biden, then a private citizen after his vice presidency, addressed the gathering with a promise: "We will be back." He was speaking of American recommitment to multilateralism after the disruptions of the Trump administration. Within weeks, the COVID-19 pandemic would shut down international travel. Within two years, Biden would be president, and the world would face challenges far greater than anyone in that Munich ballroom had imagined.


The 2021 conference was held entirely online—the first and so far only virtual edition. From their respective capitals, Boris Johnson, Angela Merkel, Emmanuel Macron, and the newly inaugurated President Biden addressed cameras instead of a live audience. Biden's message echoed his promise from the year before: "America is back."


Ukraine and the New World


The February 2022 conference will be remembered as long as the institution exists.


The motto that year was "Turning the Tide—Unlearning Helplessness." The organizers hoped to inspire renewed confidence in the ability of democracies to shape events. But the conference was overshadowed by something more immediate: American intelligence indicated that Russia was about to invade Ukraine.


Russia, notably, was not present. Moscow had declined its invitation, a break from decades of participation. Ukrainian President Zelenskyy was there, warning Western leaders that their policy of engagement with Russia amounted to appeasement. He reminded them of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, in which Ukraine had surrendered the world's third-largest nuclear arsenal in exchange for security guarantees from Russia, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Those guarantees, Zelenskyy made clear, had proven worthless.


United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres delivered a grim assessment: the world was in a more precarious security situation than during the Cold War. Vice President Kamala Harris warned that the United States was prepared to impose severe sanctions if Russia attacked.


Five days after the conference ended, Russian forces crossed the border.


Grappling with a Fractured World


The 2023 conference, the first under new chairman Christoph Heusgen—a German diplomat who had served as Angela Merkel's foreign policy advisor—operated under the theme "Re:Vision." The word carried double meaning. On one hand, it acknowledged the efforts of autocratic powers to revise the international order by force. On the other, it called for new shared visions of what that order should become.


Heusgen made a particular effort to include voices from what diplomats call the Global South—the developing nations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America that have often felt marginalized in Western-dominated security discussions. The first panel discussion was dedicated specifically to this perspective. Among the participants were representatives from Ghana, Colombia, and other countries rarely centered in Munich conversations.


The 2024 conference, the sixtieth anniversary edition, took this inclusivity further. Of more than two hundred side events, a significant portion focused on climate change, food security, and other issues of particular concern to developing nations. The main program featured speakers from 109 countries, with over half being women and more than a quarter representing the Global South.


The motto was "Lose-Lose?"—a pointed question about whether the growing fragmentation of the international system was creating outcomes in which everyone suffers. The alternative, the conference suggested, was an inclusive reform of global institutions that could produce benefits for all.


What Munich Means


Critics have long questioned whether the Munich Security Conference accomplishes anything concrete. It has no formal authority. Its discussions are not binding. Its participants return home and often pursue policies that contradict the cooperative spirit of their Munich conversations.


But this critique misunderstands the conference's purpose. Munich is not meant to replace formal diplomacy; it is meant to enable it. The relationships built in the Bayerischer Hof's corridors can facilitate negotiations that would otherwise never begin. The frank exchanges that occur off the record can reveal flexibility that official positions obscure. The simple fact that adversaries occupy the same space, however briefly, maintains the possibility of dialogue even when relations are at their worst.


The conference also serves as a barometer. What happens in Munich often predicts what will happen in the world. Fischer's 2003 confrontation foreshadowed the transatlantic crisis over Iraq. Putin's 2007 speech anticipated Russia's increasing assertiveness. Zelenskyy's 2022 warnings proved tragically prescient. For those who know how to read it, Munich offers early signals of the storms to come.


In October 2024, the organization announced that Jens Stoltenberg, the former Secretary General of NATO, would assume chairmanship in 2025. His appointment signals the conference's continued centrality to Western security discussions—and perhaps its ongoing evolution as the world it monitors continues to change.


Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist, the man who tried to kill Hitler and then spent his life trying to prevent the next catastrophe, died in 2013 at the age of ninety. By then, his small gathering of sixty security officials had grown into the world's most important forum for discussing war and peace. Whether it can help prevent the conflicts that now threaten—or at least help the world understand them—remains the open question that brings leaders back to Munich every February.
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The Man Who Declared History Over


In 1989, as the Berlin Wall crumbled and the Soviet Union began its final collapse, a relatively unknown State Department official published an essay with one of the most audacious titles in modern intellectual history: "The End of History?"


That question mark would soon disappear.


Francis Fukuyama's argument was breathtaking in its scope. He wasn't predicting that events would stop happening—wars would still be fought, elections still held, scandals still uncovered. Rather, he was making a claim about the direction of human civilization itself. The great ideological struggles that had defined the twentieth century—capitalism versus communism, fascism versus democracy, authoritarianism versus liberalism—were essentially over. Liberal democracy had won. Not just temporarily, but permanently. It represented, in his words, "the end point of mankind's ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government."


It was a bold claim. Some would say reckless. But it captured something real about that extraordinary moment when the Cold War ended not with nuclear annihilation but with a whimper, when Francis Fukuyama became one of the most influential—and controversial—thinkers of his generation.


An Unlikely Prophet


Fukuyama's path to intellectual stardom was anything but direct. Born in Chicago's Hyde Park neighborhood in 1952, he grew up in a family that embodied the complex currents of twentieth-century American life.


His paternal grandfather had fled Japan during the Russo-Japanese War of 1905, eventually establishing a shop on the West Coast—only to be incarcerated during World War II along with over a hundred thousand other Japanese Americans. His father, Yoshio, was a second-generation Japanese American who became a Congregational minister and earned a doctorate in sociology from the University of Chicago. His mother, Toshiko, came from an academic family in Kyoto; her father founded the Economics Department at Kyoto University.


Despite this heritage, Francis grew up in Manhattan with remarkably little connection to Japanese culture. He never learned the language. His Japanese given name, Yoshihiro, remained largely unused. When his family moved to State College, Pennsylvania in 1967, he was a thoroughly American teenager.


At Cornell University, Fukuyama studied classics—the ancient Greeks and Romans whose ideas about politics and human nature would later permeate his work. More importantly, he fell under the influence of Allan Bloom, the brilliant and controversial political philosopher who would later write his own bestseller, The Closing of the American Mind. Bloom introduced Fukuyama to the deep traditions of Western political thought, teaching him to take seriously questions that most modern academics considered settled or irrelevant.


Then came an intellectual detour that would shape Fukuyama in unexpected ways.


He went to Yale for graduate school in comparative literature, then traveled to Paris to study with two of the most celebrated intellectuals of the era: Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida. These were the titans of postmodernism, the philosophical movement that questioned whether objective truth was possible, whether grand narratives about human progress made any sense, whether Western civilization had any special claim to authority.


Fukuyama hated it.


He found postmodernism intellectually empty—a sophisticated form of nihilism that offered clever critiques but no constructive vision. He became, in his own words, "disillusioned." He abandoned literature and switched to political science at Harvard, where he studied under Samuel Huntington, who would later become famous for his own grand theory about the "clash of civilizations."


This background matters because it explains the peculiar nature of Fukuyama's "End of History" thesis. He wasn't just making a political prediction. He was waging intellectual war against the postmodern worldview he had encountered in Paris—and against the broader loss of confidence in Western liberal values that he believed it represented.


What "The End of History" Actually Meant


The title was borrowed from the nineteenth-century German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, though filtered through the twentieth-century French-Russian thinker Alexandre Kojève. Hegel had argued that history was not merely a random sequence of events but a rational process—the gradual unfolding of human freedom and self-understanding. Each era's contradictions generated new developments, which in turn created new contradictions, until finally a stable endpoint would be reached.


For Hegel, writing in the aftermath of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, that endpoint seemed to be the modern constitutional state. For Kojève, writing in the 1930s and 40s, it was the liberal democratic order emerging from the ashes of fascism and traditional monarchy.


Fukuyama updated this framework for the Cold War's conclusion. His argument had several layers.


First, the empirical observation: liberal democracy was spreading. In 1974, there were roughly forty democracies in the world. By 1990, there were over sixty, with more on the way as Eastern Europe democratized and authoritarian regimes fell across Latin America, Asia, and eventually Africa.


Second, a claim about legitimacy: liberal democracy had defeated its ideological competitors not just militarily or economically, but philosophically. Fascism had been thoroughly discredited by the horrors of World War II. Communism had failed not merely as an economic system but as a vision of human flourishing—its own citizens fled westward when given the chance, and its leaders no longer even pretended to believe in the utopia they supposedly represented.


Third, an argument about human nature: people want recognition. They want their dignity acknowledged. This psychological need—what Plato called thymos—drives much of human history. And liberal democracy, with its guarantees of equal rights and individual freedom, satisfies this need better than any alternative system.


Critics immediately pounced.


The Counterattacks


The objections came from multiple directions.


Some pointed to the obvious: history kept happening. The Yugoslav Wars erupted in horrific ethnic violence. Rwanda descended into genocide. China proved that capitalism and authoritarianism could coexist quite comfortably. Russia lurched from democracy back toward autocracy. And then came September 11, 2001, and the rise of radical Islamism as a potent ideological force.


Fukuyama anticipated some of these criticisms. He never claimed that violence would end or that all countries would immediately become democratic. His argument was about the direction of travel, about what system would ultimately prove most attractive and sustainable over the long run. Temporary reversals didn't disprove the thesis; they were bumps on the road.


More serious was the philosophical critique. Had liberal democracy really solved the deepest problems of human existence? What about the spiritual emptiness that many people felt in consumer societies? What about the atomization and loneliness? What about the sense that something was missing even when material needs were met?


Fukuyama himself acknowledged this problem. He wrote movingly about the "last man"—borrowing from Friedrich Nietzsche's concept of the pathetic, comfort-seeking creature who would inhabit the end of history. Such a person might be safe and prosperous but would lack the capacity for greatness, for risk, for meaning beyond consumption. The final triumph of liberal democracy might also be its spiritual impoverishment.


Some critics went further, arguing that Fukuyama's thesis was essentially Western triumphalism dressed up in philosophical language. The German sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf predicted that Fukuyama would have his fifteen minutes of fame and then slide into obscurity.


That prediction proved spectacularly wrong.


The Intellectual Who Stayed


More than three decades later, Fukuyama remains one of the most cited and debated public intellectuals in the world. The American sociologist Amitai Etzioni noted this durability with some wonder: "They are often media stars who are eaten up and spat out after their fifteen minutes. But he has lasted."


Part of the reason is that Fukuyama kept writing and thinking, refining his views in response to criticism and new developments. He never simply defended his original thesis against all comers. Instead, he evolved.


His 1995 book Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity acknowledged something his original theory had underemphasized: culture matters. Economic development isn't just about getting institutions right. It depends on social capital, on the networks of trust and cooperation that allow people to work together effectively. Different societies have different capacities for generating trust, and these differences profoundly affect their economic prospects.


His 2002 book Our Posthuman Future introduced a genuinely new concern: biotechnology. If the end of history was based on human nature—on the fundamental desire for recognition and dignity—then what happens when technology allows us to alter human nature itself? Genetic engineering, cognitive enhancement, life extension: these weren't science fiction anymore. And they threatened to reopen questions that Fukuyama thought had been settled.


This concern made Fukuyama one of the leading critics of transhumanism, the intellectual movement that celebrates the prospect of transcending human limitations through technology. Fukuyama saw this as potentially catastrophic. If the wealthy could engineer superior children while the poor remained "natural," the result could be a new form of inequality more radical than anything history had seen—a division not just of class but of biology.


The Neoconservative Who Wasn't


Fukuyama's political journey proved as complicated as his intellectual one.


In the 1980s and 1990s, he was firmly associated with neoconservatism, the intellectual movement that combined hawkish foreign policy with a belief in democracy promotion and American global leadership. He worked in the Reagan administration, contributing to the formulation of the Reagan Doctrine—the policy of supporting anti-communist insurgencies around the world. He was a founding member of the Project for the New American Century, the think tank that advocated for a more assertive American role in world affairs.


In 1998, he signed a letter urging President Bill Clinton to support Iraqi insurgencies aimed at overthrowing Saddam Hussein. After the September 11 attacks in 2001, he signed another letter urging President George W. Bush not only to pursue Osama bin Laden but to remove Saddam from power.


When the Iraq War began in 2003, Fukuyama initially defended it against critics who accused the United States of unilateralism and violating international law. "Americans are right to insist that there is no such thing as an 'international community' in the abstract," he wrote, "and that nation-states must ultimately look out for themselves when it comes to critical matters of security."


Then something remarkable happened.


Fukuyama changed his mind.


By 2004, he had publicly broken with the Bush administration over Iraq. He called for Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld's resignation. He declared he would not vote for Bush's reelection.


The turning point came at an American Enterprise Institute dinner in February 2004. Vice President Dick Cheney and the commentator Charles Krauthammer gave speeches celebrating the dawn of American hegemony, a unipolar world where American power would reshape the globe according to American values.


"All of these people around me were cheering wildly," Fukuyama later recalled. "I believed that the Iraq War was being blundered. All of my friends had taken leave of reality."


He hasn't spoken to Paul Wolfowitz—once a close friend and fellow traveler—since.


The Three Mistakes


Fukuyama laid out his critique with devastating precision. The Bush administration had made three fundamental errors.


First, it had overstated the threat of radical Islamism to the United States. Terrorism was real, but treating it as an existential danger comparable to Nazi Germany or Soviet Communism led to disproportionate responses and strategic overreach.


Second, it had failed to anticipate the fierce global backlash against American "benevolent hegemony." The administration's contempt for the United Nations (often abbreviated U.N., the international organization founded in 1945 to maintain global peace) and other international institutions didn't project strength; it fueled anti-Americanism worldwide.


Third, and most damaging, it had catastrophically misjudged what was required to stabilize Iraq after the invasion. The idea that Western-style democracy could be rapidly installed through military force reflected a fundamental misunderstanding of how political development actually works.


This last point connected to Fukuyama's deeper intellectual concerns. His original "End of History" thesis had been about the direction of historical change, not its pace. He never claimed that democracy could be imposed overnight on any society, regardless of its traditions and institutions. The neoconservatives, he came to believe, had made exactly that mistake—confusing the eventual destination with an immediate itinerary.


What Fukuyama proposed instead was what he called "realistic Wilsonianism"—a foreign policy that retained the belief in universal human rights and democratic values but recognized the severe limits of American power to bring those values about through military force. Development, whether political or economic, "never comes from outsiders," he argued. The best America could do was set a good example, provide education and resources, and be patient.


The Deeper Theory


Fukuyama's break with neoconservatism pushed him toward a more fundamental project: understanding how political order develops in the first place.


His 2011 book The Origins of Political Order and its 2014 sequel Political Order and Political Decay together form a sweeping comparative history of political institutions across human civilization. The scope is extraordinary—from prehistoric band societies to contemporary China, from medieval Hungary to nineteenth-century Prussia, from the early Islamic caliphates to the development of democracy in America.


Fukuyama's central argument is that stable political order requires three distinct elements: a strong and effective state, the rule of law constraining that state, and mechanisms of accountability connecting the state to its citizens. Different societies developed these elements at different times and in different sequences, with profound consequences for their subsequent trajectories.


China, for instance, developed a sophisticated state bureaucracy millennia before Europe—but never developed rule of law or accountability, leaving it with a pattern of strong centralized government periodically degenerating into tyranny or chaos.


England, by contrast, developed rule of law first (through common law traditions and Magna Carta), then accountability (through Parliament), and only later built an effective modern state. This sequence proved particularly favorable to liberty.


The United States inherited English institutions but added its own complications. Fukuyama argues that American government today suffers from "political decay"—a degradation of institutional effectiveness. Special interest groups have captured the legislature. Judicial processes have become cumbersome obstacles to any government action. Bureaucracies that once worked effectively have become sclerotic.


This wasn't a partisan critique. Fukuyama wasn't blaming Democrats or Republicans. He was diagnosing a systemic problem built into American political institutions themselves.


Identity and Its Discontents


Fukuyama's 2018 book Identity: The Demand for Dignity and the Politics of Resentment returned to a theme from his original work—the human desire for recognition—but applied it to the fractured politics of the Trump era and its global equivalents.


Why were populist movements rising across the democratic world? Why were people turning to strongmen who promised to restore their dignity against elites who supposedly disrespected them?


Fukuyama's answer centered on thymos—that Greek term for the part of the soul that craves recognition. Human beings don't just want material comfort. They want to be seen, acknowledged, respected. When they feel their dignity has been denied, they become angry. And that anger can be mobilized politically.


Modern identity politics, Fukuyama argued, draws on this deep psychological well. On the left, it takes the form of demands that marginalized groups—racial minorities, women, LGBTQ individuals—receive recognition and respect long denied them. On the right, it takes the form of demands that working-class citizens, religious traditionalists, and national majorities stop being treated as backward or deplorable by cosmopolitan elites.


Both forms have legitimate roots in the human need for dignity. Both can become destructive when dignity becomes tied to narrower identities—ethnic, religious, national—rather than to common citizenship. The challenge for liberal democracy is to satisfy the need for recognition without fragmenting society into warring identity groups.


This analysis led Fukuyama to criticize both sides of the political spectrum. Progressives were wrong to reduce politics entirely to group identity, treating individuals primarily as members of demographic categories. But right-wing populists were worse, weaponizing identity grievances to undermine democratic institutions and concentrate power in authoritarian leaders who claimed to speak for a humiliated people.


Defending Liberalism


Fukuyama's 2022 book Liberalism and Its Discontents made the defense of liberal democracy explicit. By "liberalism" he meant the classical political tradition—dating back to John Locke in the seventeenth century—that emphasized individual rights, rule of law, limited government, and tolerance of diverse views and ways of life.


This tradition was under attack from multiple directions. From the populist right came accusations that liberalism was culturally corrosive, undermining national identity, traditional values, and community solidarity. From the progressive left came accusations that liberalism was a mask for white supremacy, capitalism, and continued oppression of marginalized groups.


Fukuyama acknowledged that liberalism had genuine problems. "Neoliberalism"—the economic version that had dominated since the 1980s—had pushed market principles too far, leading to inequality, financial instability, and the erosion of social protections. Identity politics on the left had sometimes abandoned liberal principles of individual rights and free speech in favor of group consciousness and ideological conformity.


But the alternatives were worse. Illiberal populism led to the erosion of democratic norms, the corruption of institutions, and eventually to authoritarianism. Revolutionary progressivism led to ideological rigidity, social fragmentation, and its own forms of intolerance.


The solution, Fukuyama argued, was not to abandon liberalism but to reform it—to address the legitimate grievances that fueled both right-wing and left-wing critiques while preserving the core commitments to individual rights, democratic accountability, and the rule of law.


The Question That Won't Go Away


More than three decades after "The End of History?" first appeared, the question mark has effectively returned.


Liberal democracy no longer looks like the inevitable destination of human political development. China has become a wealthy and powerful state without democratizing. Russia has regressed from the hopeful 1990s to renewed authoritarianism and imperial aggression. Populist movements have destabilized democracies across Europe and the Americas. Even the United States—the supposed exemplar of liberal democratic success—has experienced democratic backsliding and institutional crisis.


Does this mean Fukuyama was wrong?


He doesn't think so—at least not entirely. The thesis was always about the long run, about what system would ultimately prove most attractive and sustainable, not about short-term fluctuations. Setbacks don't disprove the direction of travel; they test whether the direction is real.


What Fukuyama has acknowledged is that liberal democracy is more fragile than he originally appreciated. It requires not just the right institutions but the right culture—citizens who value tolerance, compromise, and truth-seeking over tribal loyalty and ideological purity. It requires economic conditions that give people a stake in the system. It requires leaders who respect norms even when violating them might bring short-term advantage.


None of these can be taken for granted.


Perhaps the most significant revision to Fukuyama's thinking concerns biotechnology and artificial intelligence. If human nature itself becomes malleable—if we can engineer cognitive enhancement, extend lifespan indefinitely, or create artificial intelligences that exceed human capabilities—then all bets are off. The "end of history" was predicated on a stable human nature with consistent desires and limitations. Change that nature, and history could resume in directions we cannot predict.


A Life of Ideas


Fukuyama continues to teach at Stanford University, where he is a senior fellow at the Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies and directs the Ford Dorsey Master's program in International Policy. He serves on the Information and Democracy Commission launched by Reporters Without Borders, the journalism advocacy organization. In 2024, he received the Riggs Award for Lifetime Achievement in International and Comparative Public Administration.


His intellectual journey—from Reagan conservative to Iraq War supporter to neoconservative apostate to liberal democracy's defender against threats from left and right—mirrors the disorienting political trajectory of his era. Few thinkers have been so willing to change their minds in public, to acknowledge when events proved them wrong, to keep grappling with questions rather than hardening into ideological certainty.


Whether history has truly ended remains an open question. But Francis Fukuyama's effort to answer it has shaped how we think about democracy, development, and human nature for a generation. That influence shows no sign of ending anytime soon.
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THE VACCINE MAKER MODERNA decided this past week to tell the world about bad news it had received from the federal government.
A potentially groundbreaking vaccine for seasonal flu that the Massachusetts-based company had developed would not be getting approval from regulators. In fact, it wasn’t even getting formal consideration, Moderna announced in a Tuesday press release, because officials were refusing to accept the application.
This is not the type of development you would normally expect a pharmaceutical company to broadcast. But that’s because there’s nothing normal about the way the federal government is behaving in this saga—or, for that matter, how the government has been behaving ever since President Donald Trump put anti-vaccination crusader Robert F. Kennedy Jr. in charge of America’s public health.
Moderna’s flu shot, which uses mRNA technology made famous during the COVID-19 pandemic, is the product of a lengthy research and development process that goes back years. Along the way, Moderna scientists consulted directly with officials at the Food and Drug Administration, the agency inside of Kennedy’s department (Health and Human Services) that is responsible for reviewing and approving vaccines.
Such consultation is normal. And a major focus of the discussion between the company and the regulators was how Moderna should test the new shot to demonstrate its safety and effectiveness. There was some back and forth—again, pretty routine—but ultimately the FDA agreed that Moderna’s design for a trial was “acceptable,” according to communication Moderna cited in its press release.
Moderna proceeded with the testing, got promising results and submitted its application. It had good reason to believe it would receive consideration and, in due time, outright approval. Instead, on February 3, Moderna got what’s known as a “refuse to file” letter from the FDA, in which the agency said the company had not put the new vaccine to a sufficiently demanding test.
This was not a decision to reject the Moderna vaccine. It was a refusal even to think about approving it. The FDA rarely takes such a step, and when it does it’s usually because an application is missing a whole component or includes suspect data. Nobody is suggesting Moderna’s application has those kinds of issues.
On the contrary, the available evidence suggests this is a case of the FDA disqualifying a vaccine on questionable grounds, while changing its standards for review late in the process because it was trying to find a way to reject the vaccine. And based on reporting in outlets like STAT and the Wall Street Journal—along with some details I was able to confirm myself—the decision didn’t come from senior career staff working most closely on the application.1 They actually thought the review should go forward. The decision to refuse instead came directly from Vinay Prasad, a physician-researcher whom Kennedy installed as director of the FDA’s vaccines and biologics division.2
A director overruling career staff on a decision of this magnitude is highly unusual. But it’s indicative of the Trump administration’s broader, dramatic departure from past practices that had emphasized careful deliberation, input from staff and outside experts and lots of public discussion.
“Even if a product didn’t work, ultimately—even if it wasn’t shown to be effective—there was at least a well-defined process to get to that endpoint,” Michael Osterholm, director of the University of Minnesota’s Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy, told me. “What you saw this past week was the FDA completely turning that process on its head.”
This new way of doing things doesn’t look like the “gold standard science” and “radical transparency” Kennedy promised to bring to HHS. But hypocrisy isn’t the main issue here. Rather, it’s the loss of reliable federal support for vaccines, and how that loss is already dissuading companies from developing new shots that could someday protect hundreds of millions of people from dangerous, even lethal infections.


SEASONAL FLU IS ONE of those diseases. You probably know all about the symptoms, which include fever and chills plus an assortment of respiratory and gastrointestinal problems that resemble a common cold or stomach bug except that they are more severe. What you may not know—or, at least, may not fully appreciate—is that for many hundreds of thousands of Americans every year the flu won’t simply knock them out of work or school for a few days. It will send them to the hospital and, in the most dire cases, to the morgue.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimates that last season’s flu, circulating in late 2024 and early 2025, killed tens of thousands (and maybe more than 100,000) in the United States. The toll from this season’s flu will depend in part on how many people get a vaccine, which research has shown significantly reduces the risk of hospitalization and death.
But the flu shot is better at reducing disease severity than preventing infection. And its effectiveness varies from season to season because the virus mutates so frequently. When designing each year’s new vaccine, scientists have to predict which strains are likely to circulate. That is not easy and they have to do so with plenty of lead time, because the companies create the key material for most of today’s flu shots by growing it inside of eggs.
One advantage of mRNA vaccines is that the production process is a lot quicker than a chicken’s reproductive cycle. Once scientists have identified a pathogen, manufacturers can start to mass produce a vaccine within a matter of weeks. That’s how Moderna and a handful of other companies were able to churn out effective vaccines so quickly after COVID-19 first appeared on American soil in early 2020.
The same technology could let scientists wait a bit longer into the year—and get a little more data—before picking which virus strands to include in each season’s flu vaccine. That would, in turn, increase the chances the final composition is a good match for whichever variants end up circulating. Another potential advantage of mRNA production is that it avoids the possibility that the virus will mutate while inside the eggs, which can happen.
But to unlock all that promise, a company like Moderna has to demonstrate to federal officials that a shot actually works. Figuring out how to do that was the subject of exchanges between Moderna and FDA officials back in 2024, with Moderna proposing to run a randomized trial with a sample of more than 40,000 people—half getting the Moderna shot, half getting an older shot already in wide use. The testing would take place across eleven countries and, according to Moderna, would cost more than a billion dollars to run. The subjects would all be at least 50 years old, because that’s the market Moderna has in mind for its vaccine.
FDA officials made a counter-suggestion: For the portion of subjects over 65, they said, Moderna should consider testing their vaccine against a second shot that’s on the market already. That second shot has a higher dose—basically, more pieces of virus to stimulate a bigger immune response—because your immune system weakens as you age. Moderna wanted to stick with its proposal.
Exactly how hard federal officials pushed and exactly why Moderna resisted—these things are still unknown. But Moderna officials say the FDA made clear that testing the shot against only the standard dose was okay—and then conveyed the same message a year later, during “pre-review” meetings.3 On top of that, Moderna did submit data showing its shot generated more antibodies than the higher-dose alternative for seniors. That’s not the same as running a trial comparing outcomes like hospitalization, but it’s the kind of meaningful evidence the FDA would typically consider.
That record explains why Moderna officials say they were “completely surprised and honestly pretty confused” by the FDA’s refusal to consider the application, as company president Stephen Hoge put it in an interview with the New York Post. And he’s not the only one who feels that way, or who worries about the implications.
“Moderna appears to have been set up—like they were given a set of expectations, and now the rug has been pulled out from under them,” Ian Spatz, founder and CEO of the Rock Creek Policy Group, told me. “It really will hurt the ability of the industry to make those investments if they can’t count on the FDA to honor the communications they have with them.”
Spatz has spent decades working in and around the pharmaceutical industry. But you’ll hear something very similar from Joshua Sharfstein, a former FDA principal deputy director with a reputation as an industry critic.
“For FDA to change a decision at this late stage, the rules should be similar to instant replay in football—you need new evidence and a compelling explanation to overturn the call on the field,” Sharfstein, now a professor at Johns Hopkins University, told me. “I don’t see how that’s the case here.”


OVER THE PAST FEW DAYS, Trump administration officials have defended their actions on Moderna’s vaccine through a variety of channels—including a statement (also provided to me) from HHS spokesman Andrew Nixon arguing that the company “refused to follow very clear FDA guidance” by declining to test its vaccine against the higher dose recommended for seniors.
But the idea that Moderna defied “clear” guidance doesn’t square with the FDA’s 2024 statement that the company’s test was acceptable, unless Moderna is lying about that quote or taking it way out of context.4 And the underlying logic of the FDA’s new demand doesn’t make a lot of sense either, because a new vaccine doesn’t have to be better than all existing alternatives in order to have value.5
On the contrary, simply having multiple options on the market has clear advantages—like offering alternatives to people who can’t tolerate certain vaccines because of allergies and protecting against sudden supply shocks for a particular vaccine type. The latter is a real possibility in a world where avian flu is wiping out whole poultry flocks.
Knowing which vaccine is best is certainly useful information, and can be helpful for deciding which version of a vaccine to recommend—or to finance. But that’s different from clearing a vaccine for use, which has always been the FDA’s job. And that’s not to mention the fact that even if the FDA felt strongly that Moderna needed to test its vaccine more rigorously for people over 65, that was no reason to discount the results for people between 50 and 65. The agency could have simply approved the vaccine for people in that age range exclusively.
Administration officials speaking to media late last week hinted that something like that might eventually be possible, with one unnamed federal official telling reporters on a conference call that Moderna might have more luck with a second, narrower request for approval if the company showed some “humility” when it made the submission. But the idea that approval of a vaccine might depend—even a little bit—on whether the manufacturer says ‘pretty please’ speaks volumes about what role scientific judgment is now playing in the approval process.
It also helps to explain why so many people in the world of vaccines find the flu-shot decision alarming. It takes years and sometimes decades to develop a vaccine. And while there’s lots of money to be made, there’s lots to be lost too.
“Developing something that is an effective treatment for a disease is a long-term process and a long-term investment,” Patricia Zettler, an Ohio State University law professor who has worked in general counsel offices of both the FDA and HHS, told me. “And so companies—if they don’t have certainty about what kinds of expectations FDA is going to have, or what FDA’s views on the science are—that long-term investment in innovation is difficult to do.”
That’s especially true given that changes to the approval process are taking place as part of a broader retreat from a decades-long embrace of vaccinations. That retreat includes a downsizing of official recommendations for vaccines people should get, a rewriting of official government guidance to raise doubts about vaccine safety, and the canceling of hundreds of millions of dollars in government support for mRNA vaccine development.
These decisions, like the refusal to consider Moderna’s flu shot, came directly from leaders rather than career staff—and in some cases, they came from Kennedy himself. And though HHS officials have said he was not involved in the Moderna flu-shot decision, it’s difficult not to see his influence at work given his long (and dishonest) record of attacking mRNA technology.
“It’s kind of naïve to think that there’s never been any sort of political interference with the FDA decisions over many years, but there’s never been anything like this,” said Spatz, who is also a lecturer at the University of Southern California. “There’s never been this kind of involvement from the secretary—and from the people working for the secretary, up to the FDA commissioner himself—in terms of involvement in these kinds of decisions.”


THE COMPANIES AND THEIR INVESTORS have taken notice—and action. Even before the flu-shot imbroglio, Moderna announced it was putting on hold research into potential mRNA treatments for other conditions. And as companies dial back on R&D, it won’t just be for current threats like seasonal flu. Early studies suggest versions of mRNA vaccines could be effective against certain kinds of cancer too. Now companies will have to wonder if the animus towards mRNA vaccine will spill over into those efforts too.
“If this is going to happen—and if it’s going to happen again and again—it can really cast a pall over the field, and the ability to develop new approaches and new technologies to be delivered to people with not just infections, but a variety of diseases,” Adam Lauring, a professor and infectious disease physician at the University of Michigan, told me. “That’s what I’m watching, because it’s concerning when, even if something works, there’s regulatory uncertainty and it’s not clear that it’s ever gonna see the light of day.”
And that’s to say nothing of the potential of mRNA vaccines to fight another pandemic, a nightmare scientists fear could become reality if a strain of avian flu starts spreading through human-to-human transmission. It’s the kind of threat for which an mRNA vaccine might be particularly well suited, because of the speed with which companies can manufacture doses. But given the hostility from Kennedy and his team, finding support for that kind of development just got a lot harder.
“If today we were to have a flu pandemic emerge, we could probably only produce enough vaccine with our current technologies to vaccinate about 20 percent of the world in the first year,” Osterholm told me. But “mRNA technology would offer us the opportunity to greatly scale that up, such that within the year we could probably have enough vaccine to vaccinate the world. That would be the difference between those scenarios—millions and millions of lives lost.”
1Lizzy Lawrence of STAT broke the story that Prasad had overruled senior staff; Liz Essley Whyte published more reporting in the Journal a few hours later. Both are excellent journalists I would recommend following if you care about these issues.


2Prasad has been a controversial figure ever since the pandemic, when he was an outspoken—and frequently caustic—critic of vaccine mandates and other pandemic measures. He has also generated controversy since coming to the FDA, both for the policy positions he’s taken and for the way he’s managed the department. You can read about that here and here.


3Here is the relevant passage from the FDA’s 2024 letter, as quoted in the Moderna press release from Tuesday: “While we agree it would be acceptable to use a licensed standard dose influenza vaccine as the comparator in your Phase 3 study, we recommend you use a vaccine preferentially recommended for use in older adults by the ACIP (i.e., Fluzone HD, Fluad or Flublok) for participants >65 years of age in the study. Data on comparative efficacy of your vaccine against an influenza vaccine preferentially recommended for use in the >65 years age group may help inform ACIP’s recommendation for the use of your vaccine in the older adult population. If you proceed with using a standard dose influenza vaccine comparator in participants ≥65 years of age, we agree with your plan to include statements in the Informed Consent Form.”


4One reason to take Moderna at its word is that federal officials have not challenged the quote, even though it’s been out there for several days. I did ask Christopher Ridley, the Moderna spokesman, why the company hasn’t released the full document. “The document itself is large and has lots of names, confidential information (on manufacturing etc.) that would need to be redacted,” he said. He also noted that Moderna in its press release had cited the FDA’s expression of concern, rather than trying to hide that.


5One other argument administration officials have made is that, by failing to test against the high dose for seniors, Moderna put those people at greater risk of disease. This is a particularly strange argument given that (a) the lower dose is still recommended and widely taken by seniors (b) Kennedy and his allies have, in other contexts, called for testing vaccines against placebos—which would expose participants to far greater danger.



  
  
    Deep Dive

    Robert F. Kennedy Jr.

    Based on Wikipedia: Robert F. Kennedy Jr.


The Kennedy Who Chose a Different Path


In the summer of 1968, a fourteen-year-old boy flew across the country on the Vice President's plane to watch his father die. Robert Francis Kennedy Junior had been at Georgetown Preparatory School when word came that his father—Senator Robert Kennedy, then running for president—had been shot at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles. By the time the boy arrived, there was nothing to do but say goodbye.


Five years earlier, when he was just nine, his uncle President John F. Kennedy had been assassinated in Dallas.


What happens to a child who loses two of the most powerful men in America before he turns fifteen? In Robert Kennedy Junior's case, it began a lifelong journey that would transform him from an heir to political royalty into one of the most controversial figures in American public health—a man who started as an environmental crusader and ended up leading the charge against vaccines.


Born Into American Royalty


The Kennedys are as close to a royal family as America has ever produced. Robert Francis Kennedy Junior was born on January 17, 1954, at Georgetown University Hospital in Washington, D.C. He was the third of eleven children born to Robert F. Kennedy and Ethel Skakel. His uncle occupied the White House. His father served as Attorney General of the United States.


He grew up splitting time between two legendary estates: the Kennedy Compound in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, and Hickory Hill in McLean, Virginia. These weren't just homes—they were command centers for a family that saw itself as destined to shape America.


But destiny had other plans. After his father's assassination, the teenage Kennedy spiraled. He was arrested for cannabis possession at sixteen. He was expelled from two boarding schools—first Millbrook, then Pomfret. Family members whispered that he had become the "ringleader" of a pack of privileged troublemakers who called themselves the "Hyannis Port Terrors."


The group engaged in vandalism, theft, and drug use. His cousin Caroline Kennedy would later call him a "predator" who led other family members "down the path of drug addiction."


At Harvard, things got worse. Kennedy used heroin and cocaine, often with his brother David. He earned a reputation as what some described as a "pied piper" of drugs. Yet somehow, he graduated in 1976 with a bachelor's degree in American history and literature.


The Long Road to Recovery


Kennedy went to law school at the University of Virginia, earning his Juris Doctor in 1982. He was sworn in as an assistant district attorney in Manhattan—a prestigious position for any young lawyer, let alone one carrying the Kennedy name.


Then he failed the New York bar exam. He resigned in July 1983.


Two months later, on September 16, 1983, he was arrested in Rapid City, South Dakota, for heroin possession. He pleaded guilty to a felony charge and was sentenced to two years of probation and community service.


This was rock bottom. Kennedy entered a drug treatment center. The terms of his probation required him to volunteer for the Natural Resources Defense Council and attend regular rehabilitation sessions. Kennedy later said this marked the end of fourteen years of heroin addiction—an addiction he claimed had begun when he was just fifteen years old.


His probation ended a year early for good behavior. And something unexpected happened during those required volunteer hours: Kennedy discovered his calling.


The Environmental Warrior Emerges


In 1984, Kennedy began volunteering with the Hudson River Fisherman's Association, a scrappy nonprofit fighting to clean up one of America's most polluted waterways. The Hudson River, which flows past Manhattan and through the heart of New York State, had become a dumping ground for industrial waste. General Electric alone had discharged massive quantities of toxic polychlorinated biphenyls—known as PCBs—into its waters.


The organization renamed itself Riverkeeper in 1986, after a patrol boat it had purchased with settlement money from legal victories. Kennedy, newly admitted to the New York bar after finally passing the exam in 1985, was hired as senior attorney.


What followed was two decades of aggressive environmental litigation that would establish Kennedy as one of America's most effective environmental lawyers.


He sued municipalities for dumping sewage. He sued General Electric to clean up its PCB contamination. He litigated cases up and down the east coast estuaries. His work set long-term legal standards for environmental protection that are still cited today.


In 1987, Kennedy founded the Environmental Litigation Clinic at Pace University School of Law. He obtained a special order allowing his law students to actually practice law and try cases in court—an unusual arrangement that turned classroom learning into real-world action. The clinic sued polluters on behalf of Riverkeeper, winning hundreds of settlements.


One of its most significant victories came in 2010, when a Pace lawsuit forced ExxonMobil to clean up tens of millions of gallons of oil from legacy refinery spills in Newtown Creek in Brooklyn.


Taking on Factory Farms and Nuclear Power


Kennedy's environmental work expanded beyond water pollution. He became one of the most vocal opponents of factory farming—the industrial-scale animal agriculture that produces most of America's meat.


In a 2003 article, Kennedy laid out his case: factory farms produce lower-quality, less healthy food. They poison the air and water of neighboring communities. They use government subsidies to undercut independent family farmers who can't compete with their scale. He organized farmers across the Midwest, convened national summits, and filed lawsuits in North Carolina, Oklahoma, Maryland, and Iowa.


He also waged a thirty-four-year campaign to close the Indian Point nuclear power plant, located just thirty-five miles north of New York City. Kennedy argued that the aging facility posed unacceptable safety risks to the millions of people living in the metropolitan area. His sister Rory, a documentary filmmaker, made a film about the issue in 2004 called "Indian Point: Imagining the Unimaginable."


In 2021, Indian Point finally closed. But the aftermath complicated Kennedy's legacy on the issue: carbon emissions from electricity generation in New York State increased by thirty-seven percent compared to 2019, as gas-fired power plants ramped up to replace the nuclear facility's output. Kennedy had argued in 2017 that renewable energy could fully replace Indian Point. That prediction proved optimistic.


The Watershed Agreement


Perhaps Kennedy's most enduring environmental achievement came from a fight over drinking water.


New York City's water supply comes from a vast network of reservoirs and watersheds stretching far upstate. In the 1990s, Kennedy represented environmentalists and city residents in a series of lawsuits arguing that New York State wasn't adequately protecting these water sources from pollution.


In 1996, he helped negotiate the New York City Watershed Agreement—a $1.2 billion deal that created a framework for protecting the city's drinking water while allowing economic development upstate. The agreement was hailed as an international model for what's called "stakeholder consensus negotiations"—getting all the parties who care about an issue to sit down and hammer out a solution together.


New York magazine ran a cover story calling Kennedy "The Kennedy Who Matters."


Building a Global Movement


In June 1999, Kennedy helped found the Waterkeeper Alliance, expanding the Riverkeeper model that had worked so well on the Hudson. The idea was simple: put a dedicated advocate—a "waterkeeper"—on every threatened waterway in the world.


Starting with a few dozen members gathered in Southampton, Long Island, the alliance grew into an international organization with 344 licensed Waterkeeper programs across 44 countries. Kennedy served as president, overseeing legal, membership, policy, and fundraising operations.


The alliance launched campaigns against coal mining, including the controversial practice of mountaintop removal, where entire peaks are blasted away to access coal seams. It targeted mercury emissions from coal-burning power plants. It fought coal export terminals in the Pacific Northwest.


Kennedy was featured in several documentaries about his environmental work, including "The Waterkeepers" in 2000 and "Grand Canyon Adventure: River at Risk" in 2008, where he rode the Grand Canyon in a wooden dory with his daughter and the anthropologist Wade Davis.


Private Practice and Big Verdicts


In 2000, Kennedy and fellow environmental lawyer Kevin Madonna founded a private law firm, Kennedy and Madonna, to represent plaintiffs against polluters. The firm took on some of the largest corporate defendants in America.


In 2004, they helped secure a $70 million settlement for property owners in Pensacola, Florida, whose homes had been contaminated by chemicals from an adjacent Superfund site.


In 2007, Kennedy was nominated as a finalist for "Trial Lawyer of the Year" for his role in winning a $396 million jury verdict against DuPont. The case involved contamination from DuPont's zinc plant in Spelter, West Virginia.


The firm was featured in the 2010 HBO documentary "Mann v. Ford," which chronicled their four-year legal battle on behalf of the Ramapough Mountain Indians against Ford Motor Company. Ford had dumped toxic waste on tribal lands in northern New Jersey for years. The lawsuit not only won monetary compensation for the tribe but contributed to the contaminated land being relisted as a federal Superfund site—the first time a delisted site had ever been relisted.


In 2017, Kennedy's team secured an even larger victory: a $670 million settlement for over 3,000 residents of Ohio and West Virginia whose drinking water had been contaminated by perfluorooctanoic acid, a toxic chemical DuPont released into the environment near Parkersburg, West Virginia. Perfluorooctanoic acid, often abbreviated as PFOA, is part of a class of chemicals known as "forever chemicals" because they don't break down in the environment.


The Pivot to Vaccines


Around 2005, something changed.


Kennedy began promoting what he called concerns about vaccine safety. He claimed there was a link between vaccines and autism—a claim that has been thoroughly investigated and definitively disproven by scientific research. He promoted the idea that a preservative called thimerosal, which contains mercury and was used in some vaccines, caused neurological damage in children.


The scientific consensus is clear: vaccines do not cause autism, and thimerosal at the levels used in vaccines is safe. Dozens of studies involving millions of children have found no connection. The original 1998 study that sparked vaccine-autism fears was retracted, and its author lost his medical license for ethical violations.


But Kennedy persisted. He founded an organization called Children's Health Defense, which critics describe as an anti-vaccine advocacy group. He wrote books questioning vaccine safety and the motives of public health officials.


During the COVID-19 pandemic, Kennedy promoted skepticism about COVID vaccines and criticized pandemic health measures. His book "The Real Anthony Fauci" attacked the longtime director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, accusing him of corruption and malfeasance.


Public health officials and scientists say Kennedy's activism has contributed to vaccine hesitancy—the reluctance of some parents to vaccinate their children. They point to deadly measles outbreaks in places like Samoa and Tonga, where misinformation spread partly through anti-vaccine networks helped drive down vaccination rates before outbreaks killed dozens of children.


Kennedy has also promoted other conspiracy theories that scientists reject, including the chemtrail conspiracy theory—the false belief that aircraft condensation trails contain harmful chemicals deliberately sprayed on populations—and claims questioning whether Human Immunodeficiency Virus causes AIDS.


The Presidential Run


In 2024, Kennedy ran for president. He started as a Democrat, challenging President Joe Biden in the primary. When that path seemed blocked, he launched an independent campaign.


Then came another pivot. In August 2024, Kennedy withdrew from the race and endorsed the Republican nominee, Donald Trump. It was a remarkable turn for a member of a family synonymous with the Democratic Party—a family that had produced two Democratic presidents and multiple Democratic senators.


After Trump won the election, he nominated Kennedy to serve as Secretary of Health and Human Services, the cabinet position that oversees the Food and Drug Administration, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the National Institutes of Health, and dozens of other agencies central to American public health.


Kennedy was confirmed in 2025, becoming the twenty-sixth person to hold the position.


A Controversy About a Bird


One episode from Kennedy's environmental career deserves mention because it illuminates something about his character—his willingness to buck conventional wisdom and stand by people others have abandoned.


In 2000, Kennedy insisted on rehiring a man named William Wegner to work at Riverkeeper. Wegner was a wildlife lecturer and falcon trainer whom the organization's founder had fired after learning of his criminal history. Wegner had been convicted in 1995 for tax fraud, perjury, and conspiracy to violate wildlife protection laws. He had led a team that smuggled endangered cockatoo eggs from Australia to the United States over eight years. He served three and a half years in federal prison.


Kennedy hired Wegner just months after his release. When the Riverkeeper board voted, a majority sided with Kennedy. The founder and eight board members resigned in protest, arguing that an environmental organization had no business employing someone convicted of environmental crimes.


Kennedy saw something worth salvaging in a man who had served his time.


Another Controversy About Wind


In 2005, Kennedy took a position that surprised and angered many of his environmentalist allies. He came out against the Cape Wind Project, a proposed offshore wind farm in Cape Cod's Nantucket Sound.


Kennedy sided with the commercial fishing industry, calling the project a costly boondoggle. Critics noted that the wind farm would have been visible from the Kennedy family's Hyannis Port compound. They accused him of prioritizing his family's ocean views over clean energy.


The episode illustrated a tension that runs through Kennedy's career: his willingness to take positions that put him at odds with his natural allies when he believes he's right.


The Man and His Contradictions


How do you make sense of Robert F. Kennedy Junior?


Here is a man who overcame fourteen years of heroin addiction to become one of America's most effective environmental lawyers. He won verdicts and settlements totaling over a billion dollars against some of the world's largest corporations. He built an international movement to protect waterways. He negotiated agreements that still protect the drinking water of millions of New Yorkers.


And here is a man who promotes theories about vaccines that the scientific community has thoroughly rejected—theories that public health officials say contribute to disease outbreaks that kill children.


Here is a Kennedy who started as a Democrat, ran as an independent, and ended up in a Republican administration.


Here is an environmental champion who opposed a major wind energy project.


Here is an anti-establishment crusader who now leads one of the most powerful agencies in the federal government.


Kennedy's supporters see a fearless truth-teller who challenges powerful interests whether they're polluting corporations or the medical establishment. His critics see a conspiracy theorist whose attacks on public health institutions cost lives.


What's certain is that the boy who watched his father die in Los Angeles in 1968, who spiraled into addiction and nearly threw everything away, has become one of the most consequential and divisive figures in American public life. The Kennedy name opened doors for him. But the path he walked through them has been entirely his own.
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Let’s continue with the AI theme. We’ve done the dire warnings of doom, so now let’s be a little more pragmatic and optimistic.
A friend called me up the other day and asked me what I thought Democrats could offer Americans in terms of economic policy in this day and age. We discussed the limitations of the progressive economic program that coalesced in the late 2010s and was implemented during the Biden years. We then talked about possibilities for how AI might affect the economy, and what Democrats could offer in various scenarios. I promised my friend I would write a post outlining my thoughts, so here you go.
My basic argument is that the next Democratic policy offering should be robust to uncertainty. AI technology is changing very fast, and it will probably end up changing other technologies very quickly as well — robotics, energy, software, and so on. That rapid technological progress creates great uncertainty. Looking even just 10 years into the future, we basically don’t know:
	What kind of jobs humans will be doing (and which will pay well)

	What the macroeconomy — inflation, growth, and employment — is going to look like

	How the distributions of income and wealth will change


Those are essentially all of the biggest questions in economics, and we don’t really know any of them. So what do you do when you can’t predict the future? You come up with ideas that will be likely to work no matter what the future ends up looking like. In other words, you try to be robust. AI is like a storm that’s buffeting the whole economy; Democrats need to be the rock in that storm.
In fact, I have several ideas for how Democrats can create a robust economic offering even in the face of radical uncertainty. My three basic principles are:
	Abundance

	Government taking an ownership stake in the corporate system

	Policies to promote human work


Before I talk about those, however, I want to briefly go over what the 2010s progressive program looked like, and why Democrats can’t just keep pushing that. 
The failures of the 2010s progressive economic program
The progressive economic ideas of the 2010s were, in large part, a reaction to the Great Recession and to the rise of inequality since the 1970s. But they also had their roots in political considerations — progressive activism, and the need to manage the emerging Democratic political coalition.
In a nutshell, the progressive program was:
	Have the government spend money to sustain full employment

	Spend money on subsidizing health care, education, and child care

	Spend money on cash benefits for people with children

	Spend money on mitigating climate change

	Fund this spending by taxing billionaires

	Attack corporate power in order to reduce political opposition to the progressive agenda


This was a pretty cohesive program — there was at least a bit of real research to back up most of these ideas,1 and these proposals seemed like they would both satisfy the core Democratic interest groups while also potentially having broad appeal. 
But it turned out there were lots of problems with this approach. The first, as I wrote back in 2024, was that it basically assumed we were still in the macroeconomic environment of 2009 or 2016:

In 2009 or maybe even 2016, the economy still had a shortage of aggregate demand — spending more money had the potential to create jobs while also bringing inflation back to target. In fact, a high-pressure economy, along with higher local minimum wage laws, did raise low-end wages disproportionately in the 2010s. 
But by the time progressives actually got into power in 2021, progressives’ diagnosis was no longer correct. In the years after the pandemic, America’s main macroeconomic problem was no longer underemployment — it was inflation. And by pushing aggregate demand even higher with massive deficit spending, the Biden administration probably exacerbated that inflation. 
The warnings were there in advance. In 2021, the macroeconomist Olivier Blanchard used a standard, simple Keynesian economic analysis — the same kind of back-of-the-envelope exercise that would have been screaming “spend more money!” back in 2009 — to predict that Biden’s American Rescue Plan would raise inflation. Progressives ignored these warnings and charged ahead anyway. The result — exacerbated inflation — probably contributed marginally to Kamala Harris’ election loss in 2024. 
The second problem was the natural tension between providing jobs in care industries and actually providing care services cheaply to the American populace. If you subsidize health care, education, and child care, the prices of these things will go up. This is exactly what happened with artificially cheap student loans, which drove up the cost of college. I pointed this out in 2021:

The progressive retort was that it doesn’t matter if the price that care providers charge goes up, as long as the price consumers pay goes down. The subsidy makes up the difference — it makes care services feel cheaper to the public, but also creates jobs in those industries. This is expensive, of course, but progressives planned to square the circle by taxing billionaires. 
The problem was that the billionaire taxes never happened. Biden and Harris and progressives in Congress made a lot of noise about taxing the super-duper-rich, but it turns out that it’s very hard to get super-duper-rich people’s money. It’s a lot easier to get money from millionaires instead of billionaires, but millionaires had become the Democrats’ base, so they were reluctant to do this. And so instead, subsidies for care industries became giant deficit-funded make-work programs.2
Meanwhile, core parts of the progressive agenda turned out not to be as popular as their creators had hoped. Cash benefits failed to garner broad support, and Americans ended up not caring that much about climate change. 
This is not to say that the progressive economic program failed completely, either in an economic or in a political sense. A high-pressure economy really did lift wages at the bottom and reduce wage inequality. Biden’s cash benefits and climate subsidies did some good for a while. And the program probably did help Biden get elected in 2020.  
Overall, though, the progressive program was pretty underwhelming. And more importantly, the economic situation has changed so much that the program is no longer relevant. Democrats can’t just cruise on autopilot on the promise of more health care subsidies, more child tax credits, more green jobs, and more promises of billionaire taxes. In the late 2020s and early 2030s, this will be neither a winning program nor an effective one. 
Which brings me to my own ideas about what the Democrats should do next. 
When work is uncertain, abundance becomes more important
Abundance is one of the big ideas on the American left at the moment, and deservedly so. Instead of ideology about how to run an economy — big government, small government, etc. — it focuses on what Americans will get. It promises cheap housing, cheap energy, cheap food, cheap health care, etc. 
This prioritization of goals over methods comes from the YIMBY movement. YIMBYism is being embraced by Democrats across the spectrum, from J.B. Pritzker to Zohran Mamdani:


Abundance is basically YIMBYism for everything. 
Abundance is the right move for the Democrats because it deals with the cost of living, which is Americans’ most pressing concern right now. But it also provides a very smart and robust way of dealing with the disruptions from the rise of AI. 
AI will disrupt patterns of specialization and comparative advantage across the economy. In simple terms, this means that a lot of people don’t know what kind of work they’ll be doing in ten years. 
The traditional progressive approach to this uncertainty is to promise people jobs in certain industries — health care, education, etc. — that seem like they might be more resistant to AI. But while it’s true that those industries have provided a lot of jobs in recent years, that doesn’t mean they should function as a giant make-work program for people displaced by AI. That’s expensive and economically inefficient, and it very obviously raises questions about whether the people doing care jobs are really just on welfare.3
A second approach is to hand people cash. This is Andrew Yang’s preferred solution. But as we saw with Biden’s expanded Child Tax Credit, it can be hard to build political support for even a modest version of this sort of welfare program. A workable Universal Basic Income would cost far more than what Biden tried. 
But abundance creates a third option here. If people know that they’ll have enough housing, food, energy, and the other basics of life, the threat of losing their jobs will be far less dire. And the cheaper the basics become, the more modest of a welfare check will be needed in order to sustain a minimum quality of life. 
Democrats should therefore make it a priority to build more housing, build more energy, and provide more food and health care. This can mean cutting regulation, or it can also mean direct government provision. In general, it will mean a mix of both. 
But in the age of AI, abundance will require a third approach: reserving resources for human consumption. 
AI is incredibly hungry for computing power, and compute costs electricity. Data centers are consuming an exponentially rising fraction of America’s electric power production:

This means that AI and human consumers are going to increasingly be in direct competition for resources — electricity, land, and water. Right now it’s mostly electricity. But as AI continues to scale exponentially, hyperscalers will try to outbid farmers for land and convert their farms to data centers and power plants, driving up the cost of food. They will try to outbid residential real estate developers, making housing more expensive. In effect, AI will be muscling out the human race, without any army of robots involved. 
And that’s a problem for Abundance Agenda 1.0. Abundance is about creating more supply, but if that supply just gets gobbled up by data centers, then abundance is failing. 
The answer here is not to ban new data centers, as Bernie Sanders has called for. Instead, it’s to reserve some amount of land and other resources for human consumption — for food production, housing, and the production of electricity for households. This can be easily done with various zoning and land use policies. The implementation might be local and patchwork, but the message — “reserve resources for humanity” — is very simple. 
This sort of “human reservation” policy fits very naturally into the overall abundance framework. It helps address both the cost-of-living problem and the fear of AI, and it’s complementary to efforts to produce more housing, energy, and so on. 
Government as the owner of last resort
One big worry with AI is that by substituting for human labor, it will decrease the fraction of the nation’s income that goes to human workers. It’s easy to imagine a dark future where the lucky people who own the robots get everything, while people who depend on their own effort and smarts to earn a living are forced to the margins of society. 
In fact, labor’s share of national income has already been going down, since the turn of the century:

Worryingly, it took another sharp dive just in the third quarter of 2025. That probably isn’t AI — it’s too soon and too sudden — but a lot of people are going to be worried. And the longer trend is already disturbing. 
The obvious solution here is redistribution. Contrary to what some progressives will tell you, the U.S. actually does a good job redistributing from the rich to the poor, and has been doing more and more of this over time:
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  Matt’s subhead: “It’s hard to write good articles when you have no idea if everything is about to change”. In short, Matt has half-drunk the AI-psychoactive koolaid. My view: Matt should talk to Ezra Klein, and have Ezra Klein recount to him Ezra’s days in San Francisco, when it seemed every day made him stupider as he found himself rubbing elbows with yet another bunch of crypto-enthusiast grifters and self-grifters. while BitCoin is still a thing today, nobody sees it as anything societally transformative, or indeed as having any other serious use case other than “digital gold!” and “number go up!” “AI” will have more of an impact, yes, and the balance between cynical grifters and self-grifters on the one hand and genuine technologists exploring use cases on the other is very different. But the vibe is the same: in both cases the evidence of the rapid total overturning of human society is not present…
And yet Matt thinks there is a genuine fork here, and stands transfixed, like Buridan’s Ass:


MATT YGLESIAS: A.I. progress is giving me writer’s block
It’s hard to write good articles when you have no idea if everything is about to change.
Matthew Yglesias
Feb 18, 2026

Slow Boring 
A.I. progress is giving me writer’s block

Here’s an idea for an article that I had recently…
Read more
5 hours ago · 69 likes · 84 comments · Matthew Yglesias


Here’s an idea for an article that I had recently:
One of the most underrated aspects of education policy is the impact that second-wave feminism had on the K-12 workforce. It used to be the case that an enormous fraction of the smartest and most ambitious women in America were working as public school teachers, and were doing so at depressed wages because of limited opportunities for women to have white-collar careers. Some of this was formal, but a lot of it wasn’t. Jeannette Rankin entered Congress in 1917 and Elizabeth Blackwell graduated from medical school in 1849, so it’s not like women “couldn’t” have careers in politics or medicine before 1970. But they rarely did. And there wasn’t one specific formal policy change that unleashed the entire transformation of women’s professional opportunities. There were formal changes in public policy, of course, but the most important changes were the shifts in attitudes and social values over several generations.
And a second-order consequence of this was the steady erosion of human capital available in the teaching workforce.
And it seems likely to me that as artificial intelligence generates a sharp decline in the demand for major categories of white-collar work — a much more restrained claim than the idea that it will replace all jobs — we could see a reversal of that flow.
Large language models have many potential applications in the educational context, but it’s hard to see them operating as a replacement for a human teacher in the way that they could replace people who work in jobs that mostly involve typing on computers. That, in turn, would be an example of how even though the labor market disruptions associated with new technology can be painful, they also have upside. Automation of white-collar work isn’t just a productivity boost in those specific sectors; it could also lead a lot of the human capital that is currently deployed in fields like law and accounting to be redirected toward teaching young people, which would have its own benefits.
When I pitched this idea to Kate, though, she raised a good point: Couldn’t this same process significantly reduce the value of a traditional education? Similarly, when I asked Claude about this, it told me that the timeframes don’t line up correctly. It’s true that a downward shift in the relative earnings of white-collar professionals could improve teacher recruiting and retention. But that would be a long-term change, and while the change plays out the A.I. is going to keep advancing and create further change.
This becomes a problem not just with this specific pitch, but with essentially any article on a huge swath of topics that aren’t narrowly focused on the very short term. Questions about basically every medium-run policy debate collapse into arguments about the future trajectory of A.I.
Most A.I. debates are about the present
To see this, though, you need to see past most of the arguments that people are currently having about A.I. — arguments that are really about the present state of A.I. rather than its future. This debate pits skeptics like Ross Barkan and John Ganz against enthusiasts like Matt Bruenig and Marc Andreessen. And the argument is basically over how useful or impressive Claude Opus 4.6 or ChatGPT-5.2 or Gemini 3 Pro are…
Keep Reading with a Seven-Day Free Trial. Subscribe to Slow Boring to keep reading this post and get seven days of free access to the full post archives.
Start Trial
Already a paid subscriber? Log in.



That’s where Matt’s pre-paywall version ends. But the real meat of the piece comes lower down:
	Matt thinks it’s plausible that AI could plateau into “just another big-deal invention”. 

	Matt thinks it’s plausible that AI could explode into superintelligence that dominates the future.

	Matt think he doesn’t know which.

	Matt thinks this extreme fork makes it very hard to write useful policy columns, because the scenarios imply radically different prescriptions.

	Matt thinks today’s AI is roughly as capable as a generic literate person with broad knowledge of what’s already written—which is a powerful research assistant, but just a powerful research assistant.

	Matt thinks that since he doesn’t know which future we’re heading toward, he finds it very hard to know what, concretely, to say.

	Matt says: “Maybe A.I. progress means we have a golden opportunity to launch a Police for America initiative and get a whole different group of people thinking about law enforcement careers, and maybe it means total loss of explicit human control over the future of our planet and our species. That’s not a very good article!”


As you know, my view is that when Matt needs to take a step back when he starts slinging around things like:
What the people in the A.I. labs are talking about is using recursive self-improvement to generate exponential growth in model capabilities… [not] trying to sell products… but… build[ing] the next model… [with] the gap in capability between GPT-7 in 2031 and GPT-5 today… not be as large as the gap between GPT-5 (which even the skeptics admit is useful for a bunch of stuff) and GPT-3 (which was an interesting trick but totally useless)… [but] dramatically larger…

And:
There was a thought that improvement might hit a wall due to running out of training data… but… synthetic data works just fine. DeepSeek… showed you could use test-time compute to do things in a less resource-intensive way… [which did] not… diminish demand for computing power… [rather] showed us how to use it more efficiently…. But if it’s true that recursive self-improvement will lead to exponential growth in model capability, then none of these arguments about the present really matter…

Consider the human economy over the past 75000 years, very roughly:

We have been “cultural” specieses for millions of years, roving around in bands of at most 100 or so, with our band-level division of labor and generationally transmitted tool-making and tool-using “technologies” being our big edge. But even as of 50,000 years ago, we were not a huge Darwinian success. Yes: there were then perhaps 2 million of us scattered around Africa. Plus perhaps a couple of hundred thousand of our very close Homines Sapientes Neandertalenses and Homines Sapientes Longi cousins. But there were also 2 million other great apes scattered around Africa and greater Sundaland. And our “technology” was limited to (a) what we could carry, and (b) what we could remember down the generations, (c) as that fit with the varied environments in which we lived.
Then between the year -48000 and -8000 we spread Out-of-Africa across Eurasia, Australasia, and the Americas, intermarrying along the way with our close cousins, and greatly expanding our technological portfolio as we figured out how to successfully adapt to pretty much every ex-Antarctica environment on the globe. But, still, that rate of adaptive technology progress was very limited—1% per millennium, say, perhaps?
The sea-change came 10,000 years ago, when we became more sessile and invented agriculture. Then our “technology” could be not just what we could carry and remember, but what we could build and what our built environment could remind us of. And then 5,000 years ago we invented writing. And we became not just a cultural species, not just a technological species with what we could carry, build, remember, and have our built environment remind us with, but a genuine world-scale æon-scale time-binding space-binding anthology intelligence. Then the real ASI emerged. Not an Artificial Super-Intelligence constructed in a computer lab as some kind of silicon digital god that some want to teach the rest of us to worship and that Elon Musk wants to teach the rest of us to try to bang. But, rather, the distributed knowledge and thought base that is the Anthology Super-Intelligence that is humanity’s collective mind present and past stored in and as our information technology capital stock.
And since then, each generation, we have been seeing further than other humans and those before us. But it is not because we, individually, have been becoming (much) smarter and cleverer. It is because we have been finding ourselves, over and over again, standing on the shoulders of ever-taller pyramids of giants.
And so, as the scale of the number of currently thinking brains in the human race and the accessible storehouse of knowledge and the power of our information technology tools for accessing that storehouse have grown, the pace of technological advance has grown as well. Perhaps 3% per century during the Bronze-Writing and Iron-Antiquity ages up to the classical apogee with the Roman Empire at the west and the Han Empire at the east edge of Eurasia in the year 200. A seeming retrogression over the next 600 years as it really looks like knowledge of some technologies and of how to organize some of the division of labor falls away, and world population may have been smaller in 800 than in 200. Perhaps we should appease the sensibilities of snowflakes by calling this not a “Dark Age” but rather a “Late-Antiquity Pause”. 
But technological progress during the long Agrarian Age after -8000 was not guaranteed. After -3000 these societies were largely societies-of-domination, in which ideas were primarily judged not by whether they were true about the world but whether they were useful in helping a predatory élite extract a third of the crafts and a third of the crops by force, fraud, and rigged-price market exchange.
With the coming of the mediæval period around 800 or so, however, standing-on-the-shoulders of giants regained its mojo: rates of technological progress of perhaps 10% per century up until 1600. At that time people were beginning to look around—Francis Bacon and his New Atlantis and Tommaso Campanella with his City of the Sun are my poster boys—and note that there did seem to be an arrow of technological progress in history. Before that had not been the case. Consider the “Nine Worthies” of Jacques de Longuyon’s The Peacock’s Vows—pagans Hektor of Troy, Aleksander of Makedon, and Gaius Iulius Cæsar of Roma; Jews Joshua the Prophet, David the King, and Judah the Hammer; and Christians King Arthur Pendragon of Britain, Emperor Charles le Magne of the Franks, and Advocate of the Holy Sepulcher Godfrei de Bouillon; all seen on a level as behaving like 1300s-era knightly aristocrats.
Then the gears shift:
	The Columbian Exchange, the growth of a commerce-mediateed global division of labor, and the intellectual sea-change with respect to ideas that was the nullius in verbo, the “we believe nothing simply because somebody says it” of the Royal Society sets the Commercial-Imperial Age rate of technology growth at 25% per century.

	The coming of the GPTs of steampower and textile machinery sets the Industrial-Revolution Age rate of technology growth at 100% per century.

	The 1875 combo of the invention of the process of invention hallmarked by the appearance of the railroad-and-screw-propeller-driven global economy, the modern corporation, the industrial research lab, and the backing science complex pushes the rate of technology growth up to 2% per year in terms of our improving our ability to make what we make more efficiently, plus whatever the value is in the expansion of the kinds of commodities, objects, and services we can produce:
	But there is more.

	It’s now that that 2% per year—that doubling every 35 years—is spread out evenly across the economy.

	It is, rather, that a generation sees about 80% of the economy grow in technology by about 1/4 in efficiency.

	While about 20% is upended and revolutionized: grows five-fold in efficiency and capability—or more.

	And this generation-after-generation successive leading-sector Schumpterian creative-destruction upending of orders and institutions as everything established and fixed is steamed away produces major qualitative changes in society.

	Marx and Engels had talked of tribal, ancient, feudal, bourgeois, and socialists modes of production succeeding each other on a time scale of millennia or centuries, with plenty of time for changes in the productive technology and division-of-labor base to shape the societal superstructure.

	Since 1875 we have seen: Steampower, Applied-Science, Mass-Production, Globalized Value-Chain, and now Attention Info-Bio Tech modes—of production, but also distribution, communication, and domination—equivalent scale transformations shake society every single generation, with societal superstructures always lagging far behind and desperately shaking themselves to pieces in attempts to cope.




That is the big-scale picture of human history.
Now, in our generation, the leading-sector Schumpterian creative-destruction upending of orders and institutions as everything established and fixed is steamed away process has set its bulls-eye on the learned intellectual professions that Matt and I specialize in. And it is not a comfortable thing to be in the bulls-eye. But neither was it comfortable to be John Henry vs. the steam-drill. Nor was King Arkhidamos III the Europontid (reigned -360 to -338) pleased to see Philippos II of Makedon introduce, alongside his military innovations of the sarissa-phalanx and the companion shock-cavalry, the torsion catapult: “By Hercules! Man’s bravery is ended!”
But I am a Gopnikist. Much better ways at accessing and remixing the real ASI—the Anthology Super-Intelligence of human collective wisdom—is not a Digital God. It is natural-language front-ends to structured and unstructured databases: something that, given our mental affordances, is of immense value. It is very large-scale, very big-data, very high-dimension, very flexible-function regression-and-classification analysis tools: also something of immense value. These are our tools, not our masters, with unanticipated and often adverse consequences as tool development often brings. These are not our adversaries who are going to outthink and outsmart and dominate us.
What we do about our problems over the next decade matters to us. A large part of what we do about our problems today is to invest in boosting the capabilities of our successors a decade from now to master the problems they will face then. How much and how to invest is worth thinking about, hard. Dealing with our problems as we face them over the next decade is worth thinking about, hard. Throwing up our hands because maybe not just the learned intellectual professions but much more will be overthrown over the next decade or two is certainly not helpful, and hence almost surely not rational.
If reading this gets you Value Above Replacement, then become a free subscriber to this newsletter. And forward it! And if your VAR from this newsletter is in the three digits or more each year, please become a paid subscriber! I am trying to make you readers—and myself—smarter. Please tell me if I succeed, or how I fail…
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  In recent decades, Europe has fallen behind the United States. In 2000, incomes in the original six members of the European Union were just 10 percent behind Americans. Today, they are 20 percent lower. One factor behind this has been the lack of innovation in European business. To a striking extent, Europe lacks tech giants like Google, Meta and Amazon. But even in industries in which it has traditionally excelled, like carmaking, Europe has failed to keep up. Tesla is now worth more than the next nine largest carmakers in the world put together. Six American cities are now served by robotaxis made by Waymo. Understanding why Europe doesn’t have Google is important. Understanding why it doesn’t have a Tesla is existential.
There are many partial explanations: high energy prices, expensive housing, excessive proceduralism, high taxes, extractive interest groups, and politicians with a penchant for degrowth. But all of these problems are true of California as well, which is nonetheless home to Waymo and birthed Tesla before it moved its headquarters to Texas in 2021. Explanations often blame Europe’s lack of research spending, but governments spend more on research in Europe than in America. And just seven companies globally – Google, Apple, Amazon, Meta, Microsoft, Samsung, and Huawei – spend more on research each year than Volkswagen.
What really sets Europe apart from states like California is different. Relative to income, it costs large companies four times more to lay off Germans and French than American workers, a difference arising entirely from different regulatory approaches. As a result, it virtually never happens: Americans are ten times more likely to be fired than Germans in any given year. In this respect, the European economy differs greatly from the American one. By American standards, a European business has to be exceptionally confident that it will want an employee for a long time before hiring them.
This may sound like a great virtue of European life, and in a way it is. But it has costs. If it is expensive to fire people, then companies may pay them less in order to balance out employment costs, or they may not employ people at all. To understand the innovation gap, however, there is a third effect that is even more important. If it is expensive to lay people off, employers avoid creating jobs that they might subsequently discontinue. Innovation involves experimentation and risk, so jobs in innovative areas of the economy are more likely to be discontinued than jobs elsewhere. High severance costs create a fundamental incentive for European businesses to avoid innovative areas and concentrate on safe, unchanging ones. In the long run, this is a recipe for decline.
Europeans are attached to their secure jobs, and understandably so. But they may be able to get most of the benefits of the American model without adopting it wholesale. Some smaller European economies have adopted ‘flexicurity’ models that protect their citizens from economic insecurity without disincentivizing innovation. Building a European Tesla requires institutional reform, but it does not require giving up what Europeans value most about their regulatory settlement.
Failure costs
All businesses make mistakes. Dismantling these failures often means shedding physical assets: writing down investments and breaking factory leases. But for many companies, most of the cost of failure comes from making employees redundant. These payments are large even in countries with laissez-faire labor rules like the US: when Google restructured in 2023, it spent $2.1 billion laying off 12,000 workers, about $175,000 per person. Its second largest expense, breaking office leases, was $1.8 billion.
But however costly firing is in the US, it is much more expensive in Europe. US labor market legislation is liberal by global standards. American states tend to recognize a mix of three exceptions to employment at will: the public policy exception, which prevents workers from being fired for fulfilling duties such as appearing on a jury; the implied contract exception, which prevents firings if there is an implicit agreement that abrogates that right; and the good faith exception, which prevents firing an employee to avoid incurring a new obligation, such as stock that is about to vest. Beyond that, and the constraints of anti-discrimination rules, the American employer can usually release an employee immediately, for no cause at all.

Some American employers offer more generous redundancy packages, like Google in the example above. But this happens because American businesses want the concessions that they extract in exchange, such as non-disclosure and arbitration agreements, as well as appearing more attractive to potential hires. Neither the Department of Labor nor most state governments actually require it.
The opposite is true in most European countries. Severance payments are often mandated by law and are much larger than in the US. In Germany, a worker who is fairly dismissed due to business needs is entitled by law to 15 days of pay for every year they have spent with the employer.
Getting as far as making these severance payments can be a challenge for German employers. Under the Protection Against Dismissal Act, the Kündigungsschutzgesetz, redundancies over ten employees must pass a social selection test (Sozialauswahl). Employers cannot choose who leaves: they must rank employees by age, years of service, family maintenance obligations, and degree of disability, and then prioritize dismissing those with the weakest social claim to the job. If someone is dismissed for operational reasons but the company posts a similar job elsewhere, the dismissal is usually invalid.
Disabled employees can be dismissed only with the approval of the Integration Office (Integrationsamt), a public body. The office will weigh the employer’s reasons, whether they have taken sufficient steps to integrate the employee, and whether they could be redeployed elsewhere in the organization. Workers who also become caregivers cannot be dismissed at all for up to two full years after they tell their bosses they fulfill that role.
As a company becomes larger and tries to let more workers go at once these difficulties increase. In many European countries, companies with more than a certain number of workers – 50 in the Netherlands, 5 in Germany – are obliged to create a works council, which represents employees and, in some countries, must give its approval to decisions the employer wants to make regarding its employees, including layoffs or pay rises or cuts.
Works councils have stopped some of Europe’s largest companies from making changes. In 2024, Volkswagen’s works council blocked the company’s plan to cut costs by closing three factories in Germany. After the company union organized ‘warning strikes’, Volkswagen agreed to keep its factories open and halt compulsory redundancies until 2030.

Companies that are allowed to fire someone and can afford to pay the severance costs have to wait and pay additional fees. Collective dismissal procedures in Germany start after 30 departures within a month; once triggered they require further negotiations with the works council, a waiting period, and the creation of a ‘social plan’ with more compensation for departing workers. When Opel shut down its Bochum factory in Germany, it reached a deal with the works council to spend €552 million on severance for the 3,300 affected employees. This included individual payments of up to €250,000 and a €60 million plan to help workers find new jobs.
French law requires any restructuring involving more than ten employees in a month, even if they work in different parts of the company, to be approved by a special regulator and reviewed by the works council in two meetings over multiple months. It is only allowed after a ‘good faith’ attempt to protect the jobs of the workers involved (by attempting to give them jobs elsewhere in the company, keep them on part-time, or induce other companies to hire them). To prove that financial conditions justify the layoffs, French companies often impose hiring freezes across the company when employees in one division are let go.
If a court determines that a company that has laid off employees was not in a financial state to merit laying off workers, that court has the power to reclassify the dismissals as unfair and impose even higher severance as a fine. Continental, a tire company, tried to shrink its French workforce during the financial crisis. A court decided that there was a ‘lack of economic justification for the dismissals in light of the overall situation and results of the global Continental group’. The company was obliged to pay up to three years of salary to the 680 employees involved.
These rules – severance, negotiating periods, works councils, buyouts, and waiting periods – collectively impose high costs on a European company that tries to let workers go. The costs of restructuring are so high that companies will often try and bribe their workers to leave. In 2023, Amazon offered French employees a year’s salary to leave voluntarily so they didn’t have to fire them and go through a legal restructuring. In 2024, German chemical manufacturer Bayer offered long-tenured workers 52.5 months of pay, or over four years’ worth, in exchange for quitting.
According to a rough estimate by Olivier Coste and Yann Coatanlem, a corporate restructuring in Germany and France costs companies the equivalent of 31 and 38 months of salary per employee laid off, putting all of the above costs together. In Italy, this is 52 months. In Spain, it is 62 months. In the United States, the cost per employee is just 7 months.
It is widely understood that Europe’s restrictive labor laws involve tradeoffs in exchange for the additional security they give to workers. The standard story is that these rules lead to lower wages, when employers can negotiate wages directly with individual workers, or lower employment levels, when companies have to bargain with workers en masse and cannot just price the cost of firing them into wages. But Europe’s stagnation, especially in the north, has ceased to be primarily a problem of unemployment. In the Euro area, about 71 out of every 100 people of working age have a job. This is nearly the same as in the United States, where about 72 out of 100 working-age people are employed.
Rather than reduce hiring in response to more expensive firing, companies in Europe have shifted activity away from areas where layoffs are likely. European workers are for sure, solid work only. This works well in periods of little innovation, or when innovation is gradual. The continent, however, is poorly equipped for moments of great experimentation.
Risky business
Building self-driving cars has involved lots of failures. Apple spent $10 billion on its self-driving car project, before scrapping it and never transported a single paying customer. General Motors acquired Cruise, an autonomous taxi company, for $1 billion in 2016, only to close it down in 2024. It had sold just $102 million worth of rides in 2023, making a loss of $3.4 billion that year.
But failures like these are unavoidable in pursuit of innovations that succeed. Waymo is estimated to serve a fifth of the San Francisco ride hailing market, and, as of April 2025, carries a quarter of a million passengers each week in five cities. Uber and Lyft, which had halted their self-driving cars in 2020 and 2021 after years of losses, have partnered with Wayve and Baidu to offer autonomous alternatives to Waymo and the Tesla cybercab.
For both American and European companies, the upsides of success from bets like these are similar. But the downsides from failed bets are much greater for Europeans. On top of the lost investment, many European companies also face significant severance costs, negotiations with worker representatives, requirements to redeploy unneeded workers internally, and the need for permission from regulators to approve layoffs.
In 2018, Audi launched the Q8 E-Tron, a fully electric SUV. As bets go, the E-Tron wasn’t even that bold: Porsche, Jaguar, BMW, and Volkswagen would all announce major electric models that year.
Unfortunately, the E-Tron saw weak sales, and it was cancelled in 2024. The factory where it was built, Audi Brussels, was to be closed. But instead of just writing off the plant, as an American company would have done, Audi had to set up a huge scheme to pay departing workers. After months of negotiations, Audi agreed to spend €610 million on severance, or over €200,000 per employee. These payments to employees more than doubled the costs of closing the car factory, costing more than writing off all its assets.
A luxury electric SUV may still turn out to be a good idea, and Audi may still be the company that will make the best one. But Audi executives have learned their lesson. A future E-Tron, they have indicated, will be built at a plant in Mexico.
Failure costs lead some European companies to try and avoid having to innovate altogether. For years, the German car industry refused to see that the writing was on the wall for traditional cars powered by an internal combustion engine. In 2013, Martin Winterkorn, then CEO of Volkswagen, dismissed the idea that electric cars could be suitable for long-distance travel. Instead of seeing this as a temporary limitation that would one day be solved by better batteries or more charging infrastructure, the company simply ignored electric vehicles for the next five years.
After years of delay, Volkswagen did decide to pivot. In October 2018, its new CEO Herbert Diess predicted that by 2020 the company would produce electric vehicles that ‘can do everything like Tesla and are half the price’. The vehicle to meet this ambition was the ID.3, so named as it would mark a symbolic ‘third era’ for the brand, after the Beetle and the Golf. Volkswagen threw $50 billion at its electric car line-up, making them some of the most costly cars in history, Unfortunately, it failed again.
In part, this was the product of complacency. Volkswagen’s leadership, made up of traditional automotive executives, saw software as an inferior artform to traditional manufacturing. They committed to highly ambitious public timelines and to developing all software in-house. The company’s in-house software team was short-staffed and struggled to meet demand. As one insider put it at the time: ‘It’s an absolute disaster’. In the months leading up to the launch, the team was finding up to 300 new bugs a day.
It was also the product of a company that has been unable to allocate and reallocate workers effectively for decades. Since 1994, Volkswagen has guaranteed German factory jobs at the company – the result of a negotiation with the union where, rather than firing people, the company cut costs by switching to a four-day workweek, an arrangement which was in force until 2006. The result has been that, for the past three decades, being hired has effectively resulted in a lifetime appointment.
In June 2024, Volkswagen admitted defeat and set up a joint venture with American electric vehicle startup Rivian. In exchange for an investment of up to $5 billion, Volkswagen received immediate access to Rivian’s software for use in its own cars. In essence, Volkswagen has had to license core technology from a small American rival because it has found innovating so hard.
Herbert Diess, the CEO brought in to lead the transition to electric vehicles, would not be there to see it. His clashes with the works council over factory closures and his frequent warnings that Volkswagen was falling behind Tesla caused him to run afoul of the Porsche and Piech families that own a majority of the company. He was fired in July 2022.
Europe’s recent history is littered with examples of great companies that failed to adopt the next innovation. Nokia built its first smartphone in 1996, developed a prototype of a phone with a touch screen and internet connection around the turn of the millennium, and would eventually release early touch screen devices. However, it never developed the software needed to make it successful.
It is not surprising that Nokia was unwilling to incur more risks, given the costs it faced when it did restructure. In just one year, 2012, Nokia spent €1.8 billion to reorganize its phone and telecommunications business, a sum which consisted ‘primarily of employee termination benefits’. While it is not possible to infer how much they spent that year per employee, when the company closed a mobile phone plant in Germany, in 2008 it spent €200 million to fire just 2,000 employees.
Innovation requires huge, uncertain bets. European companies can and do invent, as Nokia once showed, but they rarely take repeated risks the way American superstars do.
This explanation fits other problems in Europe as well. The problem with European venture capital is often thought to be insufficient supply of capital. But if the downside of failure is high, returns are also lower, making it unsurprising that less is invested. An estimate by Coste and Coatanlem shows that the median internal rate of return, a measure of profitability, between 1998 and 2022, of venture capital firms in Europe was around five points lower than in the US, evidence that fits the view that Europe’s investors are spending less due to a lack of opportunity, not capital.
Keeping small business small
Great innovation often comes from new companies, not old ones changing course. Tesla leads the way on electric vehicles, not Ford, General Motors, or Chrysler. National politicians in European countries are aware of the downsides of their labor laws, and usually exempt small companies and startups from them. In particular, the rules governing collective redundancy often only apply to companies above a certain size and making a large enough number of redundancies.
But the purpose of a startup is to grow. When a company does succeed it is governed by the rules covering large companies, hurting its ability to grow beyond a few hundred employees. It also damages acquisitions, as any acquiring company is governed by employment rules, and is similarly deterred from taking bets that involve hiring.
As a result, acquisitions are rarer in Europe. Between 2012 and 2016, 79 percent of all startup acquisitions tracked by Crunchbase took place in the US. Of those that did take place in Europe, 44 percent were acquired by American companies. European companies made just seven percent of acquisitions of American startups.
Many companies with potential choose to leave. Companies like Grammarly and Hugging Face were once headquartered in Europe. Bird, a messaging company, was until recently one of the Netherlands’ most successful start-ups. In 2024, employees complained that it had long breached the legal threshold for establishing a works council: 50 employees. To avoid complying, its billionaire founder moved the company to New York, Singapore, and Dubai. According to one estimate, 11 percent of US tech startups have a European co-founder: it is just not the case that Europeans are not entrepreneurial enough. Europe’s problem is that they choose to be entrepreneurial somewhere other than Europe.
When the rubber leaves the road
With government seats on the board, a jobs guarantee, a works council, the Sozialausgleich, and the Sozialplan, Volkswagen seems like it should have never succeeded. But the European model works well for incremental innovation, which dominated manufacturing in the decades after the Second World War.
For over a century, making better cars has in large part been a question of making existing designs more efficient. A 1975 Volkswagen Polo (the first) and a 2025 Volkswagen Polo (the latest) both share the same basic powertrain, a piston-driven combustion engine, but the latter accelerates twice as fast and is a third more fuel efficient.
Europe’s newest internal combustion engines are engineering miracles. Volkswagen squeezes roughly the same horsepower from their latest one liter engine as Packard could get from an engine five times its size 90 years ago. The average fuel used per kilometer by new combustion cars sold in Europe has decreased by a third since the turn of the twenty-first century.

Even weaker manufacturers like Renault have long left their American competition behind when it comes to efficient petrol and diesel engines. And, remarkably, these improvements have happened almost every single year, as European automakers brought out cars that were slightly better than the previous generation.
Europe’s labor laws are supposed to help find those efficiencies. Companies can make deeper investments in workers because the costs are amortized over long tenures. All German manufacturing workers train twice: once as an apprentice at a school, and then again at a specific company, a system known as duale Ausbildung. The average age of an employee at Volkswagen is 45, and only 0.1 percent of German employees will be fired in a given month, compared to 1 percent in the United States. Rules that can seem strange to foreigners make more sense from this perspective.
Europe’s companies have immense, specialized knowledge. The problems happen when radical innovation is needed, as in the shift from gasoline to electric vehicles. The great makers of electric cars have either been new entrants, like Tesla and BYD, or old ones who have had their insides stripped, like MG. Even where a European carmaker has been central to the rollout of a major new technology, as with Jaguar making Waymo’s taxi fleet, it underscores Europe’s weakness: the vehicles were manufactured at a plant in Austria, but then shipped to Arizona to be outfitted with Waymo’s autonomous driving technology. Now that prior expertise is not as useful, and succeeding at cars means taking big bets on new ways of doing things, the rigidity of Europe’s labor laws has led its car companies to run out of road.
The best of both
If Europe wants a Tesla, or whatever the Tesla of the next decade will turn out to be, it will need a new approach to hiring and firing. Many Europeans fear that this cannot be reconciled with Europe’s ‘social model’: the desire to give workers certainty and protect them from the vagaries of the business cycle.
But there are examples of European countries having it both ways. In Austria, workers have a portable savings account, the Abfertigung Neu, that pays their severance and is funded through employer contributions, which reduces the costs of restructuring to an employer. Switzerland maintains (relatively weak) works councils and a generous public safety net, but has no mandatory severance. Denmark uses a flexicurity model where employers can almost fire at will, but workers can draw on generous unemployment insurance which covers up to 90 percent of their previous income for two years. In exchange for reduced job security, the Danish government spends two percent of GDP on subsidies and other incentives for retraining and rehiring the unemployed.
While it may be difficult to imagine a France or an Italy giving up their labor market protections, the point of all of these models is to protect workers’ incomes against the capriciousness of capitalism. Most European countries do this by forcing companies to hold on to their workers except in extreme circumstances; in Denmark, Austria, and Switzerland, the government bears that cost. Europeans are unlikely to embrace the American model, but they might accept the Danish one.
Europe’s most flexible economies are its most innovative. Denmark and Switzerland have given the continent Novo Nordisk, Roche, Nestlé, and Novartis. The small and few countries that have adopted a flexible model are Europe’s innovation heavyweights. (Meanwhile, the countries with the strictest employment protection, like the Spaniards and the Italians, are some of the worst, by this measure.)
If more European states do decide to change their labor markets, the exact policies they adopt may not be Danish-style flexicurity, but it will need to use some of its principles. Since innovation is primarily a function of elite talent rather than the median worker, even limited reform could deliver many of the same benefits. Perhaps only workers above a certain income threshold could face Danish labor rules. Even allowing all workers above the 90th percentile of income to opt out of employment legislation would make German services very competitive with the American market, since German workers at the 90th percentile in 2022 earned about $80,000 per year in today’s money before tax. (The equivalent in the US was about $147,000.)
Europe had Teslas once
Until the nineteenth century, many continental labor markets were still governed by the feudal system. As everyone knows, feudal serfs could not leave the service of their lords at will. But it is often forgotten that this went both ways: serfs came with the land, and although feudal landowners had many powers over them, they generally did not have the right to turn them out. Employer and employee were stuck with each other, even if both would be much better off terminating the arrangement. As Enlightenment reformers such as French Minister of State Anne‑Robert‑Jacques Turgot and Habsburg Emperor Joseph II pointed out, this arrangement was inefficient. Workers were hindered from moving to more productive employers, regions or sectors, while landowners were hindered from agricultural restructuring or innovation that conflicted with tenants’ rights.
It would be only a little fanciful to describe Europe’s current system as ‘one-way feudalism’. Employees have the right to leave their employers, just as they do in all free societies. But employers have only a tightly circumscribed right to leave their employees. As we have seen, the costs of doing so are so high that European employers have to a large extent stopped doing so.

Europe’s current system may seem like a deep feature of its culture, inherited from the feudalism of its past. But, for more than a century between the end of Enlightenment and the Second World War, European companies innovated furiously, like American ones do today. In the 1880s, the French company De Dion-Bouton became convinced that the future of transport lay in automobile vehicles. It invested heavily in steam-powered automobiles. ‘Steam cars’ could theoretically go up to 35 miles per hour, but they took about 30 minutes to start and needed a full time stoker to keep going. In 1894, De Dion-Bouton gave up and discontinued its steam car experiment.
But the story didn’t end there. De Dion-Bouton made a second attempt, using experimental petrol engine technology instead. This time, it worked. De Dion-Bouton’s production grew exponentially, and by the early 1900s it was the world’s largest automaker, employing far more people in petrol car production than it ever had for its steam line, and germinating one of the key inventions of the twentieth century. Europe does not have Teslas today. But it has had them in the past, and, without giving up what Europeans value about their economic model, it could have them again.


Pieter Garicano is an editor at Works in Progress.
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The Pizza Delivery That Launched a Revolution


In February 2008, a television producer called Anthony Levandowski with an unusual request. The Discovery Channel was filming a show called Prototype This! and wanted to borrow Levandowski's autonomous motorcycle—a self-driving two-wheeled machine he'd built for a Pentagon competition and later donated to the Smithsonian.


The motorcycle wasn't available. But Levandowski had a counterproposal.


Within weeks, he'd retrofitted a Toyota Prius with laser sensors, cameras, and the artificial intelligence code developed by Stanford's robotics team. The result was a car that could drive itself across the San Francisco Bay Bridge to deliver pizza, with a police escort trailing behind for the cameras. The episode aired in December 2008 to modest fanfare.


What viewers didn't know was that they were watching the seed of something that would fundamentally reshape transportation. That pizza-delivering Prius became the foundation for Google's self-driving car program, which launched the following month. Today, that program—now called Waymo—operates over 450,000 robotaxi rides every single week across American cities, with plans to expand to a million weekly rides by 2027.


From Pentagon Competitions to Silicon Valley Labs


The story actually begins earlier, in the deserts of the American Southwest. In 2004 and 2005, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency—the Pentagon's technology incubator, usually called DARPA—held competitions challenging teams to build vehicles that could navigate rugged terrain without human drivers. The military wanted autonomous trucks that could resupply troops without risking soldiers' lives to roadside bombs.


Most entries failed spectacularly. Vehicles crashed into rocks, drove in circles, or simply stopped moving. But a team from Stanford University, led by a German-born computer scientist named Sebastian Thrun, built a modified Volkswagen Touareg they called Stanley. In 2005, Stanley completed the 132-mile desert course in just under seven hours—the first vehicle ever to finish the DARPA Grand Challenge.


Thrun's team included fifteen engineers who would later form the nucleus of what became Waymo: Dmitri Dolgov, Mike Montemerlo, Hendrik Dahlkamp, and others. They refined their approach for the 2007 competition with a vehicle named Junior, which navigated through mock urban environments with traffic and intersections.


Google had been watching closely. The company's co-founder Sergey Brin had a particular fascination with ambitious, boundary-pushing technology—the kind of moonshot projects that might seem impossible until suddenly they weren't. In 2007, Google quietly acquired the entire team working on a Stanford mapping project called VuTool, ostensibly to improve Google Street View. But the real prize was the expertise in making machines understand and navigate the physical world.


The Secret Project Revealed


On January 17, 2009, Google officially launched its self-driving car project within Google X, the company's secretive research laboratory. Thrun led the effort, working alongside Levandowski, whose pizza-delivery prototype had proven the concept could work on real roads.


For nearly two years, Google kept the project hidden from public view. Seven vehicles—modified Toyota Priuses bristling with sensors—logged hundreds of thousands of miles on California roads. The cars had human safety drivers ready to take control, but the machines did the driving. They navigated highway traffic, city streets, and everything in between.


Then, on October 9, 2010, the New York Times broke the story. Google confirmed the project later that same day, and the world learned that self-driving cars had moved from science fiction to science fact.


The announcement triggered immediate questions about regulation. How do you license a car that drives itself? Who is responsible when something goes wrong? Nevada became the first state to create a legal framework, passing legislation that took effect in March 2012. A month later, Nevada's Department of Motor Vehicles issued the first-ever U.S. license for a self-driving vehicle—to a modified Prius with Chris Urmson behind the wheel (or rather, behind where the wheel would have been if he were actually driving) and Levandowski in the passenger seat.


What Self-Driving Cars Actually See


To understand how these vehicles work, imagine trying to drive while looking through a kaleidoscope that translates everything into mathematics. That's essentially what a self-driving car does, using multiple overlapping systems to perceive the world.


The most distinctive technology is lidar—light detection and ranging. A lidar sensor works like radar, but instead of radio waves, it shoots out laser beams and measures how long they take to bounce back. By firing millions of laser pulses per second in all directions, the system builds a detailed three-dimensional map of everything around the car: other vehicles, pedestrians, cyclists, traffic signs, lane markings, even potholes.


Early self-driving cars relied on lidar systems from a company called Velodyne, which cost around $75,000 each. That single component cost more than most cars. By 2017, Waymo had developed its own lidar systems that cost roughly 90 percent less—a crucial step toward making the technology economically viable.


But lidar alone isn't enough. The cars also use traditional cameras to read traffic lights, recognize brake lights, and interpret road signs. Radar sensors detect the speed and distance of nearby vehicles, even in rain or fog when cameras struggle. GPS provides general positioning, while detailed maps—updated constantly with data from the fleet—tell the car exactly where lanes are, where stop signs should be, and what the speed limit is at every point along every route.


All this sensor data feeds into artificial intelligence systems that must make predictions and decisions in real time. When a pedestrian steps toward a crosswalk, will they cross or stop? When a car ahead signals a lane change, will they actually move over? The AI draws on patterns learned from billions of miles of real and simulated driving to make these judgments dozens of times per second.


The First Truly Driverless Ride


By 2015, the technology had matured enough for a landmark demonstration. Google invited Steve Mahan, the former CEO of the Santa Clara Valley Blind Center, to take a ride through Austin, Texas. Mahan was legally blind—exactly the kind of person who stood to benefit most from cars that didn't require human drivers.


What made this ride different from every previous demonstration was what wasn't there. No steering wheel. No gas pedal. No brake pedal. No safety driver ready to take over. No police escort clearing the road ahead.


For the first time in history, a car drove itself on public roads with only a passenger aboard. The vehicle navigated traffic, stopped for pedestrians, and delivered Mahan safely to his destination. It was a quiet revolution—no drama, no near-misses, just a machine doing what it was designed to do.


Google had spent $1.1 billion on the project between 2009 and 2015. For context, when General Motors acquired self-driving startup Cruise Automation a few months later, it paid $500 million. Uber spent $680 million to buy Otto, another autonomous vehicle company. Google's investment dwarfed these competitors, and it showed in the results.


Becoming Waymo


In December 2016, Google's self-driving car project got a new name and a new corporate structure. Waymo—a portmanteau derived from "a new way forward in mobility"—became a separate subsidiary of Alphabet, Google's parent company. The spin-off signaled that this was no longer a research project but a business intended to stand on its own.


The newly independent company moved aggressively to build a fleet. It partnered with Stellantis (the company formed from the merger of Fiat Chrysler and Peugeot) to deploy hundreds of Chrysler Pacifica minivans. In 2018, Jaguar Land Rover announced that Waymo had ordered up to 20,000 of its I-Pace electric SUVs—a deal worth over a billion dollars. Alphabet followed up with plans to add 62,000 more Pacifica minivans.


The numbers were staggering, but they reflected Waymo's ambition. Self-driving technology isn't just about individual cars; it's about fleets large enough to provide reliable service across entire metropolitan areas. You need enough vehicles that customers don't wait too long, enough coverage that people can actually get where they want to go, and enough redundancy that the system keeps running even when individual cars need maintenance.


Waymo One: Hailing a Robot


In October 2020, Waymo crossed another threshold. In Phoenix, Arizona, the company began offering rides to the general public in vehicles with no human safety driver present. You could pull up the Waymo One app, request a ride, and a car would arrive and take you to your destination—all without any human ever touching the controls.


Phoenix wasn't chosen randomly. The city offered several advantages: relatively simple road layouts, predictable weather (rain confuses sensors), and regulatory officials willing to permit the service. Waymo had been testing there since 2017, first with safety drivers, then without, gradually expanding its operating area as it gained confidence.


The Phoenix suburbs of Chandler, Tempe, and Mesa became proving grounds for what a self-driving future might look like. By 2023, the service area had expanded by 45 square miles to include downtown Mesa, uptown Phoenix, and South Mountain Village. In September 2025, Waymo integrated with Chandler's public microtransit service, essentially becoming part of the city's public transportation network.


Spreading Across America


San Francisco presented a different challenge. Narrow streets, aggressive drivers, steep hills, frequent fog, and a population deeply skeptical of tech-company promises created a more hostile environment than Phoenix's sprawling suburbs. But Waymo launched there anyway, beginning consumer testing in August 2021 and gradually expanding.


Los Angeles followed in 2023, with service areas spreading throughout the massive metropolitan region. By November 2025, Waymo's California permit allowed autonomous driving across an enormous territory: all nine counties of the San Francisco Bay Area plus Sacramento and Yolo counties in the north, and in Southern California from Thousand Oaks to the Mexican border, stretching east to Interstate 15.


Atlanta and Austin joined the network, each presenting their own mix of traffic patterns, weather conditions, and road designs. As of December 2025, Waymo operates about 2,500 robotaxis across these cities, collectively providing 450,000 paid rides per week. The company aims to reach one million weekly rides by the end of 2026.


In November 2025, Waymo began allowing some rides on freeways—a significant expansion of capability. Highway driving is actually simpler than city streets in some ways (no pedestrians, no cross traffic) but harder in others (higher speeds mean less time to react, and a failure could be catastrophic).


The Global Ambition


Waymo's expansion plans extend far beyond American borders. The company has announced intentions to launch in Tokyo and London, which would make them the first foreign markets for the service. But the regulatory and lobbying groundwork suggests even broader ambitions.


In Australia, Waymo has contacted transport officials in New South Wales and hired lobbyists in Victoria. In Canada, the company has lobbied both the provincial government of Ontario and the city of Toronto, while also engaging lobbyists in British Columbia.


Within the United States, Waymo is positioning itself for rapid expansion once regulatory barriers fall. The company has hired lobbyists in Alabama, Delaware, New Mexico, Utah, and Virginia. It has registered with North Carolina's Secretary of State and lobbied Portland, Oregon. In Illinois, where robotaxis remain illegal as of late 2025, Waymo has run advertising campaigns encouraging residents to pressure legislators for legalization.


This strategy—building relationships with regulators and politicians before launching service—reflects lessons learned from earlier tech-industry mistakes. Uber and Lyft often launched first and fought regulations later, creating antagonistic relationships with local governments. Waymo appears to be taking a more methodical approach, though critics might call it slower.


The Road Not Taken: Trucking


For several years, Waymo pursued autonomous trucking alongside its robotaxi business. The logic seemed compelling: long-haul trucking involves predictable highway driving, faces a chronic driver shortage, and moves valuable cargo that could justify expensive technology.


In 2020, Waymo launched a division called Waymo Via dedicated to commercial trucking. The company tested Class 8 tractor-trailers—the eighteen-wheelers that move most of America's freight—across routes in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California. It partnered with Daimler to integrate autonomous technology into Freightliner Cascadia trucks, tested with United Parcel Service for commercial deliveries, and worked with Stellantis on autonomous Ram ProMaster delivery vans.


Then, in July 2023, Waymo abruptly shut down the trucking program.


The company offered little public explanation beyond wanting to focus on ride-hailing. But the decision likely reflected both competitive pressures and strategic calculations. Other companies like Aurora Innovation and TuSimple had dedicated themselves entirely to trucking, while Waymo's attention was split. Meanwhile, the robotaxi business was growing faster than expected and demanding more resources. Sometimes focus means choosing what not to do.


Most Waymo Via employees transferred to other roles within the company rather than being laid off—a small mercy in an industry that often treats workers as disposable.


The Money Behind the Machines


Building self-driving technology requires almost unfathomable amounts of capital. The sensors, computers, and specialized hardware needed for each vehicle cost tens of thousands of dollars. The engineering teams command Silicon Valley salaries. The testing and validation required before deploying on public roads runs into billions.


Waymo has raised over $11 billion from investors, most of it from Alphabet itself. The company secured $2.25 billion in March 2020, another $750 million two months later, then $2.5 billion in June 2021. In October 2024, Waymo closed a $5.6 billion round, its largest ever.


These numbers reflect both the promise and the challenge of autonomous vehicles. The potential market is enormous—Americans spend trillions of dollars on transportation each year, and a company that could capture even a fraction of that would be immensely valuable. But getting there requires sustained investment for years before profits appear.


Waymo operates at a loss. The company doesn't disclose detailed financials, but 450,000 rides per week, even at premium prices, doesn't cover the cost of running 2,500 vehicles plus thousands of engineers plus massive computing infrastructure plus the ongoing research needed to improve the technology. The bet is that costs will fall and volumes will rise until the math works.


The Competition Stumbles


By late 2024, the New York Times described Waymo as being "far ahead of the competition." The assessment reflected not just Waymo's progress but its rivals' setbacks.


Cruise, the self-driving subsidiary of General Motors, had been Waymo's closest competitor in deploying robotaxis. But in October 2023, one of Cruise's vehicles struck a pedestrian in San Francisco. The pedestrian had already been hit by another car and thrown into Cruise's path, but what happened next made headlines: the robotaxi dragged the injured woman twenty feet before stopping. Cruise suspended all operations and faced investigations from California regulators.


The incident crystallized fears about autonomous vehicle safety. Even if the Cruise car wasn't primarily at fault for the initial collision, its behavior afterward—continuing to move with a person trapped underneath—suggested gaps in how the system handled unusual situations.


Other competitors have faced their own challenges. Tesla has promised "full self-driving" capability for years but continues to require human supervision and has faced scrutiny over crashes. Apple spent billions developing autonomous vehicle technology before reportedly abandoning the project in 2024. Uber sold its self-driving division in 2020 after a fatal crash in Arizona.


Waymo's safety record isn't perfect—no technology operating in the chaotic real world could be—but it has avoided the catastrophic failures that derailed competitors. The company publishes safety reports and has submitted data to regulators showing its vehicles are involved in fewer serious incidents than human drivers. Whether these comparisons are fair remains debated, but they've helped Waymo maintain regulatory permission to operate.


The Technology Arms Race


Self-driving cars depend on specialized computing hardware that barely existed when the project began. In 2009, the cars used whatever processors were available—mostly graphics processing units, or GPUs, originally designed for video games but useful for the parallel computations that machine learning requires.


Google invested heavily in developing custom chips called Tensor Processing Units, or TPUs, specifically optimized for AI workloads. These chips can perform the mathematical operations underlying machine learning far more efficiently than general-purpose processors. Though TPUs were developed primarily for Google's cloud computing business, the same technology supports Waymo's vehicles.


The onboard computers have to process enormous amounts of data in real time. Lidar systems generate millions of data points per second. Cameras capture high-resolution video from multiple angles. Radar tracks dozens of objects simultaneously. All this information must be fused together, interpreted, and acted upon faster than a human could blink.


In 2017, Waymo unveiled new sensors and chips that were cheaper to manufacture, cameras with better visibility, and even windshield wipers specifically designed to keep the lidar sensors clean. These mundane-sounding improvements matter enormously. A self-driving car that works perfectly 99.9 percent of the time but fails catastrophically the other 0.1 percent isn't good enough—not when that 0.1 percent could kill someone.


The sixth-generation Waymo vehicles, which began testing in July 2024, use electric vehicle platforms from Zeekr, a Chinese automaker. The partnership, first announced in 2021, represents Waymo's latest effort to reduce costs while expanding capability. Each generation of hardware has been cheaper, more reliable, and more capable than the last.


What Comes Next


Waymo's immediate plans are straightforward: more cities, more vehicles, more rides. The goal of reaching 20 cities by 2027 would make robotaxis a significant form of transportation rather than a curiosity limited to a handful of markets.


But the longer-term implications are harder to predict. If self-driving taxis become ubiquitous and affordable, what happens to car ownership? Why maintain a vehicle that sits idle 95 percent of the time when you can summon a ride whenever you need one? What happens to parking lots and garages when fewer people own cars? What happens to the millions of Americans who drive for a living—truck drivers, taxi drivers, delivery drivers—when machines can do their jobs?


These questions have been asked since self-driving cars first seemed possible, and the answers remain unclear. The technology's slow rollout has given society time to adapt, but "time to adapt" isn't the same as "actually adapting." Few cities have seriously planned for a future where autonomous vehicles are common.


Waymo has also expanded into delivery services, partnering with Uber Eats and DoorDash to bring food to customers in Phoenix. These services use the same vehicles and technology as the passenger service, just with meals instead of people in the back seat. It's a logical extension—if the cars can safely navigate to pick up humans, they can navigate to pick up tacos—but it hints at how deeply autonomous vehicles might eventually penetrate daily life.


The Quiet Revolution


Perhaps the most remarkable thing about Waymo's current operations is how unremarkable they've become. In Phoenix, seeing a car without a driver is no longer unusual. People hail robotaxis to go to dinner, to run errands, to get home from the airport. The vehicles stop at red lights, yield to pedestrians, and parallel park without drama. They are, in the most mundane sense possible, just cars.


That mundanity represents the culmination of nearly two decades of work and tens of billions of dollars in investment. The flashy demonstrations and bold promises of the early years have given way to the unglamorous reality of operating a transportation service: dealing with customer complaints, maintaining vehicles, navigating local politics, and grinding through the endless work of making a complex system reliable.


Sebastian Thrun, who started Google's self-driving car project, once predicted that autonomous vehicles would be common by 2020. He was wrong about the timeline but perhaps right about the destination. The cars aren't everywhere yet, but they're no longer nowhere. They're on the streets of Phoenix and San Francisco and Los Angeles, picking up passengers, dropping them off, and doing it again—thousands of times a day, without human hands on the wheel.


The revolution didn't arrive with a bang. It arrived with a quiet hum of electric motors and the soft click of automatically locking doors.
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By Wesley Wark
Deep in the forests of Algonquin Provincial Park, a few hours north of Toronto, sits a metal monster. Like the iron giant of British poet Ted Hughes’s fable, it, too, has come back to life, reassembled. Hughes’s creation saves the planet. What’s this one’s mission?
Our iron giant is a deep space radio telescope, with an antenna dish measuring forty-six metres across, the largest instrument of its kind in Canada. Starting in the 1960s, the Algonquin Radio Observatory performed a number of cutting-edge scientific projects, including joining the search for extraterrestrial intelligence’s early efforts, in the 1970s and 1980s, to find signatures of alien life—spectrum emissions from water molecules, artificial transmitter signals. No luck.
Then the ARO fell on hard times—budget cutbacks, advances in telescope technology, aged and failing equipment. Canada’s iron giant was mothballed by its operator, the National Research Council, in 1987. There it sat, silent, rusting, for two decades.
The radio telescope was leased to a scientist and entrepreneur, Brendan Quine, in 2007. Quine had come to Canada after his PhD at Oxford and helped establish a space engineering program at Toronto’s York University. To pursue more experimental and commercially ambitious projects, he co-founded Thoth Technology in 2001 and later spun off an affiliate, ThothX.
Thoth, Quine reminded me, was an Egyptian deity of wisdom. X? Elon Musk, of course. Musk has built his rocket enterprise, SpaceX, and his social media company, ex-Twitter, now X, into world-leading enterprises. Quine has similar ambitions—what he half-jokingly calls his “world domination plan.”
But first he had to resurrect the iron giant. He fixed the broken windows of the control station, installed new electronics, and secured the perimeter against bears. Then he had to give the instrument a new purpose. What Quine ultimately hit on speaks to our threatened times, severe geopolitical tensions, and our accelerating dependence on space platforms for critical services, including telecommunications and navigation.
Using ARO, ThothX can detect one-metre-long objects in orbit at a distance of 100,000 kilometres—about a quarter of the way to the moon. And it can do it in any weather, day or night, at a fraction of the cost of traditional systems. In military nomenclature, the objective is “space domain awareness.” SDA goes beyond tracking satellites; it’s the work of figuring out what’s out there, what it’s for, and whether it poses a threat. The threats are many: space debris, potential collisions between satellites, or deliberate attacks by hostile nations. As long ago as 2011, the Pentagon and the United States director of national intelligence laid down a warning. “Space,” they said, “is becoming increasingly congested, contested and competitive.” Fifteen years later, the alarm has grown.
To understand why, it helps to remember that the heavens were once divided between two powers: the US and the Soviet Union. But geopolitics is never static. The People’s Republic of China is now the third-ranking space power and likely to challenge US military and scientific dominance. Post–Cold War, many more nations became spacefaring. At the turn of the twenty-first century, they numbered fourteen. The ranks have since swelled to ninety-one. The top ten all have fifty or more satellites circling the planet. Canada makes the list at number nine.
The competition isn’t just confined to nations. The private sector has also raced into space. Starlink alone has launched an estimated 9,357 satellites to build “mega-constellations” that deliver telecommunications services to the planet. It has plans for as many as 42,000. Multiply that by rival networks from China and Europe. Yet there is no binding international law requiring operators to disclose the location of their spacecraft, and most do not carry beacons or other tracking devices. The result is a rapidly crowded domain, packed with infrastructure whose precise movements aren’t always known.
It’s into this teeming sky that ThothX peers. The iron giant has been given brothers, too: spread across the globe, using radar beams to ping every spacecraft, fragment, and change in trajectory that would otherwise remain invisible—a job that, until recently, only governments could afford. Quine dubs the system Earthfence. It is quintessential dual-use technology. Any commercial operator with assets in orbit needs it. So does the Canadian military, which is now funding its expansion as part of a widening effort to keep watch on the crowded highways overhead. In short: spycraft for space.
Quine’s company also reflects a deeper shift. The planet’s most valuable real estate no longer sits on the ground but moves above the atmosphere—an orbital economy that must be protected. And the first step is knowing who else shares the neighbourhood.
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The satellites of today are a far cry from the Sputniks of old. No longer lone and harmless metal basketballs emitting a beep as they circle the Earth, today’s satellites come in extraordinary profusion, ranging in size from slightly bigger than a Rubik’s cube (often launched by universities for education and small-scale experiments) to a school bus (typically spy satellites).
They operate in height bands around the Earth, from low-earth orbit—anywhere from 160 to 2,000 kilometres high—through to way out there at 36,000 kilometres. They can manoeuvre and nestle up to other satellites; using robotic arms, some can remove debris, undertake repairs, tow defunct assets, or engage in outright sabotage. Some are fitted with lasers—known as dazzlers—that can temporarily blind sensors. Others collect intelligence, not just on what’s happening down on Earth but around them. Plans are in place for so-called “bodyguard” satellites to shadow critical spacecraft, watching for trouble. Fears have emerged that the Russians are testing nuclear-armed satellites, designed to make space orbit untenable.
And the hardware keeps showing up. One estimate indicates an average of over 3,700 satellite launches per year, or ten per day, including military and government spacecraft. That all this stuff is flying blind only increases the risk of accidents, misperceptions, or escalation.
With no shared code governing conduct in space, the US has taken the lead, fielding “inspection” satellites and an expanding web of ground-based optical sensors that register movement by catching reflected sunlight and thermal signature. For decades, the Department of Defense (now the Department of War) has collected the data and shared it with allies around the world. Leading space security researcher Jessica West believes that role is now “under strain” as the number of objects grows. “The volume of data can be overwhelming,” she explains. “Warnings are often too frequent or too imprecise to be actionable, leading to alert fatigue.”
That operational strain is colliding with another dangerous reality. While the US remains the world’s leading space power, there are growing challenges and threats. The US Space Force estimates that China and Russia are actively attempting to “disrupt and degrade” American space capabilities through “counterspace” tactics—or, in other words, attack. The Pentagon isn’t alone in its concerns. The Center for Strategic and International Studies, an independent US think tank, added new elements to its annual Space Threat Assessment. The 2025 edition includes electronic warfare, such as GPS jamming and spoofing, as well as repeated cyberattacks.
The belief in safety information as a public good is further tested by the fact the US is also no longer the only actor shaping what can be seen. Russia maintains a separate catalogue, known as Vimpel, and China is reportedly developing another.
The response from the Canadian Armed Forces has been to build its own picture of the orbital environment and not simply trust what allies choose to disclose. Four years ago, 3 Canadian Space Division was created to manage the military space program. A core duty is to guarantee the integrity of Canada’s satellites while monitoring the growing snarl of objects that can compromise them. Since 2024, the division has been led by Brigadier-General Christopher Horner, who traces his enthusiasm for space to youthful, backyard experiments with model rockets—one of which, he told me, set fire to the back of his neighbour’s house.
For Horner, a number provides the rationale for 3 CSD. The Royal Canadian Air Force estimates that nearly 20 percent of the Canadian economy functions on “space-enabled architecture.” Lose those systems, and you lose about a billion dollars of gross domestic product per day.
Earthfence, and its iron giant, may be part of the solution.
ThothX is focused on the most valuable real estate in space: geostationary orbit, or GEO. Roughly 35,000 kilometres up, the satellites move in lockstep with the planet, permanently perched over and watching a specific patch of the world. GEO is where the action is. It hosts weather monitoring, global television, missile warning, and electronic eavesdropping. The occupants of this zone are the largest, most expensive satellites ever built. Quine calls them the “Lamborghinis of the space world.”
The Algonquin dish could only capture one portion of the sky, over the Americas. Quine needed at least two more telescopes of similar capacity to monitor the entirety of GEO satellites. He used Google Earth to look for large, disused antennae, with dish sizes of at least thirty metres, not too damaged, then relied on local knowledge to tell him more about the condition of the sites. There was a promising one in Madagascar, but on closer examination, its focusing apparatus had fallen through the centre of the antenna. It was beyond salvage.
He found one in Western Australia, north of Perth. It was originally built for the Apollo moon landing program and then abandoned. Once leased and refurbished—a considerable quantity of bird poo had to be scraped from the antenna dish—it was in a perfect location to monitor geostationary satellites hovering over the Pacific. He found two more in Portugal, one in the Azores, to cover what ThothX calls the Meridian zone (basically Europe). Local companies were set up to operate them. Quine plans to acquire as many as ten.
The Canadian military has come calling for its services, twinning ThothX with MDA Space, the country’s leading aerospace and defence company—responsible for building the famous “Canadarm2” on the International Space Station. North Atlantic Treaty Organization has also taken notice through an initiative called DIANA (or Defence Innovation Accelerator for the North Atlantic). An industrial network headquartered in London—with offices in places like Tallinn, Estonia and Halifax—DIANA is designed to identify promising defence products early, then surround them with capital, mentors, test facilities, and potential buyers. As Quine explained, acceptance into DIANA opens up the “black box” of business interest from other NATO countries.
For the Canadian military, introducing the Earthfence into their space-watching tool kit represents a major evolution. For one thing, it is a fully Canadian capability and builds on a pioneering homegrown effort to contribute to SDA through an optical satellite called Sapphire. Built by MDA Space and launched in 2013 from an Indian spaceport, Sapphire was Canada’s first military satellite—about the size of a washing machine. It was conceived as Canada’s price of entry into North American Aerospace Defense Command’s space surveillance network. Its onboard camera collects images of satellites for the US Space Force, and in return, Canada gets access to American data, including classified intelligence.
Although intended to operate for just five years, Sapphire is still active and flies alongside a smaller twin, a microsatellite known as NEOSSat (Near Earth Orbit Surveillance Satellite). Launched with Sapphire, NEOSSat is dual-use. It can track debris and spacecraft, but it also logs comets and asteroids and runs space-observation experiments.
However gratifying the longevity of Sapphire and NEOSSat, the clock is ticking on them both. They are set to be replaced under a classified Department of National Defence project known colloquially as “Son of Sapphire”—or SofS 2. Scheduled for some time in the 2030s, SofS 2 will pair next-generation satellites with ground-based optical sensors. There is even a third iteration, planned into the 2040s. Horner described it as a bid to deploy novel sensors that deepen co-operation with the US, while also building “sovereign national capability.”
The bridge to this future, according to Horner, is a project called Redwing. An experimental microsatellite, it will be loaded with a host of sensors—including ones that can reach cislunar (near-moon) orbit—from a planned launch as early as 2026. It will also keep watch on manoeuvring satellites and snap close-ups of them. Sort of a celestial candid camera.
One of the Redwing missions will be to more effectively monitor satellite activity above the polar regions. Defence Research and Development Canada, the tech arm of DND, describes the polar regions as “optically challenging” because of the light effects from the ice caps. SDA over the southern hemisphere is, in particular, limited. To accomplish this mission, the Redwing will be accompanied by a smaller craft, developed with the United Kingdom, called LISSA, or “Little Innovator in Space Situational Awareness.”
All this experimentation and planning is in military hands. I put the question to Horner: Can’t you just go with commercially developed systems? Leave it to the private sector? This is what the Canadian military is doing with Earthfence, after all.
His answer was yes, but only to a degree. There will always be military uses where he can’t rely on commercial systems alone or where operators might be antsy, say with purely spy missions. Dedicated surveillance, designed and controlled by those in uniform, is a necessary part of the equation. When you add in multilateral arrangements with defence partners globally, it may be a small part—as little as 5 percent, according to Horner.
But that 5 percent—the most sensitive watching—is where Canadian sovereignty lives.
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Sapphire, NEOSSat, Redwing, Son of Sapphire, Earthfence. What is all of this ultimately for? Why is it an important Canadian investment? The darkest reality is: for war fighting. Keeping a watch on space and any satellite threats is essential to preserve the military’s ability to communicate, navigate, collect intelligence, understand the weather, find targets for long-range precision strikes, and, if necessary, degrade an adversary’s space-based capabilities.
But there is a brighter side. SDA can assist in avoiding collisions with other man-made objects in space and help navigate out of harm’s way when confronted by space debris, of which there is an extraordinary amount. Some of that debris is sizable. The National Aeronautics and Space Administration estimates there are over 25,000 debris objects in space larger than ten centimetres. If you go smaller, down to one millimetre, then the number is, well, astronomical—in excess of 100 million. Even the smallest piece of debris, when hurtling at high speed in near-earth orbit, can cause damage in collisions.
There is also strategic doctrine attached to SDA. It can help avoid conflict escalation in space, acting as a deterrent to risk-taking by other space faring nations. Deterrence works, at least in theory, when your adversaries know you are watching and that you can call out bad behaviour or respond in kind. SDA can also be a tool of space diplomacy to try to preserve an open and free space environment for all, the supreme goal of the United Nations Outer Space Treaty, signed in 1967. It can maybe, in the long run, help establish internationally agreed-upon rules of the road for the use of space, something that is sorely deficient.
For a mid-size nation, Canada is set to become a major player in a new space race, combining military need, entrepreneurial science, industrial innovation, and commercial ambition. It’s not just about blasting innumerable payloads into space to service the world’s needs and keep a watch on our torn planet. It’s not just about going to the moon again or maybe even Mars. This is a race to know what is going on in the increasingly congested, contested, and competitive environment girding Earth.
Here’s a Sputnik-era parody of a favourite nursery rhyme that I remember:
Twinkle, twinkle, little star
How I wonder what you are
Shining in the sky so bright
Bet you’re a Commie Satellite!

In this new space race, betting on what that twinkling object in space might be, and what it’s up to, is no longer good enough.
Wesley Wark is a contributing writer for The Walrus.
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Unfortunately, I have another thing for you to worry about. 
There are three types of environmental harm. The first kind is local — think air pollution and water pollution. This kind of activity hurts people who are geographically close by — when factories dump crap in the water, it’s local communities who get cancer, and so on. This kind of local pollution is typically solved by a local or national government, using things like regulation, pollution markets, and so on. 
In fact, humanity has a pretty good track record when it comes to problems like this. The Environmental Kuznets Curve — the theory that countries pollute less as they get richer — seems to hold true for air and water pollution. As people escape poverty, they demand a cleaner local environment. For example, China used to be known for its toxic, unbreathable air, but in the 2010s it launched a successful cleanup policy:

The second kind of environmental harm — global harm — is a lot harder to deal with. These are things that mostly hurt people in other countries — global warming being the primary example. It’s very hard to solve global warming, because the worldwide nature of the harm means there’s a free rider problem (or, if you prefer, a coordination problem) — no country wants to pay the full cost of decarbonization, because most of the benefit goes to people in other countries. You can try international agreements, but everyone has an incentive to cheat. 
Often, the best solution to these problems is technological — you simply invent something better and cheaper that doesn’t pollute as much, and then every country has an incentive to switch. Essentially, you use the positive externality of technology to fight the negative externality of pollution. This is what we did with HFC refrigerants, which replaced the CFCs that were destroying the ozone layer. It’s how we’re now fighting climate change with solar, batteries, and other green energy technologies. 
But there’s a third kind of environmental harm, which is harm to the natural world. When pollution or logging or mining destroys natural habitats, it often doesn’t cause much harm to human beings — at least, not to those who are alive today. When coral reefs get bleached and die from industrial runoff, it might hurt tourism revenue a tiny bit, but overall humans don’t really get hurt. Animals and plants get hurt, but they have no voice in human politics. Future generations might regret not having coral reefs around, but they don’t exist yet, so they can’t complain. 
Solving these harms seems like it probably requires some degree of altruism — either people caring about conservation for its own sake, or people who care a great deal about leaving a healthy natural world for their unborn descendants. 
Altruism sounds like it won’t go far when matched against brute economic self-interest. But in recent years, I’ve become more optimistic that humans will care more intrinsically about preserving the natural world as they get richer. For example, people in North America, Europe, and East Asia all seem to care a lot about having forests:

This suggests that we won’t see a “race to the bottom” in terms of biodiversity loss, because the most powerful countries don’t seem to be the ones that chop down all their forests. Even Brazil, the worst offender in terms of sheer amount of forest cut down,1 has decreased the rate of Amazon deforestation by quite a lot since the early 2000s. 
And that in turn hints at an even more important idea — that societies don’t trend toward greater rapaciousness as they become richer and more powerful. In his book The Better Angels of Our Nature, Steve Pinker theorized that people become more altruistic as they become more comfortable and secure; increasing global commitment to biodiversity seems to fit that theory. That might even be good news for the future of superintelligent AI — if rich nations stopped chopping down their forests, then maybe AI won’t kill the human race to use our resources for data centers. 
Encouragingly, note the progress in China on the chart above. Some of this reforestation is motivated by the self-interested need to stop soil erosion and desertification, but China’s government has also increased its commitment to biodiversity. As another example of this, China banned fishing in the Yangtze River in 2021, in order to save fish stocks. 
But there appear to be limits to China’s altruism here. Even as it took measures to prevent overfishing within its borders, China has continued to overfish much of the world’s oceans. 
China’s fishing fleet just keeps getting bigger and bigger. This is from a 2025 report from the environmental group Oceana:
Oceana released an analysis of China’s global fishing* activity worldwide between 2022 and 2024. The analysis shows China’s global fishing footprint, in which 57,000 of their industrial fishing vessels dominated 44% of the world’s visible fishing activity during this period…Chinese vessels accounted for 30% of all fishing activity on the high seas, appearing to fish for more than 8.3 million hours.

In terms of catching wild fish, it’s basically China and Latin America dominating everyone else:

Much of this fishing activity is either outright illegal — meaning Chinese vessels fish in other countries’ waters in violation of their local laws or regional agreements — or unreported. In addition to simply violating laws with impunity, Chinese fleets use a large variety of tricks to get around regulations meant to keep them from overfishing — turning off their transponders, falsifying records, using foreign front companies, and so on. A lot of this fishing activity isn’t just to fuel China’s own increasing fish consumption — it’s an export industry. Here’s a detailed report from the Outlaw Ocean Project. Some key excerpts:
The size and behavior of the Chinese fishing fleet raises concerns…The Chinese government and western seafood companies often dismiss illegality in the fishing industry as an isolated problem. But [our] investigation revealed a wide pattern: Almost half of the Chinese squid fleet, 357 of the 751 ships studied, were tied to human-rights or environmental violations…
More than 100 Chinese squid ships were found to have fished illegally, including by targeting protected species, operating without a license, and dumping excess fish into the sea. The investigation revealed other environmental or fishing-specific crimes and risk indicators, including Chinese ships illegally entering the waters of other countries, disabling locational transponders in violation of Chinese law…transmitting dual identities (or “spoofing”)…fishing without a license, and using prohibited fishing gear. But the most common environmental violation involved Chinese ships poaching fish from other countries’ waters…
About 80 percent of seafood consumed in the U.S. is caught or processed abroad, with China as its biggest supplier.

Poor countries in Latin America and Africa don’t have the state capacity or economic leverage to enforce their laws. As a result, their waters are crammed with vast fleets of Chinese fishing boats:



Why is Chinese overfishing bad? Obviously it hurts fishermen in poor countries by taking away their fish. But in addition, it hurts biodiversity and robs future generations of fish. Here’s a good primer from Our World in Data that shows what you would do if you cared mainly about biodiversity, versus what you would do if you cared mainly about sustainability:

The key fact here is that whether you care more about the natural world or whether you care more about future humans being able to eat fish, the world is catching too many fish. An increasing percent of the world’s fisheries are now overexploited:

China’s lack of concern for sustainability plays a large part in this. Chinese fishing vessels are more likely to use various techniques that make them catch more juvenile fish. One of these is bottom-trawling, which drags nets along the seabed. Japan and the U.S. have largely given up on this practice; China has long been the world’s worst offender.

In previous decades, environmental organizations like Greenpeace sounded the alarm over Chinese overfishing. In recent years, with a few commendable exceptions like Sea Shepherd, they have mostly gone quiet. This is unfortunately consistent with the idea that legacy environmental groups are generally drifting from universal values of environmental protection toward a more explicitly leftist stance that focuses exclusively on critiquing the West and ignores environmental abuses by non-Western countries. (You can also see this in climate groups’ stubborn refusal to criticize China, which is by far the world’s worst climate polluter.) 
In other words, geopolitics is starting to intrude into environmental debates. Most of the alarms now being sounded about Chinese overfishing come from “China hawks” rather than from environmentalists. And geopolitics is probably a big part of the reason China hasn’t cracked down on its global overfishing practices. 
Traditionally, a lot of China’s overfishing has been due to massive subsidies that the Chinese government gives to the industry, mostly in the form of cheap fuel and other support. In the late 2010s, China began curbing those subsidies a bit. But as Ian Urbina reported back in 2020, these efforts have been pretty slow and minor when it comes to international waters, and geopolitics is probably a big reason:
[M]ore than seafood is at stake in the present size and ambition of China’s fishing fleet. Against the backdrop of China’s larger geo-political aspirations, the country’s commercial fishermen often serve as de-facto paramilitary personnel whose activities the Chinese government can frame as private actions. Under a civilian guise, this ostensibly private armada helps assert territorial domination, especially pushing back fishermen or governments that challenge China’s sovereignty claims that encompass nearly all of the South China Sea.
“What China is doing is putting both hands behind its back and using its big belly to push you out, to dare you to hit first,” said Huang Jing, former director of the Center on Asia and Globalization at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy in Singapore.
Chinese fishing boats are notoriously aggressive and often shadowed, even on the high seas or in other countries’ national waters, by armed Chinese Coast Guard vessels…From the waters of North Korea to Mexico to Indonesia, incursions by Chinese fishing ships are becoming more frequent, brazen and aggressive.

In other words, China’s government is becoming increasingly concerned about biodiversity and sustainability for its own sake, and this has resulted in more sustainable fishing practices in China’s own waters. But at the same time, China is using its vast international fishing fleet as a sort of naval militia to press its claims on other countries’ waters. And this is having collateral damage on the natural world — China’s quasi-military subsidies for its fishing fleet are resulting in too much actual fishing taking place.
In one sense, this is actually kind of optimistic. The fact that China is overfishing international waters for military and geopolitical reasons, rather than out of pure economic rapacity, suggests that the Chinese are not an exception to the rule that richer societies start to care more about sustainability — and, perhaps, about the intrinsic value of the natural world as well. 
But in the meantime, the bad news is that China’s decision to maintain its fishing fleet as a naval militia means that the world’s oceans are being despoiled and drained of wildlife. That’s not good, and I wish that more environmentalists would pay attention to the problem. As power and wealth shift away from the West, the environmental movement risks making itself irrelevant if it continues its recent practice of letting countries like China off the hook.


1Mostly to make room for cattle ranches.
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  Reässessing the “West” from John Winthrop to Marco Rubio…

I see in my feed this AM that Marco Rubio is a moron. Excellent! I am always for a good Trump grifter smackdown. 
The smartest and most incisive things I skimmed were by Dan Drezner: <https://danieldrezner.substack.com/p/five-thoughts-about-marco-rubios> <https://danieldrezner.substack.com/p/frank-talk-and-limited-action>. 
But the most interesting, however, was by the extremely sharp Arthur Goldhammer:
Arthur Goldhammer:  <https://arthurgoldhammer356783.substack.com/p/inventing-tradition>: ‘[Rubio’s] was an artful portrait, slyly conceived to obscure crucial features…. The history… would have taken the story too far from the Plato-to-NATO fairy tale that our national mythmaker hoped to fob off…. There once was a Western alliance. Its roots can be traced not to Solon’s or Socrates’ Greece or the garden of Gethsemane but to the aftermath of World War II. An exsanguinated Europe needed the aid of the United States…. The triumphantly ascendant United States needed Europe as a market for its wares and a bulwark against its erstwhile Soviet ally…. A similar confluence of interests could plausibly be invoked to underwrite Rubio’s apparent desire to perpetuate the postwar alliance under somewhat altered terms. His mythification of the past is unlikely to result in a new understanding, however. He might begin by asking himself whether the people he ought to be consulting about Europe’s future are Fico and Orban or Merz and Macron, Meloni and Starmer. In the MAGA… such questions cannot be asked…. Trump’s America swaggers abroad demanding fealty from its former allies, despite having proven itself to be completely untrustworthy and unreliable. To escape from this abyss will require more art than Secretary Rubio or his master is capable of…



So I find I have four points to make, dissenting in part and concurring in part:
First, I have a bone to pick with Arthur, with respect to “markets for its wares”. This phrase here is a badly thought a contemporary intellectual echo of a not-very-good theory of Belle Époque imperialism, which was a horse saddled by John A. Hobson, promoted by Rosa Luxemburg, and then ridden to exhaustion and collapse by Vladimir Lenin. This horses was then revved by not very careful and ideology-driven American new leftist historians feeling their oats, and desperate to somehow argue that evil Amerikkkan capitalism was responsible for staging the Cold War in order to turn western Europe into its-neocolony. (And I do hear a further echo of this in the sparse and spare description of Stalin’s Soviet Union merely as America’s “erstwhile… ally”, rather than as the aggressive super-genocidal totalitarian dictatorship ruled by paranoid psychopathic madman that it was.) 
This line of argument i s largely false. Keynesian arguments that Marshall Plan and other aid would redound to America’s prosperity were made to try to make the political coalition against an isolationist post-WWII American policy viable. But they were a tertiary add-on to further justify a policy path overwhelmingly chosen for other reasons, not something to be listed first among the reasons that the post-WWII U.S. “needed” western Europe.
That makes me reach, not for any metaphorical revolver—well, let’s put it this way: when I was learning to drive, we had a Chevy Impala with a faulty electrical system that would deliver a nine-volt shock every time I used the horn; I used not to overuse the horn, a valuable thing to have learned.


Second, I do wish Rubio knew enough American history to understand that our American Errand Unto the Wilderness was not undertaken not because we here in the New World want to share “the deepest bonds that nations can share” with the Old World.
It was, rather, undertaken because we wanted to break them. 
I do not think Rubio has ever bothered to read my ancestor John Winthrop’s “Model of Christian Charity” sermon describing how he hoped things would be different in Massachusetts: that it would be a City upon a Hill:
John Winthrop (1630): A Model of Christian Charity <https://minio.la.utexas.edu/webeditor-files/coretexts/pdf/163020model20of20christian20charity.pdf>: ‘The work we have in hand… is by a mutual consent, through a speciall overvaluing providence and a more than an ordinary approbation of the Churches of Christ, to seek out a place of cohabitation and consortship under a due form of government both civil and ecclesiastical…. 
The end is to improve our lives to do more service to the Lord; the comfort and encrease of the body of Christ, whereof we are members; that ourselves and posterity may be the better preserved from the common corruptions of this evil world, to serve the Lord and work out our salvation under the power and purity of his holy ordinances…. The work and end we aim at… are extraordinary…. Whatsoever we did, or ought to have done, when we lived in England, the same must we do, and more allso, where we go….
We must love brotherly without dissimulation, we must love one another with a pure heart fervently. We must bear one another’s burthens. We must not look only on our own things, but allso on the things of our brethren. Neither must we think that the Lord will bearewith such failings at our hands as he doth from those among whom we have lived….
When God gives a special commission he looks to have it strictly observed in every article…. Thus stands the cause between God and us. We are entered into [a] covenant with Him for this worke. We have taken out a commission…. We have hereupon besought Him of favour and blessing. Now if the Lord shall please to hear us, and bring us in peace to the place we desire, then hath he ratified this covenant and sealed our commission, and will expect a strict performance…. If we shall… fall to… prosecute our carnal intentions… the Lord will surely break out in wrath against us; be revenged of such a [sinful] people and make us know the price of the breach of such a covenant.
Now the only way to avoid this shipwreck… is to followe the counsellof Micah, to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly with our God…. [Then] the Lord will be our God, and delight to dwell among us, as his own people, and will command a blessing upon us in all our wayes. So that wee shall see much more of his wisdom, power, goodness and truth, than formerly wee have been acquainted with…. He shall make us a praise and glory that men shall say of succeeding plantations, "the Lord make it like that of New England." For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us…

And consider:
Noble_Devil_Boruta (2019): <https://www.reddit.com/r/AskHistorians/comments/hkfbsj/what_did_john_winthrops_city_on_a_hill_phrase/>: ‘The expression… inspired by… the Parable of Salt and Light (Matthew 5:14-16), that… John Winthrop… [knew] as… “Ye are the light of the world. A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid. Neither do men light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are in the house. Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works…”
But the idea of the city or a kingdom on top of the hill that would welcome all the worthy people is far older…. Isaiah (Is 2:2)…. “In the last days… the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established in the top of the mountains, and shall be exalted above the hills; and all nations shall flow unto it…”.
Winthrop speaks clearly, that “So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world… [by doing so] we shall shame the faces of many of God’s worthy servants, and cause their prayers to be turned into curses…”…
The term… was used by at least one American president before Reagan…. Kennedy in 1961 precisely in the context… [of] Winthrop…. “‘We must always consider', [Winthrop] said, 'that we shall be as a city upon a hill—the eyes of all people are upon us'. Today the eyes of all people are truly upon us—and our governments, in every branch, at every level, national, state and local, must be as a city upon a hill - constructed and inhabited by men aware of their great trust and their great responsibilities…”

This hope and dream of John Winthrop indeed came true to an astonishing and unlikely degree—although in a way and in a form that would certainly horrify him in many of its particulars—cf. <http://onlyfans.com>, for example. America, starting in 1776, did indeed find a way while Europe was losing it. And by the end of 1940 continental Europe, at least, had decisively lost its way:
But from 1942 to 1945 and after we came, highly effectively, to the rescue. Yes, Winston Churchill and his Britons (and Charles de Gaulle and his Free French) can grumble that we arrived very late to the picnic that was World War II, but when we did arrive we brought a hell of a lot of refreshments. And we kept bringing additional tranches—financially, politically, ideologically—for decades after. 


Third, Arthur Goldhammer correctly notes that the “NATO” part of the Plato-to-NATO arc was made in post-WWII Washington DC, and that the Plato-to-NATO arc itself was largely invented out of whole cloth by tame propagandists for the good cause of containing Stalin’s Soviet Union who, in the words of my old teacher Judith Shklar:
Judith Shklar: A Life of Learning <https://www.acls.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Haskins_1989_JudithNShklar.pdf>: ‘I knew what had happened in Europe between 1940 and 1945…. Most people at Harvard also were aware of the physical, political, and moral calamity…. A look at the famous "Redbook"… is very revealing. Its authors were determined to immunize the young against fascism and its temptations so that "it" would never happen again. There was to be a reinforcement of The Western Tradition… to show up fascism as an aberration, never to be repeated. I would guess that in the pre-war Depression years some of the young men who devised this pedagogic ideology may have been tempted by attitudes that eventually coalesced into fascism, and now recoiled at what they knew it had wrought. They wanted a different past, a "good" West, a "real" West, not the actual one that had marched into the First World War and onward. They wanted a past fit for a better denouement. I found most of this unconvincing…

But this was in a good cause. 
Picking out heroes from the past whom you admire, retrospectively adopting them as your ancestors, and then trying hard to live up to their virtues is a very human practice, and a virtue-enhancing one, even though it is not a rational one. One of the best and weirdest novels I have read this past decade—Graydon Saunders’s The March North—has a very nice putting of this. The first-person protagonist is dismissing his troops—a bunch of militia who have just been to a hell from which some of them have come back:
Graydon Saunders: The March North <https://books.apple.com/book/id1003510474>: ‘“If you want to go forward with the [professional army that is the] Line [of the Commonweal], great. The Line’s going to need you. If you figure it’s time for another job, you did this job better than anybody had a right to expect.”
This next bit is a Sergeant-Major thing, but I’ll have to do.
“Sometimes, when it gets bad, you’ll hear the Part-Captain or the Sergeant-Major say that it’s time to fight so we do not shame the Foremost.”
Who didn’t have anything to do with the Line of the Commonweal, and, if they still exist, might not know we do, but never mind. Hardly anybody’s standing in the Line for the sake of facts.
“It got more than that bad.” Much more.
“In, or out, or just don’t know, you’ve all served the Line so the Foremost would call any of you comrades, and be proud. Remember that”…

Mythmaking in a good cause is a different human social practice than history, but it is a useful (and valid?) social practice. Historians do the second. Politicians are supposed to balance off the two. Good ones succeed. But mythmaking in a fascist cause? No thanks. No thanks indeed. And shame on those who put and keep that on the menu.


Fourth, as I said, Arthur Goldhammer correctly notes that the “NATO” part of the Plato-to-NATO arc was made in post-WWII Washington DC. But Europe—especially Britain—was not without agency here. Step back, and it is valid historically to interpret U.S. foreign policy from 1939 to 1953 as largely made in the Palace of Westminster over the previous near-century, and the actual policy choices made in Washington DC then as the turning-over by the British Empire of the hole cards that it had dealt itself from the bottom of the deck, revealing that it had hidden wired aces and so would decisively win the poker game of 1900s great power politics. What were those hidden wired aces? That somehow, between 1861 and 1939, Britain had effectively reäbsorbed the United States into the British Empire as a late-mobilizing but by far the most powerful part, in the sense that it could draw on all of its resources when the chips were truly down.
This did not happen purely by accident.
I have not, however, seen the history well-told. Back in 1861 the Jacksonian American élite loathed Britain—who, after all, had Andrew Jackson won his great victory over?—and at the mass level the political juice was and long would remain generated by Irish-Americans memories of the genocidal British Empire of the Potato Famine. (Ask yourself where the FBI deployed its counterterrorism resources in the 1980s, and realize that it was in South Boston against the funding channels for the Irish Republican Army.) On the other side, the realpolitikers in Westminster saw dividing the U.S. into two or more as a great source of potential benefit; the Tory landlord-and-professions élite saw the hierarchy-loving plantation slave-owning wannabe gentry of the American South as much more their kinds of people than the commercial-industrial Yankees of the American North, and only the Liberal Party’s commitment to antislavery keeping Britain from intervening on the side of the South in the Civil War to support the noble principle of Free Trade.
Yet eighty years later it had all profoundly shifted. Why? How?
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    Deep Dive

    Marshall Plan

    Based on Wikipedia: Marshall Plan


The Bet That Rebuilt a Continent


In the bitter winter of 1946, Europeans were starving. The wheat crop had failed. Factories sat idle. Twelve million refugees crowded into bombed-out German cities where five million homes had been reduced to rubble. The calorie count for most Europeans had dropped to 1,500 per day—roughly what you'd get from two Big Macs.


The United States faced a choice. It could let Europe collapse, opening the door to Soviet expansion across the continent. Or it could do something unprecedented: spend an almost unimaginable sum rebuilding the economies of former enemies and allies alike.


America chose the second option. What followed was the most successful foreign aid program in history.


The Scale of the Catastrophe


To understand why the Marshall Plan mattered, you first need to grasp how thoroughly World War II had broken Europe.


The destruction wasn't random. Allied bombers had specifically targeted railways, bridges, and docks—the circulatory system of modern economies. Factories that survived the bombing couldn't get raw materials in or finished goods out. Small towns and villages, though largely intact, found themselves economically marooned.


Merchant ships that once connected European ports lay at the bottom of the ocean. By 1947, European exports had fallen to just 59 percent of pre-war levels. Industrial production was at 88 percent. Agricultural output was even worse at 83 percent—and that was before the drought killed the wheat crop and the following winter's freeze destroyed what remained.


Germany, the industrial heart of Europe, was the worst off. The country had been carved into occupation zones, which interrupted traditional food supply routes. Western Germany, which had been 80 percent self-sufficient in food before the war, now produced only 50 percent of what it needed—and that figure assumed pre-war production levels. Actual food production was running 30 percent below that.


The human cost was staggering. Millions of people lived in refugee camps, dependent on American food aid. From July 1945 through June 1946, the United States shipped 16.5 million tons of food to Europe and Japan—one-sixth of America's entire food supply. That worked out to 35 trillion calories, enough to give 300 million people 400 extra calories a day for an entire year.


The Morgenthau Mistake


Initially, American policy toward Germany was punitive. The Morgenthau Plan, approved by President Franklin Roosevelt, aimed to deindustrialize Germany permanently. The thinking was simple: Germany had started two world wars in thirty years. Remove its industrial capacity, and it couldn't start a third.


The policy was implemented through an embargo on raw materials and the systematic removal of industrial equipment. The result was predictable in hindsight: as long as German factories sat idle, European recovery stalled.


Here's why. The European economy was deeply interconnected. Germany manufactured goods that other countries needed. Other countries produced raw materials that German factories processed. When you cut Germany out of this web, you didn't just hurt Germany. You hurt everyone.


As Herbert Hoover observed: "The whole economy of Europe is interlinked with the German economy through the exchange of raw materials and manufactured goods. The productivity of Europe cannot be restored without the restoration of Germany as a contributor to that productivity."


By July 1947, Washington had reached the same conclusion. American security required German economic recovery. The question was how to make it happen.


Enter George Marshall


In January 1947, President Harry Truman appointed retired General George Marshall as Secretary of State. Marshall was perhaps the most respected military figure in America—the man who had organized the Allied victory in World War II. Now he would organize the peace.


Marshall wasted no time. By July, he had scrapped the Morgenthau Plan entirely. The new policy directive stated plainly: "An orderly and prosperous Europe requires the economic contributions of a stable and productive Germany." Steel production limits were raised from 25 percent of pre-war capacity to 50 percent.


But lifting restrictions on Germany wasn't enough. Europe needed capital—and lots of it.


On June 5, 1947, Marshall delivered a speech at Harvard University that would change history. He announced that the United States was prepared to provide substantial aid for European economic recovery. The offer extended to all European nations, including the Soviet Union and its allies.


Stalin Says No


The Soviet response came quickly. Moscow rejected Marshall's offer and pressured its satellite states to do the same.


This wasn't surprising. Accepting American aid would have meant opening communist economies to American oversight. Stalin had no intention of giving Washington a window into Soviet economic affairs. When American officials pressed Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov for an accounting of industrial equipment already removed from Germany's Soviet zone, Molotov simply refused to provide the information.


The Cold War battle lines were hardening. Western Europe would receive American aid and align with Washington. Eastern Europe would remain under Moscow's control. Finland, despite not being part of the Soviet bloc, declined the aid under Soviet pressure.


Stalin wasn't wrong to see the Marshall Plan as a strategic move. It absolutely was. American policymakers were quite explicit about their goals: rebuild Europe, remove trade barriers, modernize industry, improve prosperity—and prevent the spread of communism. The Truman Doctrine, announced just months earlier, had already committed America "to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures."


The Soviets responded with their own program, the Molotov Plan, to provide economic support to Eastern Bloc countries. But Moscow lacked American resources. The competition was never close.


The Money


On April 3, 1948, President Truman signed the Marshall Plan into law. The official name was the European Recovery Program. Over the next four years, the United States would transfer approximately 17 billion dollars to Western European economies.


How much money was that? Consider that total American economic output in 1948 was 258 billion dollars. The Marshall Plan represented nearly seven percent of American GDP, spent over four years. In 2024 terms, that's roughly equivalent to 249 billion dollars.


And that was on top of the 17 billion dollars in American aid that had already flowed to Europe between 1945 and 1948—aid that isn't counted as part of the Marshall Plan at all.


The money was distributed roughly on a per-capita basis, but with some important adjustments. Major industrial powers received more, based on the theory that reviving industrial production was essential for overall European recovery. Allied nations received somewhat more per capita than former Axis powers or neutrals.


Britain received the largest share—about 26 percent of the total. France came next with 18 percent. West Germany received 11 percent. In all, eighteen European countries participated in the program.


Not Just Money


The Marshall Plan's genius wasn't simply writing checks. The program addressed the structural obstacles that were preventing European recovery.


One key focus was modernization. American aid came with pressure to adopt American business practices—the high-efficiency methods that had made the United States the world's industrial powerhouse. European factories needed not just capital but better management, better equipment, and better techniques.


Another focus was trade. Before the war, Europe had been fragmented by tariffs and trade barriers that limited economic efficiency. The Marshall Plan pushed for economic integration—reducing barriers between European countries and coordinating economic policy at the continental level.


This push for integration had lasting consequences. The institutions created to coordinate Marshall Plan aid evolved into the foundations of what would eventually become the European Union. In a very real sense, the EU is a child of the Marshall Plan.


Perhaps most importantly, the Marshall Plan provided hope. After years of war and deprivation, European populations could see a path forward. That psychological shift mattered as much as the dollars and cents.


Did It Work?


The numbers suggest yes. By 1952, when Marshall Plan funding ended, every participating country had exceeded its pre-war economic output. For all recipients combined, production in 1951 was at least 35 percent higher than in 1938. Over the following two decades, Western Europe experienced unprecedented growth and prosperity.


But economists still debate how much credit the Marshall Plan deserves. The aid itself was relatively modest compared to recipient countries' total economic output—about three percent of combined national income between 1948 and 1951. By pure arithmetic, that translates to less than half a percentage point of additional GDP growth.


Yet those numbers may understate the plan's impact. Paul Hoffman, who ran the Economic Cooperation Administration that administered the Marshall Plan, argued that American aid provided the "critical margin" that made other investments possible. When you're trying to rebuild an economy from rubble, sometimes a small boost at the right moment makes all the difference.


The Belgian economic historian Herman Van der Wee called the Marshall Plan "a great success," crediting it with renewing transport systems, modernizing industrial and agricultural equipment, resuming normal production, raising productivity, and facilitating intra-European trade.


The German Question


The transformation of Germany was particularly dramatic. In 1948, the country was still reeling from war's destruction. A currency reform that June, overseen by Allied military authorities, helped restore economic stability by introducing new money and reducing taxes.


The reform worked remarkably well. By encouraging production and removing economic barriers, it laid the groundwork for what Germans would later call the Wirtschaftswunder—the economic miracle. Industrial production, which had fallen to less than half of pre-war levels, reached pre-war output by the end of 1949.


Germany's recovery wasn't just about money. It required a fundamental shift in American policy—from punishing a former enemy to rebuilding it as an ally. That shift reflected the new reality of the Cold War. A weak Germany in the center of Europe was now seen as an invitation to Soviet expansion. A strong Germany was a bulwark against it.


The Marshall Plan's Legacy


The phrase "a new Marshall Plan" has become shorthand for any proposed large-scale economic rescue program. Politicians invoke it when they want to signal ambition and seriousness. Yet as one scholar noted, "The Marshall Plan has become a favorite analogy for policy-makers. Yet few know much about it."


What lessons does the Marshall Plan actually offer?


First, that money alone isn't enough. The plan succeeded because it combined financial aid with institutional reform, modernization efforts, and trade liberalization. Countries received resources, but they also received pressure to change how they did business.


Second, that helping former enemies can serve your own interests. American aid to Germany and Italy—countries that had been at war with the United States just three years earlier—proved to be among the best investments of the Cold War. Both countries became stable democracies and reliable American allies.


Third, that the psychological dimension matters. The Marshall Plan gave Europeans hope that recovery was possible. That hope encouraged investment, effort, and patience with difficult reforms.


Fourth, that timing matters. The Marshall Plan arrived when Europe was desperate but not yet broken. Earlier aid had stabilized the situation; now reconstruction could begin in earnest.


The End of the Beginning


The Marshall Plan formally ended in 1951, replaced by the Mutual Security Act, which continued American aid to Europe at roughly 7.5 billion dollars annually until 1961. By then, the need was less acute. Western Europe had not just recovered but transformed into one of the wealthiest regions on Earth.


The Cold War would continue for another four decades. But the battle for Western Europe had been won in those crucial years between 1948 and 1952, when American dollars and American pressure helped rebuild a shattered continent.


The Marshall Plan wasn't charity. It was strategy—perhaps the most successful strategic investment in American history. By spending roughly seven percent of GDP over four years, the United States helped create prosperous, democratic allies that would anchor the Western alliance for generations.


Stalin understood this, which is why he rejected the offer. What he couldn't do was match it. The competition between American prosperity and Soviet control would play out over the following decades, but the outcome was visible in the contrast between West Berlin and East Berlin, between West Germany and East Germany, between the thriving economies of the Marshall Plan recipients and the stagnant economies behind the Iron Curtain.


Sometimes the best weapon isn't a weapon at all. Sometimes it's a helping hand, extended at the right moment, to people who desperately need it. That was the Marshall Plan's insight—and its legacy.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    NATO

    Based on Wikipedia: NATO


On September 12, 2001, something happened that had never happened before in half a century of military alliance. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization invoked Article 5 of its founding charter—the mutual defense clause that treats an attack on one member as an attack on all. The trigger wasn't a Soviet tank column rolling through the Fulda Gap in Germany, the nightmare scenario that had haunted Cold War planners for decades. It was nineteen hijackers with box cutters.


That moment crystallized what NATO had become: an organization perpetually reinventing itself to face threats its founders never imagined.


The Promise Written in Washington


The North Atlantic Treaty Organization began as a piece of paper signed in Washington on April 4, 1949. Twelve nations—the United States, Canada, and ten European countries—put their names to a document that contained one revolutionary idea: collective defense.


Article 5 of the treaty states it plainly. An armed attack against one member shall be considered an attack against them all. This was not diplomatic nicety. This was a tripwire.


The context matters enormously. World War II had ended just four years earlier. Europe lay in ruins. The Soviet Union, which had been an ally of necessity against Nazi Germany, now controlled Eastern Europe behind what Winston Churchill had called an "iron curtain." Communist parties were gaining strength in France and Italy. A Soviet-backed coup had just seized power in Czechoslovakia. The Berlin blockade, where Stalin tried to strangle West Berlin by cutting off all ground access, was fresh in everyone's memory.


American isolationism—the reflex to stay out of European affairs that had delayed US entry into both world wars—seemed like a luxury the free world could no longer afford. The North Atlantic Treaty represented something genuinely new in American history: a peacetime military alliance with European powers, a permanent commitment to fight if necessary.


Canadian diplomat Lester Pearson, who would later win the Nobel Peace Prize for his work on UN peacekeeping, was a key drafter of the treaty. He and other architects understood they were building something meant to last.


A Treaty Becomes an Organization


For its first year, NATO existed mainly on paper. The treaty created obligations, but no military structure to fulfill them.


Then came Korea.


When North Korean forces invaded South Korea in June 1950, the Western world saw it as a template for what might happen in Europe. The fear was simple and terrifying: Soviet-backed forces pouring across the inner-German border while America was distracted in Asia.


This fear transformed NATO from a mutual defense pact into an integrated military organization. In 1951, the alliance established Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe, known by its acronym SHAPE, near Paris. American General Dwight Eisenhower, the man who had commanded the D-Day invasion, became its first Supreme Allied Commander.


The following year brought more structure. NATO created the position of Secretary General as its chief civilian officer. Greece and Turkey joined the alliance, extending its reach to the Eastern Mediterranean. The first major naval exercises tested whether forces from different nations could actually fight together.


Then came the truly controversial decision. In 1955, West Germany—the country that had started World War II barely a decade earlier—was permitted to rearm and join NATO. The logic was coldly practical: you cannot defend Central Europe without German territory, industry, and manpower. But the symbolism was explosive.


The Soviet response came within days. Moscow created the Warsaw Pact, binding Eastern European countries into a rival military alliance. The Cold War now had its opposing teams clearly defined, facing each other across the heart of Europe.


Living on the Edge


For the next thirty-five years, NATO existed for a war that never came.


The alliance maintained hundreds of thousands of troops in Europe. At the peak of tensions following the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961, some 400,000 American soldiers were stationed on the continent. Both sides planned obsessively for a conflict everyone prayed would never happen, because both sides knew it could end in nuclear annihilation.


This was the essential paradox of deterrence. NATO's purpose was to prevent war by making the cost of war unthinkable. The alliance succeeded—no Soviet tank ever crossed the inner-German border—but success was invisible. You cannot point to the war that did not happen.


Not everyone trusted the arrangement. France, under President Charles de Gaulle, doubted whether America would really risk nuclear destruction to defend Paris. Would Washington truly sacrifice New York to save Frankfurt? De Gaulle thought the answer might be no, so he developed France's own nuclear weapons and, in 1966, withdrew from NATO's integrated military command structure. French forces would remain allied, but not under NATO command. France would defend itself.


This captured a tension that never fully disappeared: the alliance depended on American commitment, but Europeans were never entirely certain that commitment was absolute.


The Wall Falls


On November 9, 1989, the Berlin Wall opened. Within two years, the Warsaw Pact had dissolved and the Soviet Union itself had ceased to exist.


NATO had won. Its primary adversary was gone.


Now what?


This was not an abstract question. Military alliances that lose their purpose tend to dissolve. The alliance that had defeated Napoleon fragmented almost immediately after his exile. NATO needed a new reason to exist, or it would fade into irrelevance.


The answer came in stages. First, the alliance reached out to its former enemies. Programs like the Partnership for Peace, launched in 1994, created frameworks for cooperation with countries that had been on the other side of the Iron Curtain. Former Warsaw Pact members began training with NATO forces, adopting NATO standards, building relationships that might eventually become something more.


Second, NATO found new missions. The brutal wars that accompanied the breakup of Yugoslavia gave the alliance its first combat operations ever.


Baptism by Fire in the Balkans


Yugoslavia, a multiethnic federation that had been held together partly by Cold War geopolitics, began tearing itself apart in 1991. By 1992, the Bosnian War had produced the worst fighting in Europe since 1945. Concentration camps. Ethnic cleansing. The siege of Sarajevo. Mass murder.


NATO's initial involvement was limited—enforcing a no-fly zone, monitoring sanctions. But in February 1994, the alliance conducted its first hostile military action in history: American F-16 fighters shot down four Bosnian Serb aircraft violating the no-fly zone.


This was a threshold moment. After forty-five years of planning and preparing and exercising, NATO had fired its weapons in anger for the first time.


The involvement escalated. In August 1995, after Bosnian Serb forces massacred over 8,000 Muslim men and boys at Srebrenica, NATO launched Operation Deliberate Force—a sustained bombing campaign against Serb military positions. Two weeks of air strikes helped force the warring parties to the negotiating table, producing the Dayton Agreement that ended the Bosnian War.


NATO then deployed nearly 60,000 troops as peacekeepers. Former Cold War rivals served together; even Russia contributed forces to the mission. The alliance that had been created to fight World War III was now keeping the peace in the Balkans.


Four years later, NATO intervened again, this time in Kosovo. Serbian forces under Slobodan Milošević were conducting a brutal crackdown against ethnic Albanians. When diplomatic efforts failed, NATO launched a 78-day bombing campaign against Serbia—without explicit UN Security Council authorization.


This was deeply controversial. Critics pointed to civilian casualties, including the accidental bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade. Some questioned whether NATO had the legal authority to attack a sovereign country without UN approval. Supporters argued that waiting for the UN would mean waiting forever, since Russia and China would veto any authorization.


The debate exposed a fundamental tension. NATO saw itself as defending human rights and international order. Critics saw Western powers acting as judge, jury, and executioner, bypassing the international institutions meant to legitimize the use of force.


Milošević eventually accepted peace terms. Nearly a million Kosovar refugees returned home. NATO peacekeepers, known as KFOR, remain in Kosovo to this day—more than two decades later, still preventing a return to violence.


The Day Everything Changed


September 11, 2001, reoriented NATO entirely.


Within 24 hours of the attacks, the alliance began considering whether to invoke Article 5. On October 4, 2001, NATO formally determined that the attacks qualified: this was an armed attack on a member state, triggering the mutual defense commitment.


Think about what this meant. An article written to deter Soviet invasion was being applied to a terrorist attack by a non-state actor based in Afghanistan. The threat NATO was created to face—conventional military assault by another nation—was not the threat that finally triggered its most solemn obligation.


NATO deployed to Afghanistan as part of the International Security Assistance Force. What began as a mission to deny safe haven to al-Qaeda became the longest war in American history, a twenty-year effort to stabilize a country that had been at war for decades. NATO members fought and died alongside American troops. The alliance learned that counterinsurgency was far harder than conventional warfare, that building nations was far harder than defeating armies.


When American forces withdrew in 2021 and the Taliban rapidly retook control, it represented a kind of failure—though what success would have looked like, nobody could quite say.


The Russian Question


Throughout the post-Cold War era, one question dominated NATO's strategic thinking: what to do about Russia?


The optimistic view, prevalent in the 1990s, held that Russia might become a partner. NATO created forums for dialogue: the Partnership for Peace, the NATO-Russia Permanent Joint Council, later upgraded to the NATO-Russia Council. Western leaders hoped that integration, not confrontation, would define the relationship.


The pessimistic view, which grew stronger over time, noted that Russian leaders consistently described NATO enlargement as a threat. From Moscow's perspective, the alliance that had been created specifically to contain Soviet power was now absorbing former Soviet allies and approaching Russia's borders.


In 1999, Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic—all former Warsaw Pact members—joined NATO. In 2004, seven more countries followed, including the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, which had actually been part of the Soviet Union. The alliance was expanding eastward, regardless of Russian objections.


Western leaders saw this as simply respecting the choices of sovereign nations. These countries wanted NATO membership. They feared Russia. Who was Moscow to tell them they couldn't seek protection?


Russian leaders saw encirclement. The buffer zone that had protected Russia since World War II was evaporating. Promises allegedly made during German reunification—that NATO would not expand "one inch eastward"—were being broken.


The historical record on those promises is contested. Memoranda from 1990 show Western leaders giving various assurances to Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev. But nothing was put in writing as a formal treaty obligation. Western governments argue that verbal discussions about Germany cannot bind the alliance regarding other countries. Russian officials consider this legalistic evasion of clear commitments.


What is not contested is that the relationship soured.


The Return of Great Power Competition


In 2014, Russia annexed Crimea from Ukraine.


This was the first forcible change of European borders since World War II. NATO condemned it unanimously. The alliance invoked Article 4—not Article 5's mutual defense clause, but the provision calling for consultations when any member feels threatened. For the first time since the Cold War, NATO began seriously reinforcing its eastern defenses.


At the Wales summit in 2014, member states made a formal commitment to spend at least two percent of their gross domestic product on defense. This had previously been an informal guideline, often ignored. Now it became an explicit pledge, with a deadline of 2024.


Two years later, NATO created the Enhanced Forward Presence: four multinational battlegroups deployed in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland. These were not large enough to stop a Russian invasion. They were tripwire forces—troops from multiple NATO countries whose presence meant that any Russian attack would immediately involve Americans, Germans, British, and Canadians. An aggressor would face not one country but the entire alliance from the first shot.


War Returns to Europe


On February 24, 2022, Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine.


Ukraine was not a NATO member. Article 5 did not apply. But the invasion transformed the alliance nonetheless.


Finland and Sweden, countries that had maintained neutrality throughout the Cold War, abandoned decades of policy and applied for NATO membership. Sweden had been neutral since the Napoleonic Wars. Finland had carefully balanced between East and West since World War II. Putin's invasion convinced both that neutrality no longer provided security.


NATO rapidly reinforced its eastern flank. By June 2022, the alliance had deployed 40,000 troops along a 2,500-kilometer front from the Baltic to the Black Sea. Four additional battlegroups were established in Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia. Elements of the NATO Response Force were activated for the first time in the alliance's history. Germany announced it would station a full armored brigade in Lithuania—the first permanent deployment of German forces to the former Soviet bloc.


The alliance that had been declared brain-dead by French President Emmanuel Macron in 2019 suddenly found itself more united and more relevant than it had been in decades.


How NATO Actually Works


The North Atlantic Treaty Organization is, above all, an alliance of sovereign nations. It has no power to compel its members to do anything. Every significant decision requires consensus—all 32 members must agree.


This sounds like a recipe for paralysis, and sometimes it is. A single country can block any action. Turkey has used its veto to delay Swedish NATO membership, seeking concessions on unrelated issues. France has repeatedly clashed with other members over the alliance's direction. Unanimous agreement among nations with different interests, histories, and threat perceptions is inherently difficult.


Yet the consensus requirement also provides legitimacy. When NATO does act, it acts with the full weight of all its members. No country can claim it was dragged into a commitment against its will.


The alliance's main headquarters is in Brussels, Belgium, where political decisions are made by ambassadors representing each member government. Military headquarters is located near Mons, Belgium, at SHAPE—still using the acronym coined in 1951.


The combined militaries of all NATO members include approximately 3.5 million soldiers and personnel. Their combined military spending constitutes over half of the global total. In 2024, facing the reality of war in Ukraine, members committed to spending at least five percent of their gross domestic product on defense—more than doubling the previous two percent target.


The Secretary General, currently from Europe, serves as the alliance's chief spokesperson and chairs meetings of member nations. But the position has limited independent authority. The Secretary General can cajole, persuade, and mediate, but cannot order member states to do anything.


The Road Ahead


NATO today faces challenges its founders could not have imagined and challenges they would find grimly familiar.


The familiar challenge is Russia. The alliance exists once again to deter a hostile power to its east. The scenarios that kept Cold War planners awake at night—Russian forces driving into NATO territory—are being war-gamed again, though now the front line runs through the Baltics rather than through Germany.


The new challenges are diverse. Cyberattacks blur the line between peace and war. What constitutes an "armed attack" under Article 5 when the weapons are malware and the targets are power grids? Climate change affects military operations and creates instability that can spill into conflict. China, absent from NATO's original strategic thinking, now features in alliance discussions about technology competition and Indo-Pacific security.


The alliance also faces internal tensions. The United States provides the bulk of NATO's military capability, and American leaders have periodically questioned whether European allies are pulling their weight. European members, for their part, sometimes worry that American priorities may diverge from their own.


Three countries—Bosnia and Herzegovina, Ukraine, and Georgia—are officially recognized as aspiring members. Ukraine's aspiration has become particularly fraught. The country is defending itself against Russian invasion with massive Western support, but admitting it to NATO during an active war would mean immediate confrontation between the alliance and a nuclear-armed Russia.


The strategic dilemma is genuine. Refusing to commit to Ukraine's eventual membership might invite Russian aggression elsewhere. Committing to membership might provoke exactly the escalation everyone fears.


The Enduring Idea


Seventy-five years after its founding, NATO remains the most successful military alliance in history. It deterred Soviet aggression throughout the Cold War without firing a shot in that conflict. It adapted to post-Cold War realities, intervening in the Balkans, deploying to Afghanistan, and now reinforcing against a revanchist Russia. It has expanded from twelve members to thirty-two, incorporating former enemies and neutral nations alike.


The core idea—that an attack on one is an attack on all—retains its power precisely because it has never been tested in a general war. The credibility of the threat has prevented the threat from being carried out.


Whether that credibility will hold through the challenges ahead is the question that defines NATO's future. The alliance exists to ensure that the question never needs answering.
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So the other day I wrote a post about how humanity is inevitably going to be disempowered by the existence of AI:

A bunch of people wrote to me and asked me: “What made you change your mind?”. Three years ago, shortly after the release of the original ChatGPT, I wrote a post about how LLMs are not going to destroy the human race:

And just a couple of months ago, I wrote a post arguing that ASI (artificial superintelligence) is likely to peacefully coexist with humanity rather than kill us off. 
People wanted to know why my tone had shifted from optimistic to pessimistic. 
Well, the simple answer to that is “I was in a worse mood.” My rabbit was sick,1 so I was kind of grumpy, and so in my post a few days ago I painted the eventual disempowerment of humanity as more of a negative thing than I usually do. In fact, I’ve always believed that at some point, humanity would be replaced with something posthuman — godlike AIs, a hive mind, modified humans, or whatever. I grew up reading science fiction about that kind of thing — Vernor Vinge, Charles Stross, Arthur C. Clarke, Iain M. Banks, and so on — and it just always seemed impossible that humanity had already attained the theoretical pinnacle of intelligence.2 I had always simply envisioned that whatever came after us would be in the general human family, and would be more likely to be on our side than against us.  
That’s what my post the other day was about. I painted a more glum picture of humanity’s eventual supersession because I was in a bad mood. But even in that post, at the end, I offered optimism that ASI will save us from things like low fertility, fascist overlords, and the end of human-driven scientific discovery. That optimistic future would be like the Culture novels, by Iain M. Banks, in which AIs take the reins of civilization but in which they respect and help and protect a now-mostly-useless humanity — basically a much nicer, more enlightened version of the way the United States of America treats Native Americans nowadays. It’s a wistful future, and in some ways a sad one, but not particularly terrifying.
BUT, at the same time, I have gotten a lot more worried about existential, catastrophic AI risk — the kind of thing that would kill us instead of just rendering us comfortably impotent — than I was three years ago. And so the people who wrote to ask me why my tone had shifted deserve a longer explanation about why I’m more worried. 
What I got wrong three years ago
In my post three years ago, I argued that LLMs were not yet the kind of AI that could threaten the human race. I think I was probably right regarding the type of LLMs that existed in early 2023, for the reasons I laid out in that post. In a nutshell, I argued that since all LLMs could do was talk to people, the only way they could destroy the human race was by convincing us to destroy ourselves (unlikely) or by teaching us how to destroy ourselves (for example, by educating bioterrorists about how to make bioweapons). 
In my defense, this is not too different from the scenario that Eliezer Yudkowsky — who literally wrote the book on existential AI risk — envisioned in 2022. He wrote:
My lower-bound model of “how a sufficiently powerful intelligence would kill everyone, if it didn’t want to not do that” is that it gets access to the Internet, emails some DNA sequences to any of the many many online firms that will take a DNA sequence in the email and ship you back proteins, and bribes/persuades some human who has no idea they’re dealing with an AGI to mix proteins in a beaker, which then form a first-stage nanofactory which can build the actual nanomachinery.

This is about AI teaching people how to make self-replicating nanomachinery instead of a doomsday virus. But honestly I feel like the doomsday virus would be easier to make. So I don’t think my scenario was too far behind the thinking of the most vocal and panicky AI safety people back in 2023. 
Anyway, if I had said “chatbots” instead of “LLMs” in my 2023 post, I think I still would have been correct, because a chatbot is a type of user interface, while an LLM is an underlying technology that can be used to do much more than make a chatbot. What I missed was that LLMs can do a lot more than just talk to people — they can write code, because code is just a language, and it’s not too hard to get them to do this in an automated, end-to-end, agentic fashion. 
In other words, I didn’t envision the advent of vibe-coding. And I probably should have. To be fair, the advent of vibe-coding required some big technological advances3 that didn’t exist in early 2023. But missing the fact that computer code is just a language that can be learned like any other — and that in fact it’s easier to learn, since you can verify when it works and when it doesn’t work — was a big miss for me. And it opens up the door to a LOT of other scary scenarios, beyond “A chatbot helps humans to do something bad”. 
So anyway, let’s talk about what I’m scared about now. But first, let’s talk about what I’m less scared about, at least for the moment. 
The rise of the robots is still a ways away
The scenario that everyone tends to think about is one in which a fully autonomous ASI decides that human civilization is an impediment to its use of natural resources, and that we need to be exterminated, enslaved, or otherwise radically disempowered in order to turn the world into data centers. This is basically the plot of the Terminator movies,4 the Matrix movies, and various other “rise of the robots” stories. 
Conceptually speaking it’s easy to envision an AI that’s advanced enough to carry this out. It would have full control over an entirely automated chain of AI production, including:
	Mining, refining, and processing of minerals

	Fabrication of chips and construction of data centers

	Manufacturing of robots


Controlling this entire chain would give AI control over its own reproduction — the way humans have always had control over our own reproduction. It could then safely dispense with humanity without endangering its own future. 
This is basically a very direct analogy to what European settlers did to Native American civilization, or what various other waves of human conquerors and colonizers do to other groups of humans.
I think this scenario is worth worrying about, but it’s not immediate. Right now, robotics is still fairly rudimentary — things are advancing, but AI will need humans as its agents in the physical world for years to come. Furthermore, AI will need some algorithmic changes before it can permanently “survive” on its own without humans — long memory, for one. I’m not saying these won’t happen, but at least we have some time to think about how to prevent the “rise of the robots” scenario. I do think we should have some people (and AI) thinking about how to harden our society against that sort of attack. 
It seems likely that AI will eventually get smart enough to think its way around whatever physical safeguards we put in place against the rise of the robots. But as I wrote two months ago, I think an AI advanced enough to fully control the physical world would have already reached the stage where it understands that peaceful coexistence and positive-sum interaction is a better long-term bet than genocide. Smarter humans and richer human societies both tend to be more peaceful, and I sort of expect the same from smarter AI. 
So I think there are other worries to prioritize here. 
What if the Machine stops?
In my post three years ago, I tried to list the ways that LLMs might eventually destroy us:
Here’s a list of ways the human race could die within a relatively short time frame:
	Nuclear war

	Bioweapons

	Other catastrophic WMDs (asteroid strike, etc.)

	Mass suicide

	Extermination by robots

	Major environmental catastrophe



The advent of vibe-coding has made me think of another way our civilization could be destroyed, which I probably should have thought of at the time: starvation.
Every piece of agricultural machinery in the developed world, more or less, runs on software now — every tractor, every harvester, every piece of food processing machinery. That software was mostly written by human hands, but in a fairly short period of time, it will all be vibe-coded by AI. 
At that point, AI would, in principle, have the ability to bring down human civilization simply by making agricultural software stop working. It could push malicious updates, or hack in and take over, or wipe the software, etc. Agricultural machines would stop working, and in a few weeks the entire human population would begin to starve. Civilization would fall soon afterwards. 
I really should have thought of this scenario when I wrote my post in 2023, because it’s the plot of a very famous science fiction story from 1909: “The Machine Stops”, by E.M. Forster. In this story, humanity lives in separate rooms, communicating with each other only electronically,5 cared for entirely by a vast AI; when the AI stops working, most of humanity starves. 
This could happen to us soon. Now that vibe-coding is many times as productive as human coding, it’s very possible that a lot fewer people will get good at coding. Even the tools that exist right now might be eroding humans’ skills at working with code. This is from a recent Anthropic study:
AI creates a potential tension: as coding grows more automated and speeds up work, humans will still need the skills to catch errors, guide output, and ultimately provide oversight for AI deployed in high-stakes environments. Does AI provide a shortcut to both skill development and increased efficiency? Or do productivity increases from AI assistance undermine skill development?
In a randomized controlled trial, we examined 1) how quickly software developers picked up a new skill (in this case, a Python library) with and without AI assistance; and 2) whether using AI made them less likely to understand the code they’d just written.
We found that using AI assistance led to a statistically significant decrease in mastery. On a quiz that covered concepts they’d used just a few minutes before, participants in the AI group scored 17% lower than those who coded by hand, or the equivalent of nearly two letter grades.

Meanwhile, Harry Law wrote a good post called “The Last Temptation of Claude”, about how the ease of vibe-coding is making him mentally lazier. There are many other such posts going around. 
As vibe-coding becomes even better and eliminates humans entirely from the loop, the need for human software skills will presumably atrophy further. Ten years from now, if the software that runs our agricultural machinery just stops working for some reason, there’s a good chance there will not be enough human coders around to get it working again.
This would simply be a special case of a well-known problem — overoptimization creating fragility. When Covid hit in 2020, we found out that our just-in-time supply chains had been so over-engineered for efficiency that they lacked robustness. Vibe-coding could lead to a much worse version of the same problem. 
That said, AI going on a catastrophic strike isn’t at the top of my list of fears. The reason is that I expect AI to be very fragmented; so far, no AI company seems to have any kind of monopoly, even for a short period of time. If the AI that writes the code for harvesters and tractors suddenly goes rogue, it seems like there’s a good chance that humans can call in another AI to fix it. 
I guess it’s possible that all the AIs will collude so that none of them will help humans survive, or that the rogue AI(s) will be able to maliciously lock humans out from applying non-rogue AI to fix the problem. So people should be thinking about how to harden our agricultural system against software disruption. But it’s also not at the top of my list of doomsday worries. 
Vibe-coding the apocalypse
OK, so what is at the top of my list of doomsday worries? It’s still AI bioterrorism. 
Hunting down and killing humans with an army of robots would be fairly hard. Depriving humans of food so that we starve to death would be easier, but still a little bit hard. But slaughtering humans with a suite of genetically engineered viruses would not actually be very hard. As we saw in 2020, humans are very vulnerable to novel viruses. 
Imagine the following scenario. In the near future, virology research is basically automated. Labs are robotic, and AI designs viruses in simulation before they’re created in labs. For whatever personal reasons, a human terrorist wants to destroy the human race. Using techniques he reads about on the internet, he jailbreaks a near-cutting-edge AI in order to remove all safeguards. He then prompts this AI to vibe-code a simulation that can design 100 superviruses. Each supervirus is 10x as contagious as Covid, has a 90% fatality rate, and has a long initial asymptomatic period so it’ll spread far and wide before it starts killing its victims. He then prompts his AI to vibe-code a program to hack into every virology lab on the planet and produce these 100 viruses, then release them into the human population. 
If successful, this would quickly lead to the end of human civilization, and quite possibly to the extinction of the entire human species. 
Is it possible? I don’t know. But developments seem to be moving in the direction of making it possible. For example, bio labs are becoming more automated all the time:
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AI is changing the world very quickly right now, having just radically altered the entire software industry just in the last few months. It’s a time of dizzying technological change, and it’s easy to feel a lot of future shock right now.
So I thought I’d repost something I wrote back in 2023, when LLMs were just starting to have a big effect on the world. Reflecting on the changes in my lifetime, I realized that the internet, social media, smartphones, and other digital technologies had already altered the world of my childhood into something almost totally unrecognizable. AI is changing how we think, learn, and work, but the internet already wreaked deep, lasting, confusing changes on how we socialize with each other and how we present ourselves to the world. Humans are fundamentally social creatures, so to be honest I’m not sure which has been the more wrenching change (though of course AI is just getting started). 
Anyway, here’s the original post. 


In 1970, Alvin Toffler published Future Shock, a book claiming that modern people feel overwhelmed by the pace of technological change and the social changes that result. I’m starting to think that we ward off future shock by minimizing the scale and extent of the changes we experience in our life. I tend to barely notice the differences in my world from year to year, and when I do notice them they generally seem small enough to be fun and exciting rather than vast and overwhelming. Only when I look back on the long sweep of decades does it stun my just how much my world fails to resemble the one I grew up in.
Back in March, Tyler Cowen wrote a widely read (and very good) piece about the rapid progress in generative AI. I agree that AI will change the world, usually in ways we’ve barely thought of yet. And I love Tyler’s conclusion that we should embrace the change and ride the wave instead of fearing it and trying to hold it back. But I do disagree when Tyler says we haven’t already been living in a world of radical change:
For my entire life, and a bit more, there have been two essential features of the basic landscape:
1. American hegemony over much of the world, and relative physical safety for Americans.
2. An absence of truly radical technological change…
In other words, virtually all of us have been living in a bubble “outside of history.”…Hardly anyone you know, including yourself, is prepared to live in actual “moving” history.

Paul Krugman made a similar case back in 2011, using the example of how few appliances in his kitchen had changed in recent decades:
The 1957 owners [of my kitchen] didn’t have a microwave, and we have gone from black and white broadcasts of Sid Caesar to off-color humor on The Comedy Channel, but basically they lived pretty much the way we do. Now turn the clock back another 39 years, to 1918 — and you are in a world in which a horse-drawn wagon delivered blocks of ice to your icebox, a world not only without TV but without mass media of any kind (regularly scheduled radio entertainment began only in 1920). And of course back in 1918 nearly half of Americans still lived on farms, most without electricity and many without running water. By any reasonable standard, the change in how America lived between 1918 and 1957 was immensely greater than the change between 1957 and the present.

But when I look back on the world I lived in when I was a kid in 1990, it absolutely stuns me how different things are now. The technological changes I’ve already lived through may not have changed what my kitchen looks like, but they have radically altered both my life and the society around me. Almost all of these changes came from information technology — computers, the internet, social media, and smartphones.
Here are a few examples.
Screen time has eaten human life
If you went back to 1973 and made a cheesy low-budget sci-fi film about a future where humans sit around looking at little glowing hand-held screens, it might have become a cult classic among hippie Baby Boomers. Fast forward half a century, and this is the reality I live in. When I go out to dinner with friends or hang out at their houses, they are often looking at their phones instead of interacting with anything in the physical world around them.
Nor is this just the people I hang out with. Just between 2008 and 2018, American adults’ daily time spent on social media more than doubled, to over 6 hours a day.

About a third of the populace is online “almost constantly”.

All this screen time doesn’t necessarily show up in the productivity statistics — in fact, it might lower measured productivity, by inducing people to goof off more on their phones during work hours. But the reorientation of human life away from the physical world and toward a digital world of our own creation represents a real and massive change in the world nonetheless. To some extent, we already live in virtual reality.
The shift of human life from offline to online has profound implications for how we interact with each other. One example is how couples meet in the modern day. Dating apps have taken over from friends and work as the main ways that people meet romantic partners:

The reorientation of social relationships to the online world is what makes the digital revolution different than the advent of television. TV involves staring at a screen for long periods of time, but it doesn’t let people talk to each other and form social bonds. Arguably, talking to each other and forming social bonds is the most important thing we do in our entire lives — personal relationships are the single biggest determinant of happiness. For almost all of human history, even in the age of telephones, our relationships were governed by physical proximity — who lived near us, worked with us, or could meet us in real life. That is suddenly no longer true.
What broader effects this will have on our society, of course, remains to be seen. One of my hypotheses is that online interaction will encourage people to identify with “vertical” communities — physically distant people who share their identities and interests — rather than the physical communities around them. This could obviously have profoundly disruptive impacts on cities and even nations, which are organized around contiguous physical territory. Perhaps this is already happening, and some of our modern political and social strife is due to the fact that we no longer have to get along with our neighbors in order to have a rich social life.
I once was lost, but now am found
Three decades ago, not getting lost was one of the most important goals of human labor and human social organization. Over the millennia we developed whole systems of landmarks, maps, directions, road names, and even social relations in order to make sure that we always knew how to find our way back to security and shelter. The possibility of getting lost was an ever-present worry for anyone who drove their car, or walked in the woods, or took a vacation to a strange place.
And now that foundational human experience is just…gone. Unless your phone runs out of battery or you’re in a very remote wilderness area, GPS and Google Maps will always be able to guide you home. Much of our physical and social wayfinding infrastructure, built up over so many centuries, has instantly been obviated — you don’t have to plan your route or ask for directions, you don’t have to keep close track of landmarks as you drive or walk, you don’t even have to remember the names of roads. The forest has lost its terror.
Of course, there was another kind of fake “getting lost” that could be quite fun, and that’s gone too. It was exhilarating to wander around in a foreign city not knowing what was around you, hunting for restaurants and shops and new neighborhoods to explore. You can still do that if you want, but it’s just imposing unnecessary difficulty for fun — you can just open Google Maps and find the nearest cafe or clothing store or museum or historical monument.
And there’s also a big and important flip side to the fact that no one gets lost anymore — as long as you have your smartphone with you, someone, somewhere, is always able to know where you are. Your location is tracked, wherever you go, even if Apple or Google is nice and respectful enough not to let humans look at that data. China, of course, has far less concern for privacy. But even where privacy rights are respected, governments and corporations are still capable of easily tracking your every move if they feel like it.
Mystery has gone out of the world
I still remember a moment in 2003 when I idly wondered what the Matterhorn looked like. In 1990, answering my curiosity would have required that I go open an encyclopedia, or — if my encyclopedia didn’t have a photo of that particular mountain — to go through the library searching books for a picture. But in 2003, I just typed “Matterhorn” into Google image search, and the picture appeared.

Over the last two decades, there has been a massive proliferation of tools that convey enormous amounts of knowledge, on demand, to anyone who wants it. Wikipedia can teach you the basics of anything from math to history to geography. YouTube tutorials can show you how to fix things in your house, ride a jet ski, or cook a restaurant-quality meal. Google can tell you what anything looks like, or point you to any scientific paper on any topic. And they can give you all this knowledge on demand, from the little screen that you carry with you everywhere, whenever you want it.
This has changed the nature of human life. Just a few decades ago, the knowledge contained in human heads was of utmost importance. If your cabinet was loose or your drain was clogged, you had to know a human being who could fix it. If you wanted to know interesting facts about the world, you had to either ask a human being who knew those facts, or go on an exhaustive search. Wisdom and know-how were profoundly valuable personal attributes. Now they’re much less of a reason for distinction.
Now it’s important to note that understanding and practiced skill are still scarce commodities. YouTube can’t teach you how to be a great violinist (at least, not in 30 minutes), and Wikipedia can’t give you the ability to do difficult math proofs. And the knowledge that can be gained from direct experience is often superior in quality to the knowledge gained from a Google search — for example, if I actually go to the Matterhorn, I can see it from a variety of angles and in a variety of lighting. But overall, humans have taken much of the knowledge that they used to have to carry around in their heads and uploaded it to what is, in effect, a single unified exocortex.
But if ignorance (or at least, the accidental kind, rather than the willful kind) has diminished, mystery has also shrunk. Exploring remote locations, rare objects, and esoteric knowledge is no longer difficult enough to generate quite the same sense of adventure and wonder it once did. Just as GPS has taken some of the adventure out of visiting strange places, the vast sea of internet knowledge has made many other forms of exploration quotidian.
And there’s another kind of mystery that the internet has either eliminated or vastly reduced — the mystery of not knowing other people. In 1990, if I wanted to know what Indians thought about American politics, I’d just have to wonder. Now, I can just open Twitter and ask, and a bunch of Indian people will be happy to inform me of their views. In 1990, talking to someone from another country was a rare and exotic treat; now, it’s just something that we do every day without even really thinking of it. That’s the first time that has ever happened in the history of humankind.
The Universe has memory now
The internet doesn’t just find things for us or allow us to communicate; it also stores information in much larger volumes than books, TV shows, or any other medium that came before. Practically everything you’ve ever typed on the internet is still on the internet. As recently as a few decades ago, most of the things you said and did would be forgotten and misremembered after a fairly short time; now they’re frozen in silicon and magnets.
This has some obvious major consequences for the shape of human life. When you can be “canceled” by an online mob as a 35-year-old for something you said as a teenager, that requires people to be more on guard about what they say for their entire life, even as kids. When any prospective business partner or lover can Google you and find your background (unless you erase it, in which case the prospective partner will be justifiably suspicious), the ability to craft a new persona for yourself, and move beyond the baggage of the past, is limited. On the other hand, remembering what you were like at a younger age, or an argument that you made in a debate a few years ago, is now quite easy. And it’s a lot easier to keep in touch with old friends now.
Technology’s memory involves images and video as well, thanks to the explosion of digital cameras and the increasing capacity of hard drives. Many of the memories we want to preserve in life — our interactions with our offline friends, the places we traveled, the places we lived — now get stored on a hard drive.
Technology weirds the world
A lot of economists tend to think of technological change as being embodied in total factor productivity growth, which has slowed down since 1973 or so. But first of all, there are plenty of things that go into TFP growth besides what we typically think of as technology — there’s education, geographic mobility, a demographic dividend, and so on. As the economist Dietz Vollrath has shown, these factors can explain the entire productivity slowdown, with no need to appeal to a slowing rate of technological progress.
But even more fundamentally, technology changes the world in ways not directly captured by the monetary value of goods and services sold in the market. If our daily activities are redirected toward different sorts of relationships and interactions, that isn’t necessarily something that we’d pay a lot of money for — and yet it means human life is now an entirely different sort of endeavor. If we’re constantly surveilled by corporations and the government, that’s probably something we don’t want, and thus will not pay extra money for, even if rebelling against it would be too much of a hassle for most. And so on.
Sometimes technology grows the economy, but more fundamentally, it always weirds the world. By that I mean that technology changes the nature of what humans do and how we live, so that people living decades ago would think our modern lives bizarre, even if we find them perfectly normal. The information technology boom may not have goosed the productivity numbers as much as many hoped, but it has nevertheless left a deep and transformative impact on the shape of human life.
I’m excited to see if AI brings us a world of radical technology-driven change. But you and I have already been living in a world of radical change for decades now. Maybe the tendency to believe progress has slowed — to focus on the stagnation in our kitchens and not the fact that the world has suddenly become far more transparent, comprehensible, and recorded — is a way of avoiding future shock. But man, when I think of 1990, I can’t help but feel a little overwhelmed by how far we’ve come.
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  For most of my time as an effective altruist, I didn’t know any of the famous EAs.  I was just a guy with a blog.  But over time, I’ve gotten to know more high-up effective altruists, especially since I’ve started working for Forethought.  And as I’ve done this, I’ve grown increasingly impressed with their decision-making.  The community leaders who shape beliefs are hugely impressive.  
I used to wonder: to what extent are the crucial EA ideas carefully vetted?  Did adequate research go into deciding that engineered pandemics were a bigger existential risk than nuclear weapons?  Did people think enough before deciding that AI was a major existential risk?  To what extent were the ideas taken up for mimetic reasons, rather than because of their accuracy?  
But I’ve grown a lot more confident in the decision-making process.  A huge amount of analysis and discussion goes into people’s views.  More than a decade of full-time work went into writing What We Owe The Future.  All the arguments were carefully vetted.  Many smart people discussed these ideas before any were made public.  If Toby Ord or Will MacAskill says something in a talk, I am now very confident that a lot of thought went into it.  You should treat it more as the takeaway from an expert after careful consideration, instead of a random throwaway take.  
The big-name effective altruist public intellectuals that I’ve met are both very clever and very meticulous.  If you ever have the good fortune to speak either with Will MacAskill or Toby Ord, it will very quickly become clear that they are quite brilliant.  I’ve had a number of conversations where I mention some philosophy argument I’ve been thinking about for days to Will, only for him to raise a number of very strong objections that I’d never thought of.  
Toby is similarly brilliant; he has publications in math, computer science, philosophy, and then is somehow also the person responsible for all the best arguments against an imminent intelligence explosion—even though he thinks one is reasonably likely.  He’s just OP.  

It isn’t just that they’re smart; they are also extremely meticulous.  I am not this careful by default.  So it’s nice to know that the community that I am part of is, in general, a lot more careful than I am.  I wouldn’t trust myself unilaterally to form beliefs about which existential threats are bigger than which other ones.  It is a good thing that I do not have to.  Every time I have met one of the bigwig EA philosophers, I’ve been impressed.  And note: often when I’ve met people I respected, I haven’t been impressed, and in some cases, my opinion of them has even gone down. 
One thing that I especially appreciate is how collaborative this process tends to be.  The judgments are formed by groups of people discussing and analyzing.  Crowds tend to be wiser than individuals.  Crowds of careful and brilliant people tend to do well. 
That has been my perception on the inside.  But what about from the outside?  Effective altruism has just clearly been right on lots of important things.  If you judge EA by its fruits, it does quite well.  Many of the examples I’m going to give were also given by Will in his recent talk at EAG.  
I got into EA just a bit before the AI craze hit.  I read The Precipice, and thought AI would be a somewhat big deal.  But people weren’t on board mostly.  I remember trying to talk my Dad and high-school classmates (different people, to be clear) into thinking that AI alignment was going to be important.  Most people were skeptical that AI would be big.  
Of course, five years later, it’s obvious to pretty much everyone that AI is a big deal.  It has already been hugely transformative, and its impact will only grow.  The early effective altruists ventured out and made a bold prediction about a transformative technology.  And we were vindicated.  The early skeptics who spent years snarking about EAs believing in a magic machine God were simply wrong, and we were right.  
Another thing effective altruists were warning about back in the day was the possibility of a big pandemic.  Pandemics have killed a lot of people historically.  Still, people were skeptical.  Effective altruists were some of the only people thinking seriously about pandemic preparedness. 
Then a global pandemic hit, killed millions of people, and torched the global economy.  Again, EAs were simply correct.  The thing we’d been warning about happened.  In fact, the two plausible causes—lab leak and animal farming—were two major threats EAs had warned about for the entire existence of the movement.1
EAs were also warning, for a long time, about the importance of health aid sent overseas.  In contrast, non-EA leftists were more likely to call these institutions colonialist and call EAs racist for neglecting domestic political issues.  But when Trump got elected, we were vindicated in the worst of ways: he destroyed much of USAID, and this was the single act in his presidency that led to the most deaths. 
And note: many early EA predictions weren’t easy things to get right.  The dominant view at the time, in left-wing spaces, was that the big existential risks were global warming and biodiversity loss.  By default, that was what you’d care about if you wanted to reduce existential risks.  Effective altruists were some of the only people who had the foresight to see that other existential risks were important.  We swam against the dominant social institutions, and were vindicated.  
And effective altruists, unlike other movements, routinely reject false but ideologically inconvenient ideas.  Almost no EAs believe in the AI water use scare.  By default, you should expect EAs to be disproportionately worried about AI water use, just like those who think taxes are immoral are also especially likely to think they’re economically harmful.   But EAs don’t; instead, after carefully considering the evidence, the community has reached a near-consensus that AI water use is totally fake.  Can you think of many other movements that reject widely believed ideologically convenient arguments simply because they aren’t true? 
This concern for truth is rare among movements in general.  The environmentalists, for example, managed to shut down nuclear power over the protestations of the relevant experts.  In general, movements are not evidence-based.  Effective altruists are one of the only evidence-based movements—where your best bet for predicting its behavior isn’t guessing what’s socially fashionable but instead what is true. 
These were mostly straightforward predictions.  Giving other examples of non-obvious things effective altruists have gotten right will inevitably be controversial.  You might not agree with some examples.  But I think there are a number of other cases where EAs have gotten super non-obvious things right, on important topics, where most people are wrong.  
One of these has been recognizing that Longtermism is correct.  Longtermism is the idea that making the far future go better is a top global priority.  Longtermism is a controversial idea.  Most people don’t think much about making the long-run future go well.  And yet the arguments for it are really good.  This is a nice test case because it’s: 
	Narrow. 

	Unpopular.  

	Supported by powerful arguments.  


And yet EAs largely converged on Longtermism.  A controversial philosophical idea was widely adopted by EAs, simply because it was supported by strong arguments.  Many people changed their careers based on these considerations.  They started doing work that was less meaningful because they were convinced it was more important.
A similar story holds for wild animal suffering mattering.  It’s super unintuitive to most people.  And yet the arguments for it are really good.  EAs are some of the only people to realize that nearly all the world’s expected suffering is experienced by wild animals and that this is a big deal.  EAs similarly disproportionately recognize the evils of factory farming.  We’ve helped free billions of animals from cages.  
EAs are both unusually wise and unusually morally reflective.  Lots of thought goes into the important EA decision-making.  And more than 10,000 EAs give at least 10% of their income to effective charities.  Will, in his talk, estimates that this has saved over 300,000 lives.  That’s amazing!  In the accounting, you would think people would mention that, at least occasionally, when complaining about EA being a smokescreen for neglecting the welfare of third-worlders in favor of caring about the welfare of future people.  Similarly, you would think that the animal activists who say that effective altruism is bad for animals would see fit to mention that billions fewer chickens remain ensnared by the sharp metal of a cage because of effective altruists. 

Crucially, I think EAs have often been right even when the truth was inconvenient.  Most people don’t think there are strong duties to give to charities, even though there are good arguments for the existence of such obligations.  Yet EAs have become convinced that giving is hugely morally important.  Recognizing your moral obligations to give away money is sufficiently inconvenient that most people don’t do it.  But EAs largely do. 
I assume people will object that EAs got SBF wrong.  They thought he was a nice philanthropist, and were wrong.  But most people thought SBF was a nice philanthropist.  It was only in hindsight that we know that he was scamming people.  And EAs, to their credit, strongly and immediately criticized him.  The markets did not anticipate that SBF was scamming people. 
All-in-all, I am quite happy about the belief-forming process of the EA community.  It’s not infallible, certainly.  Many random beliefs end up being associated with EAs for largely sociological reasons.  And an unfortunate number of implausible beliefs are imported from Rationalism and believed with extreme confidence by many EAs.  But overall, I think we’re doing pretty well.  The next time you feel tempted to mock one of the weird EA ideas, watch yourself.  Because we might soon be vindicated.
All in all, I think effective altruists are often way too pusillanimous.  We should be more willing to say: effective altruism is very good both epistemically and morally.  Being an effective altruist is neither cringe nor embarrassing.  Despite being relatively small, EAs have had an unprecedented moral impact.  Hundreds of thousands of extra people would be dead if the movement had never existed.  If you give away some of your income to good charities or take a high-impact career, you should be proud.  The criticisms of effective altruism are by and large lame.  
It’s 2026—we no longer have to pretend that Emile Torres and Timnit Gebru are raising good objections and no longer have to self-flagellate for five hours about the sins of Sam Bankman-Fried every time we tell someone about effective charities. Effective altruism is just an overwhelmingly good thing and we should stop pretending that it isn’t. 
1I’m not super counting this as a correct prediction though because opposition to animal farming is mostly on moral grounds, not pandemic-related.
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The Trolley Problem With Real Money


Here's a question that sounds absurd until you think about it: If you saw a child drowning in a pond, you'd jump in to save them, ruining your expensive suit in the process. Nobody would hesitate. But what if, instead of jumping in, you could sell that suit for a thousand dollars and donate the money to a charity that would save not one child but five children from dying of malaria?


The philosopher William MacAskill says you should sell the suit.


This uncomfortable answer sits at the heart of effective altruism, a movement that emerged in the early 2010s and has since channeled hundreds of millions of dollars toward causes its adherents believe do the most good per dollar spent. It's a community that includes Facebook co-founder Dustin Moskovitz, Skype creator Jaan Tallinn, and until his spectacular downfall, cryptocurrency exchange founder Sam Bankman-Fried.


The movement asks a deceptively simple question: If you want to help others, shouldn't you try to help them as much as possible?


The Birth of Calculated Compassion


Effective altruism didn't spring from nowhere. Its intellectual roots trace back to 1972, when the Australian philosopher Peter Singer published an essay called "Famine, Affluence, and Morality." Singer made an argument that still unsettles people half a century later: geographic distance, he insisted, has no moral significance. A starving child in Bangladesh deserves exactly as much of your concern as a starving child next door.


For decades, this remained an interesting philosophical position—the kind of thing students debated in ethics seminars before going on to live perfectly normal lives. But in the late 2000s, several separate communities began coalescing around the idea of actually doing something about it.


One group formed around GiveWell, an organization that emerged from the hedge fund world in 2007. Its founders wanted to apply the same rigorous analysis they used for investments to charitable giving. Which charities actually worked? Which ones wasted money? Could you measure the impact of a donated dollar the way you measured the return on a stock?


Another thread came from Oxford University, where a young philosopher named Toby Ord founded Giving What We Can in 2009. Members pledged to donate at least ten percent of their income to highly effective charities—a secular tithe, but one directed by evidence rather than tradition.


A third strand emerged from the rationalist community clustered around LessWrong, an online forum where participants tried to apply clear thinking to everything from artificial intelligence to personal decision-making. Many of these people were already worried about existential risks—threats that could end or permanently cripple human civilization—and they saw effective altruism as a natural extension of their concerns.


In 2011, these groups merged under a new umbrella organization and held a vote for its name. The winner: the Centre for Effective Altruism.


How to Choose What to Care About


Most charitable giving is driven by emotion. Someone sees a heartbreaking photograph, reads a compelling story, or encounters a charismatic fundraiser. Money flows toward whatever captures attention in the moment.


Effective altruists find this deeply irrational.


Instead, they advocate for what they call "cause prioritization"—the systematic comparison of different ways you might spend your charitable dollars. The framework they developed evaluates causes along three dimensions.


First, importance: How much would the world improve if this problem were solved? Curing aging would be more important than curing a rare disease that affects a handful of people, simply by the numbers.


Second, tractability: How much of the problem can actually be solved with additional resources? Some issues, however important, resist intervention. Others yield dramatically to relatively modest investments.


Third, neglectedness: How much attention is the cause already receiving? If a problem is both important and tractable but already attracts billions in funding, your marginal contribution matters less than it would for an equally worthy cause that few others support.


This framework led effective altruists to some surprising conclusions. Global health and poverty alleviation emerged as obvious priorities—organizations like the Against Malaria Foundation could demonstrate that distributing insecticide-treated bed nets saved lives at a cost of roughly four thousand dollars per death averted. That's an extraordinary return on charitable investment compared to, say, funding an art museum in a wealthy city.


But the framework also pointed toward causes that most people had never considered. Animal welfare, for instance, when measured by the number of sentient beings affected. Factory farms confine and kill billions of chickens every year under conditions that would horrify most consumers if they saw them directly. If animal suffering counts morally—and many effective altruists believe it does—then improving conditions on factory farms might be one of the most impactful things a person could do.


And then there's the long-term future.


The Billion-Year View


Some effective altruists take their reasoning to what critics consider an absurd extreme. If all lives count equally, they argue, then future lives count too. And there could be vastly more future people than there are present people.


This perspective, called longtermism, suggests that reducing existential risks—threats that could either destroy humanity entirely or permanently prevent us from reaching our potential—might be the most important thing we could possibly do. A catastrophe that ended civilization would eliminate not just the eight billion people alive today but the trillions upon trillions of people who might otherwise exist over millions of future years.


From this vantage point, even a small reduction in the probability of human extinction could outweigh almost any present-day intervention. Preventing a pandemic that might kill millions still leaves humanity intact. Preventing an artificial intelligence catastrophe that might end human civilization forever saves effectively everyone who would ever exist.


This is why effective altruist funding has poured into artificial intelligence safety research. The concern isn't science fiction—it's the mathematically driven observation that superintelligent systems, if they ever emerge, might not share human values, and that the transition to a world with such systems could be the most dangerous moment in our species' history.


In 2020, Toby Ord published "The Precipice," a book arguing that humanity faces perhaps a one-in-six chance of existential catastrophe over the next century. He compared our situation to that of a teenager who has acquired tremendous power—nuclear weapons, engineered pathogens, increasingly capable AI—before developing the wisdom to wield it safely.


The Quality-Adjusted Life Year


To compare interventions across wildly different domains, effective altruists needed a common currency. In health economics, that currency is the QALY—the quality-adjusted life year.


The concept works like this: One year of perfect health equals one QALY. A year of life with significant disability might count as 0.7 QALYs, or 0.5, depending on the severity. Death contributes zero. If a treatment extends someone's life by ten years but at reduced quality, you multiply the years by the quality weight to get the total QALYs gained.


This sounds coldly mathematical, and it is. It's also the kind of calculation that health systems around the world already use to decide which treatments to fund. The British National Health Service, for instance, generally won't pay more than twenty to thirty thousand pounds per QALY gained—a threshold that has sparked fierce debate but also forces honest conversations about scarcity and trade-offs.


Effective altruists took this framework and ran with it. GiveWell's recommended charities are selected partly on the basis of cost per life saved or cost per QALY, adjusted for uncertainty. The Against Malaria Foundation, a perennial favorite, achieves its results at rates that dwarf what most developed-world health interventions can match.


But the QALY framework also reveals uncomfortable truths. Many interventions that feel obviously good—building schools, funding scholarships, supporting local hospitals—turn out to be far less cost-effective than distributing antimalarial bed nets or providing vitamin A supplementation to children in developing countries. The intuition that charity should start at home runs directly into the arithmetic of global inequality.


The Drowning Child Problem, Revisited


Return for a moment to that drowning child in the pond. The philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah posed a clever challenge to Singer's original analogy in 2006. What if the most effective action isn't to save the child yourself—ruining your expensive suit in the process—but to sell the suit and donate the proceeds to charity? You could save multiple children instead of just one.


Singer would respond that this misses the point. The drowning child is right in front of you. The duty to rescue is immediate and compelling in a way that the duty to send money is not.


But MacAskill went further. Presented with a scenario in which he could either save a child from a burning building or save a Picasso painting to sell for charity, he said the effective altruist should save the Picasso.


This answer struck many observers as monstrous. The psychologist Alan Jern called it "unnatural, even distasteful, to many people." It violates deep moral intuitions about the importance of immediate rescue, about the special obligations we have to those we can directly help.


MacAskill later softened his position, endorsing a "qualified definition of effective altruism" that acknowledges constraints—special obligations to those nearby, moral rules against letting preventable harm occur right in front of you. But the tension remains. Effective altruism, taken to its logical conclusion, seems to demand that we become calculating machines, optimizing every decision for maximum impact regardless of emotional pull or social convention.


The Problem With Measurement


Not everything that matters can be counted, and not everything that can be counted matters. This aphorism, often attributed to Einstein, captures a fundamental challenge for effective altruism.


The movement's emphasis on evidence and quantification naturally directs resources toward interventions with clear, measurable outcomes. Distributing bed nets is easy to count. So is administering vaccinations or providing deworming medication to schoolchildren. These interventions produce data points: number of nets distributed, number of vaccines administered, reduction in disease prevalence.


But what about political reform? What about strengthening democratic institutions, or fighting corruption, or shifting cultural attitudes toward human rights? These interventions are "worked on one grinding step at a time," as the writer Pascal-Emmanuel Gobry observed, and their results resist controlled experiments.


Critics worry that effective altruism systematically undervalues interventions that address root causes—structural inequality, political oppression, cultural discrimination—in favor of interventions that treat symptoms. Distributing bed nets is wonderful, but it doesn't address the reasons why some countries remain poor while others become rich. It's a band-aid on a wound that requires surgery.


The movement has responded to these criticisms in part by expanding its scope. Open Philanthropy, the grantmaking organization funded primarily by Dustin Moskovitz and Cari Tuna, has made significant investments in criminal justice reform, immigration policy research, and other systemic issues. But the tension between measurable and important remains unresolved.


Effective Altruism and Its Discontents


The New York Times columnist Ross Douthat once imagined "effective altruists sitting around in a San Francisco skyscraper calculating how to relieve suffering halfway around the world while the city decays beneath them." It's a vivid image, and it captures something real about the movement's demographics and blind spots.


Effective altruism emerged from elite universities—Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard, Stanford—and has remained concentrated there. Its adherents are disproportionately male, disproportionately white, and disproportionately employed in technology and finance. The movement's emphasis on impartial, detached reasoning appeals to people who are comfortable with abstraction, which correlates strongly with certain educational and socioeconomic backgrounds.


The philosopher William Schambra has argued that effective altruism undermines the kind of face-to-face, community-based charitable giving that builds social trust and sustains democracy. When neighbors help neighbors, they strengthen bonds of reciprocity that make civil society possible. When donors write checks to distant charities selected by algorithms, they participate in a fundamentally different—and perhaps less valuable—form of altruism.


There's also the awkward matter of how some effective altruists acquired the wealth they're now giving away. The technology industry that produced so many of the movement's major donors has its own moral complexities: addictive social media platforms, algorithmic systems that amplify misinformation, working conditions that have drawn regulatory scrutiny.


And then there's Sam Bankman-Fried.


The FTX Catastrophe


For several years, Bankman-Fried was effective altruism's most prominent public face. The founder of the cryptocurrency exchange FTX, he had made his wealth explicitly to give it away—a strategy the movement called "earning to give." He lived frugally, at least by billionaire standards. He spoke at effective altruism conferences. He funded effective altruism organizations to the tune of hundreds of millions of dollars.


Then, in November 2022, FTX collapsed. Bankman-Fried was eventually convicted of fraud. It emerged that much of his charitable giving had been funded by customer deposits—other people's money, which he had no right to give away.


The scandal forced the movement into painful self-examination. Had effective altruism's emphasis on impact encouraged reckless risk-taking? Had the community been too eager to celebrate a wealthy donor without scrutinizing how he acquired his wealth? Was "earning to give" an invitation to ethical shortcuts—a framework that judged the ends while ignoring the means?


Defenders of effective altruism pointed out that fraud is fraud regardless of the fraudster's stated philosophy. Bankman-Fried's crimes were crimes; his effective altruism was incidental. But critics noted that the movement had provided him with social capital and moral cover, amplifying his influence in ways that may have delayed accountability.


The FTX collapse also revealed the degree to which effective altruism had become dependent on a small number of extremely wealthy donors. When those donors stumbled—whether through fraud, market downturns, or simply changing priorities—the organizations they funded became vulnerable.


What Effective Altruism Gets Right


Despite its controversies, effective altruism has introduced ideas that deserve to outlast any particular scandal or criticism.


The movement has normalized talking about charitable effectiveness. Before GiveWell, most donors had no way to compare charities rigorously. Now there are multiple organizations devoted to researching which interventions work and which don't. This is straightforwardly valuable.


Effective altruism has also surfaced neglected causes. Factory farming affects billions of animals under conditions that are genuinely horrifying, but until recently it received almost no philanthropic attention. Artificial intelligence safety research seemed like science fiction until effective altruists began funding it seriously; now it's a mainstream policy concern.


Perhaps most importantly, the movement has made explicit what was always implicit: that how we allocate our charitable resources involves trade-offs. Giving to one cause means not giving to another. Pretending otherwise—treating all charitable impulses as equally worthy—may be emotionally comfortable, but it comes at the cost of impact.


The philosopher Richard Pettigrew has argued that effective altruists often feel more profound dismay at distant suffering than most people feel for suffering nearby. They're not unemotional calculating machines; they're people whose empathy extends further than convention suggests it should. Larissa MacFarquhar, who profiled several effective altruists in her book "Strangers Drowning," found the same thing: these were not coldly rational optimizers but people possessed by an unusual intensity of moral concern.


The Question That Won't Go Away


In 2015, MacAskill published a book called "Doing Good Better." The title captured both the ambition and the humility of effective altruism. Not doing good perfectly. Not doing the most good possible. Just doing good better than we otherwise would.


This modest framing appeals to people who find the movement's more extreme implications troubling. You don't have to sell the Picasso. You don't have to donate everything above subsistence income to GiveWell's top charities. You don't have to work on AI safety instead of becoming a doctor.


But you could ask whether your giving is actually accomplishing anything. You could compare charities. You could consider causes you'd never thought about. You could do good better.


The drowning child is still in the pond. The question is what you do about it.
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I wish you a Happy Presidents’ Day. Some of you are fans of our current president, and some of you are not. If you are not, I remind you of a saying that was popularized by an indisputably great president, Abraham Lincoln: “And this, too, shall pass away.”
I also hope you had a great Valentine’s Day. Or as outgoing Goldman Sachs general counsel Kathryn Ruemmler wrote to her longtime pal Jeffrey Epstein, “I hope you enjoy[ed] the day with your one true love. :-)”
Speaking of Epstein, I spent much of last week reporting and writing two stories related to the late financier/sexual predator, Paul Weiss’s Firm Culture Fell Victim To The Vampire Rule and 5 Takeaways From Brad Karp’s Emails With Jeffrey Epstein. If you haven’t read them, I do think they’re worth your time, especially if you missed the footnotes (which didn’t appear in the Bloomberg Law version of my “vampire rule” column). I’ve also added updates to both stories that you should check out.
Here at OJ, which isn’t focused on breaking news, I’m rarely the first to cover a story. But I like to think that when I do cover something, I add a depth of reporting and analysis that’s hard to find elsewhere. To my subscribers, your support makes that possible—otherwise, I’d be juggling my writing with a day job—so I thank you.
On a related note, perhaps you can give me some career advice. I write about both the courts and law firms, but sometimes I wonder if I’d be better off focusing on one or the other. Please take my poll:

Now, on to the news.
Lawyer of the Week: Kathryn Ruemmler.
Last Thursday, Kathy Ruemmler (finally) announced that she will resign as GC of Goldman Sachs (eventually—effective June 30). “My responsibility is to put Goldman Sachs’s interests first,” she said in a statement. And the interests of Goldman were clearly being disserved by the Epstein-related controversies swirling around Ruemmler, who appears more than 10,000 times in the Epstein files.
The mentions are often embarrassing—such as thanking “Uncle Jeffrey” for lavish gifts, like a $9,350 Hermès handbag, or asking for his advice about an affair she was allegedly having. “[Y]ou did nothing wrong,” Epstein wrote to her, after she sent him a Times Ethicist column asking whether “a woman who has chosen not to marry [is] responsible for acting as a custodian of another woman’s marriage.”
In fairness to Ruemmler, it’s not clear that any of her Epstein interactions—even the most problematic ones, such as advising him on legal or media problems related to his sex crimes—violated any legal or ethical rules (as discussed by Jenna Greene of Reuters). And all of Ruemmler’s contact with Epstein, who died in August 2019, predated her arrival at Goldman in April 2020.
But as a person close to a Goldman board member told The Financial Times, the Epstein-related revelations about Ruemmler amounted to “a distraction, and it’s embarrassing. It’s not the board’s job to hire and fire people. That is the CEO’s role.”
Goldman CEO David Solomon, however, was a big fan of Ruemmler—who won his trust after helping him prepare to testify before Congress in 2021. Solomon defended Ruemmler for weeks, praising her as an “excellent” and even “extraordinary” lawyer—and when she finally tendered her resignation, he said he accepted it “reluctantly,” declaring that “she will be missed.”
When her time at Goldman concludes on June 30, Ruemmler, 54, could have a hard time finding a new job—but she definitely won’t need one, financially speaking. According to The New York Times, her Goldman stock options are due to vest over the next two years, putting her in line to collect about $80 million—on top of the many millions she’s already earned, as a top Goldman exec and Latham & Watkins partner before that. If I were in Ruemmler’s shoes (or Epstein-gifted boots), I’d retire—and spend the rest of my days enjoying my vast wealth, volunteering at a nonprofit that helps victims of sex trafficking, and finding myself a man (ideally an unmarried one).
Other attorneys in the news:
	Speaking of lawyers leaving high-powered posts, Gail Slater stepped down as Assistant Attorney General for the Antitrust Division—the top antitrust job at the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ)—and some observers fear this could lead to weaker and more unpredictable antitrust enforcement. What led to Slater’s departure? According to Bloomberg, Mike Davis—a top Trump adviser and founder of the Article III Project, a conservative legal advocacy group—played a key role. After Slater announced her resignation, Davis tweeted, “Good riddance.”

	The Epstein files loomed large when Attorney General Pam Bondi testified before the House Judiciary Committee on Wednesday. Asked to apologize for the mishandling of certain documents (where victims’ names were erroneously left unredacted), Bondi refused—even with Epstein survivors in the room. As usual, she insulted various Democrats on the panel—such as Representative Jamie Raskin (D-Md.), whom she called a “washed-up, loser lawyer.”

	In other Justice Department news, lawyers are leaving the DOJ in droves—especially assistant U.S. attorneys, with U.S. attorneys’ offices losing 14 percent of their headcount between November 2024 and November 2025.

	One high-profile lawyer who recently quit his job as an AUSA was Joseph H. Thompson, former acting U.S. attorney for the District of Minnesota. Now in private practice, he’s representing journalist Don Lemon, who’s fighting federal charges arising from his presence at a disruptive church protest.

	Still on U.S. attorneys’ offices, federal judges in upstate New York appointed Donald Kinsella, a former criminal chief of the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Northern District of New York (N.D.N.Y.), as the new head of that office—but hours later, he was fired by Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche.

	Because they don’t require blue slips or other support from Democratic senators, appointments at Main Justice can still happen. On Tuesday, the Senate confirmed Daniel Burrows, 52-46, to lead the DOJ’s Office of Legal Policy.

	Burrows isn’t the only lawyer with a new job. Liz Magill—who resigned as president of the University of Pennsylvania in December 2023, after an ill-fated congressional hearing about antisemitism on college campuses—was announced as the new dean of Georgetown Law. In an interview with Evan Mandery of Politico, she reflected on the events of 2023 and the lessons she learned.

	At least two American lawyers are participating in the 2026 Winter Olympics in Italy: Rich Ruohonen, a Minnesota personal-injury lawyer who competes for the U.S. in curling, and Jared Firestone, a South Florida lawyer who competes for Israel in skeleton (a type of sledding).

	Regarding last week’s Lawyer of the Week, Julie Le—the federal government lawyer who declared that her (former) job responding to habeas petitions from detained immigrants “sucks”—62 percent of OJ readers approved of her in-court comments, while 28 percent disapproved. For a thoughtful discussion of Le’s remarks by Sarah Isgur and David French, check out Advisory Opinions.


In memoriam: Ray Mouton—a lawyer who represented one of the first Roman Catholic priests to be criminally charged with child sexual abuse, then tried to warn the church about the crisis—passed away at 78. May he rest in peace. 
Judge of the Week: Judge Lydia Kay Griggsby.
Are law clerks starting to become more comfortable filing complaints against allegedly abusive judges? We’ve learned about three complaints of judicial misconduct over the past three months—involving Judge Sarah Merriam (2d Cir.), former judge Mark Wolf (D. Mass.), and now Judge Lydia Griggsby (D. Md.)
A former law clerk to Judge Griggsby accused her of maintaining an “abusive workplace” in chambers, as described in news coverage from NPR and Bloomberg Law, as well as an order issued by Fourth Circuit Chief Judge Albert Diaz (via Howard Bashman at How Appealing). Consistent with protocol, Chief Judge’s order doesn’t name Judge Griggsby—but sources told Carrie Johnson of NPR and Jacqueline Thomsen and Suzanne Monyak of Bloomberg that the judge in question is Griggsby.
Most of the allegations amount to claims of verbal abuse—e.g., “berat[ing],” “interrupt[ing],” “belittl[ing],” “rais[ing her] voice,” and “verbal browbeating.” This is, if true, improper and inappropriate—but when dealing with claims of this nature, there’s admittedly a subjective element.
Some of the accusations amount to claims of a harsh communication style—e.g., referring to a particular piece of work product as “crap.” I don’t know that this is abusive per se. When I worked at Wachtell Lipton, the partners could be quite candid in their feedback—which some people appreciate, and some don’t. Being constantly told that your output is “crap,” in a raised and angry voice, would be abusive. But imagine a workplace where you’re praised for good work product, and called out candidly for subpar work—e.g., “David, normally your bench memos are fantastic—but let’s be honest, this one was crap.” Is that abusive?
One of the allegations involves the judge “expect[ing] law clerks to give updates on the more than 200 cases assigned to them”—and administering a “verbal browbeating” if the clerks “were unable to provide, at a moment’s notice, the exact details [the judge] wanted.” Verbal browbeating is unacceptable, obviously. But having to provide updates on many, many cases is simply part of your job when you’re clerking for a busy district judge. Does Judge Griggsby have unreasonable expectations? Or is the complaining clerk being a little snowflake-y?
Here are some of the more colorful allegations from Chief Judge Diaz’s order—all direct quotations, but I’m not putting them in quotation marks to avoid the double quote marks—followed by commentary from me, in brackets:
	When complainant’s co-clerk “asked the judge if she could be excused to eat lunch [one] afternoon, the judge told her she would have to bring her lunch into the judge’s office and eat standing up in front of the judge if she wanted to take a lunch break.” [Bad, but it appears the judge denies this—and according to Chief Judge Diaz, “I’m satisfied that the subject judge did not literally order the co-clerk to eat lunch standing up.”]

	While his co-clerk was using the chambers bathroom, the judge banged on the door and yelled, “That’s my bathroom!” Neither complainant nor his coclerk were aware of any restrictions on the use of the bathroom. [This should have been made clear to clerks at the outset of the clerkship—but I will say that during my clerkship, it was crystal clear that we were not to use the judge’s bathroom.]

	The subject judge remarked that [she] “no longer wished to hire any ‘diversity candidates’” after expressing dissatisfaction with an intern’s performance. [Interesting—Judge Griggsby is a Black woman, but maybe she doesn’t want advancing diversity to result in any compromises on work product. In response to this allegation, she “emphasized strong support for diversity in the federal judiciary, in both word and deed.”]


What did Judge Griggsby have to say for herself, and how was the complaint resolved? From Chief Judge Diaz’s order:
Although the subject judge disputes some of the allegations in the judicial complaint, the judge accepts that the environment and atmosphere in the chambers at that time resulted in an abusive workplace. The subject judge deeply regrets the impact of the judge’s actions on the chambers staff.
Importantly, the subject judge acted to improve the workplace environment in chambers after the resignations of complainant and his co-clerk by (1) meeting with a mentor judge to discuss best practices for chambers management, (2) implementing informal coffee hours with staff, (3) scheduling periodic informal outings for chambers staff with the judge, (4) extending the time for weekly docket review meetings, (5) conducting informal exit interviews, and (6) allowing incoming law clerks to shadow the outgoing clerks.

Judge Griggsby also agreed to additional steps, such as attending regular meetings with Chief Judge Diaz, to be held every two months, and attending workplace training annually, alongside chambers staff.
Aliza Shatzman of the Legal Accountability Project, an advocate of greater workplace protections for law clerks, expressed doubt to NPR that such measures will be sufficient. I’m a bit more willing than Shatzman to see how this plays out. But if similar complaints end up being lodged against Judge Griggsby after implementation of these corrective measures (as we saw with Judge Merriam), that would lend support to Shatzman’s argument that a new approach is needed.
Judge Griggsby was in the news last week for another reason: she’s presiding over the criminal tax and false-statement trial of prominent (but now retired) Supreme Court advocate Tom Goldstein. For more on that, see Litigation of the Week (below).
In other news about judges and the judiciary:
	Although he’s been on the bench for little more than a year, since his December 2024 appointment by Joe Biden, Judge Brian E. Murphy (D. Mass.) has already issued a number of newsworthy rulings against the Trump administration, as described in this Law360 profile.

	Speaking of judges ruling against the administration, the Trump DOJ is asking U.S. attorneys to provide examples of alleged judicial activism, with an eye toward possible impeachment referrals to the House of Representatives.

	After complaints from a group of Republican state attorneys general, the Federal Judicial Center (FJC) removed a chapter about climate change from the Reference Manual on Scientific Evidence, a resource produced by the FJC to help judges understand complex scientific topics that might arise in their cases.

	Ten years ago this month, Justice Antonin Scalia passed away. For an insightful evaluation of his legacy, check out this SCOTUSblog post by Professor Brian Fitzpatrick (a former Scalia clerk).


In nominations news, Donald Trump announced four new Article III judicial nominees: Sheria Clarke (D.S.C.), a litigation partner in the Greenville office of Nelson Mullins; Katie Lane (D. Mont.), senior legal counsel for the Republican National Committee and former deputy solicitor general for Montana (D. Mont.); Evan Rikhye (D.V.I.), senior counsel at Walmart and a former federal prosecutor in the Virgin Islands; and associate White House counsel&nbsp;Kara Westercamp (Ct. Int’l Trade).


Job of the Week: an opportunity for energy and infrastructure associates in Houston.
Lateral Link is assisting a leading international law firm in searching for junior to midlevel associates to join its energy and infrastructure practice in Houston. This role offers the opportunity to advise corporate and private equity clients on complex commercial transactions, project development, and cross-border investments across the energy, infrastructure, oil and gas, LNG, power, and mining sectors. Candidates should have 2+ years of experience at a top-tier or international law firm with a strong background in corporate M&A and energy or infrastructure transactions. This position offers significant responsibility, direct client exposure, and meaningful deal experience. Significant sign-on bonuses are available for the right candidates. If you’re interested (or know someone who might be), please send your résumé to Wendy Boone at wendyboone@laterallink.com for immediate consideration.
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    Deep Dive

    Jeffrey Epstein

    Based on Wikipedia: Jeffrey Epstein


How does a college dropout with no credentials end up teaching physics at one of Manhattan's most exclusive prep schools, befriending billionaires, and building a financial empire shrouded in mystery? The story of Jeffrey Epstein is less a biography than a series of impossible leaps—each one stranger than the last, each one leading deeper into a web of wealth, power, and unspeakable crimes.


The Brooklyn Boy


Jeffrey Edward Epstein was born on January 20, 1953, in Brooklyn, New York. His parents, Pauline and Seymour Epstein, were Jewish and had married just months before his birth. The family was modest by any measure. Seymour worked as a groundskeeper for the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation. Pauline was a school aide and homemaker. Neighbors remembered them as quiet and humble.


Jeffrey and his younger brother Mark grew up in Sea Gate, a private gated community at the western tip of Coney Island. Within the family, Jeffrey earned the nickname "Bear," while Mark was called "Puggie." Childhood friends described young Jeffrey as "sweet and generous," though also "quiet and nerdy." A female friend later recalled him as "just an average boy, very smart in math, slightly overweight, freckles, always smiling."


But he was far from average academically. Epstein began playing piano at age five and was considered a talented musician. He skipped two grades, graduating from Lafayette High School in 1969 at just sixteen years old. He attended advanced mathematics classes at Cooper Union, then transferred to the Courant Institute of Mathematical Sciences at New York University, where he studied mathematical physiology. He left without a degree in 1974.


The Dalton Mystery


Here's where the story takes its first improbable turn.


In September 1974, at twenty-one years old and without a college degree, Epstein somehow landed a job teaching physics and mathematics at the Dalton School. This wasn't just any school. Dalton was one of the most prestigious and expensive private schools on Manhattan's Upper East Side. Its students came from New York's wealthiest families.


The headmaster, Donald Barr—father of future Attorney General William Barr—had recently departed, and the school was known for making unconventional hires. But even by those standards, hiring an uncredentialed twenty-one-year-old to teach teenagers was remarkable.


Former students would later recall troubling behavior. Epstein allegedly paid constant attention to underage female students and once showed up at a party where young people were drinking. Students often saw him flirting with the girls he was supposed to be teaching.


But something else happened at Dalton that would shape Epstein's future. He met Alan Greenberg, the chief executive officer of Bear Stearns, one of Wall Street's major investment banks. Greenberg's children attended the school. According to Greenberg's daughter, Lynne Koeppel, Epstein managed to influence another Dalton parent into advocating for him to her father.


In June 1976, Epstein was dismissed from Dalton for "poor performance." Within weeks, he had a job at Bear Stearns.


The Wall Street Ascent


Epstein started at Bear Stearns as a low-level junior assistant to a floor trader—about as entry-level as you can get on Wall Street. But his rise was swift. He became an options trader in the special products division, then moved to advising the bank's wealthiest clients on tax strategies.


Among his clients was Edgar Bronfman, the president of Seagram, the Canadian beverage giant. Jimmy Cayne, who would later become Bear Stearns' chief executive, praised Epstein's skill with wealthy clients and complex financial products.


By 1980, just four years after joining as a floor assistant, Epstein had become a limited partner. This was extraordinary. Bear Stearns partnerships were coveted positions, typically reserved for seasoned financiers with decades of experience and proven track records.


Then, in 1981, it ended abruptly. Epstein was asked to leave. According to his own sworn testimony, he had been guilty of a "Reg D violation"—a breach of securities regulations governing private placements. Despite this departure, he remained close to Cayne and Greenberg and stayed a client of Bear Stearns until the bank's collapse in 2008.


The Bounty Hunter Years


After leaving Bear Stearns, Epstein founded Intercontinental Assets Group, a consulting firm with an unusual specialty: recovering stolen money from fraudulent brokers and lawyers. He described his work as being a "high-level bounty hunter."


He told friends he worked sometimes for governments and the wealthy to recover embezzled funds. Other times, he claimed, he worked for people who had embezzled funds. The morality was flexible, the clients were wealthy, and the work was lucrative.


One documented client was Ana Obregón, a Spanish actress and heiress. In 1982, Epstein helped her recover millions that had vanished when Drysdale Government Securities collapsed amid fraud allegations.


During the mid-1980s, Epstein traveled frequently between the United States, Europe, and the Middle East. The period is murky. He possessed an Austrian passport with his photograph but a false name, listing his residence as Saudi Arabia. Why would a Brooklyn-born financier need a fraudulent foreign passport? The answer has never been fully explained.


The Intelligence Question


Some of Epstein's associates from this era would later make remarkable claims. Steven Hoffenberg, a business partner, alleged in 2020 that Epstein had been recruited in the 1980s by a defense contractor named Douglas Leese to work for British intelligence. Epstein himself told people at the time that he was an intelligence agent.


Was this true, or was it a con man's convenient fiction—a way to explain mysterious wealth and unexplainable connections?


A suggestive detail emerged years later. In 2017, a former senior White House official reported that Alexander Acosta—the United States Attorney who would eventually give Epstein a controversial plea deal—had explained his lenient handling of the case to Donald Trump's transition team with an extraordinary statement: "I was told Epstein 'belonged to intelligence' and to 'leave it alone'." Acosta allegedly said the matter was "above his pay grade."


During this period, one of Epstein's clients was Adnan Khashoggi, the Saudi Arabian arms dealer who served as the middleman in the Iran-Contra affair—the Reagan administration's secret scheme to sell weapons to Iran and funnel the proceeds to right-wing rebels in Nicaragua. Khashoggi was introduced to Epstein by Leese, the same defense contractor later alleged to have recruited Epstein for intelligence work.


None of this proves Epstein was a spy. But it establishes that from early in his career, he moved in circles where intelligence, arms dealing, and vast sums of money intersected.


The Ponzi Scheme


In 1987, Steven Hoffenberg hired Epstein as a consultant for Towers Financial Corporation, a collection agency that bought debts owed to hospitals, banks, and phone companies. Hoffenberg set Epstein up in offices in the elegant Villard Houses in Manhattan and paid him twenty-five thousand dollars per month—a substantial sum that would be equivalent to roughly sixty-nine thousand dollars today.


The two men refashioned themselves as corporate raiders, using Towers Financial as their vehicle. They made unsuccessful bids to take over Pan American World Airways in 1987 and Emery Air Freight in 1988. They traveled everywhere on Hoffenberg's private jet.


But Towers Financial was a fraud.


In 1993, the company imploded when it was exposed as one of the largest Ponzi schemes in American history. A Ponzi scheme is a type of fraud where returns to earlier investors are paid using capital from newer investors, rather than from legitimate profits. It works until new money stops flowing in, at which point everything collapses. Towers Financial lost over four hundred fifty million dollars of investor money—equivalent to roughly one billion dollars today.


In court documents, Hoffenberg claimed Epstein was intimately involved in the fraud. Yet Epstein had left the company by 1989, and he was never charged. Hoffenberg went to prison. Epstein walked away.


The Billionaire's Right-Hand Man


In 1988, even while still consulting for Hoffenberg, Epstein founded his own financial management firm, J. Epstein and Company. He claimed the firm only accepted clients with a net worth exceeding one billion dollars, though others have expressed skepticism about how exclusive he really was.


What's certain is that he landed the biggest client of his career: Leslie Wexner.


Wexner was the founder and chief executive of L Brands, the retail empire that included Victoria's Secret, Bath and Body Works, and The Limited. He was one of the wealthiest people in America. In 1986, Epstein met Wexner through mutual acquaintances in Palm Beach. By 1987, Epstein had become Wexner's financial adviser.


The relationship quickly became extraordinary. In July 1991, Wexner granted Epstein full power of attorney over all his affairs. This is an almost unheard-of arrangement between a billionaire and his financial adviser. It meant Epstein could hire and fire people on Wexner's behalf, sign checks, buy and sell properties, borrow money—essentially anything of a legally binding nature.


Epstein managed Wexner's wealth and oversaw projects like the construction of Wexner's yacht, the Limitless. He made millions in fees. He attended Victoria's Secret fashion shows and hosted models at his New York City home. He represented himself as a global talent scout for the lingerie brand—a position that would later be revealed as a tool for sexual manipulation.


By 1995, Epstein was a director of the Wexner Foundation and president of Wexner's property development company. Although never officially employed by L Brands, he corresponded frequently with company executives and wielded enormous influence.


The Island Tax Haven


In 1996, Epstein restructured his firm as the Financial Trust Company and moved its base to St. Thomas in the United States Virgin Islands. This was a tax strategy. By relocating to the Virgin Islands, Epstein reduced his federal income taxes by ninety percent.


The Virgin Islands offered something unusual: the tax benefits of an offshore haven combined with access to the American banking system. You could avoid most taxes while still moving money through major American banks. Epstein capitalized on connections at JP Morgan, particularly with banker Jes Staley, to maintain close ties with that institution's subsidiary in the territory.


By 2002, according to New York Magazine, Epstein's financial operation employed one hundred fifty people across three locations: the Villard Houses in Manhattan, Wexner's operation in Columbus, Ohio, and St. Thomas. Twenty of those employees were accountants.


The Money Trail


Where did Epstein's money actually come from? This question has never been fully answered, but some numbers have emerged.


According to Forbes, reporting in 2025, the great majority of Epstein's wealth between 1999 and 2018 came from four hundred ninety million dollars in fees—most of it from just two billionaires. Leslie Wexner paid him roughly two hundred million dollars. Leon Black, the private equity titan who founded Apollo Global Management, paid one hundred seventy million. The remaining reported income—three hundred ten million dollars—came from investment returns generated by his companies.


When Epstein died, he was worth approximately six hundred million dollars.


But questions linger. Senator Ron Wyden stated in Congress that a Treasury Department file on Epstein detailed, from a single account, four thousand seven hundred twenty-five wire transfers totaling one point one billion dollars. The file also showed extensive financial correspondence from Russian banks connected to his sex trafficking activities.


Throughout his career, Epstein engaged no fewer than seventy-five lawyers. This is not a typo. Seventy-five lawyers. The list included some of the most prominent names in American law: Alan Dershowitz, the Harvard professor and celebrity defense attorney; Kenneth Starr, who had led the investigation of President Bill Clinton; Roy Black, one of Miami's most famous criminal defense attorneys; and Jay Lefkowitz, a former White House official.


The Social Network


Epstein was, above all else, a collector of powerful people.


His address book and flight logs, released over years of investigations, read like a who's who of global influence. Politicians, billionaires, scientists, royalty—he cultivated relationships with them all. Bill Clinton flew on Epstein's private jet multiple times. Donald Trump called him a "terrific guy" in 2002 and noted that Epstein liked women "on the younger side." Prince Andrew, the Duke of York, was a regular guest at Epstein's properties.


Documents released by the House Democratic Caucus in September 2025 revealed connections to Peter Thiel, the billionaire tech investor; Elon Musk, the world's richest man; Bill Gates, the Microsoft founder; Larry Summers, the former Treasury Secretary and Harvard president; and Steve Bannon, the political strategist. The documents included over twenty thousand pages of Epstein's emails from 2011 to 2018, many involving conversations about Donald Trump.


Why did so many powerful people associate with a man whose behavior raised obvious red flags? The answers vary. Some claim ignorance. Some point to Epstein's reputation as a financial genius. Some suggest he was useful—a man who could connect people, solve problems, or make inconvenient things disappear.


And some, it would eventually emerge, shared his appetite for young girls.


The Crimes


In 2005, police in Palm Beach, Florida, began investigating Epstein after a parent reported that he had sexually abused her fourteen-year-old daughter. What they discovered was systematic horror.


Federal officials eventually identified thirty-six girls, some as young as fourteen, whom Epstein had allegedly sexually abused. The investigation revealed a pattern: Epstein and his associates recruited vulnerable young girls, often from disadvantaged backgrounds, with offers of money for "massages." The massages became sexual abuse. Some victims were then recruited to bring in more girls, creating a pyramid of exploitation.


The girls were subjected to repeated rape and sexual violence by Epstein and his associates. They were trafficked between his homes in Palm Beach, New York City, New Mexico, and the US Virgin Islands. The abuse spanned years. Dozens of victims. Systematic. Organized. Predatory.


The Sweetheart Deal


What happened next should have been straightforward: a wealthy man credibly accused of raping dozens of children should go to prison for the rest of his life.


Instead, Epstein received one of the most controversial plea deals in American legal history.


In 2008, he pleaded guilty to two Florida state charges: procuring a child for prostitution and soliciting a prostitute. The language itself was obscene—these were children, not prostitutes. He was sentenced to eighteen months in county jail but served only thirteen months. Even that was a fiction: he was allowed to leave the jail six days a week for "work release" at his Palm Beach office.


The deal was engineered by Alexander Acosta, then the United States Attorney for the Southern District of Florida. Acosta would later serve as Secretary of Labor in the Trump administration until reporting on the Epstein deal forced his resignation. When asked why he had been so lenient, Acosta allegedly offered the explanation about Epstein "belonging to intelligence."


The plea deal granted immunity not just to Epstein but to "any potential co-conspirators"—a provision that protected anyone who had participated in the abuse. Victims were not consulted or even informed. A federal judge would later rule that the deal violated the Crime Victims' Rights Act.


The Arrest


For a decade after his Florida conviction, Epstein continued his life largely unchanged. He was a registered sex offender, but he still flew on private jets, entertained at his Manhattan townhouse, and maintained his network of wealthy and powerful friends.


Then, on July 6, 2019, he was arrested at Teterboro Airport in New Jersey after returning from Paris. Federal prosecutors in New York charged him with sex trafficking of minors in Florida and New York. This time, there would be no sweetheart deal.


Epstein was held at the Metropolitan Correctional Center in Manhattan, a federal jail known for housing high-profile defendants. He was denied bail after prosecutors argued he was a flight risk with the resources to flee the country.


The Death


On August 10, 2019, Jeffrey Epstein was found dead in his jail cell.


Barbara Sampson, the New York City medical examiner, ruled his death a suicide by hanging. But almost immediately, questions erupted. Epstein had been taken off suicide watch despite a previous apparent suicide attempt. The guards assigned to check on him had allegedly fallen asleep and falsified records. Security cameras malfunctioned.


Forensic pathologist Michael Baden, hired by Epstein's brother, disputed the suicide ruling. He pointed to fractures in Epstein's neck that he said were more consistent with homicide than hanging. The prison staff's failures were so egregious that they were criminally charged, though those charges were eventually dropped.


Public skepticism was immediate and widespread. The phrase "Epstein didn't kill himself" became a cultural meme, appearing everywhere from sports broadcasts to military communications. The theory wasn't crazy: here was a man with damaging information about some of the world's most powerful people, dead in a federal facility under circumstances that strained credulity.


In July 2025, the Federal Bureau of Investigation released closed-circuit television footage intended to prove Epstein died by suicide. But when the Department of Justice released the footage, approximately two minutes and fifty-three seconds was missing. The video had been modified despite the FBI's claim that it was the raw, unaltered recording.


The missing footage did nothing to quiet suspicions.


The Aftermath


Since Epstein's death precluded criminal prosecution, a judge dismissed all charges against him on August 29, 2019. The dead cannot be tried.


But his associate Ghislaine Maxwell faced justice. Maxwell, the daughter of British media mogul Robert Maxwell, had been Epstein's longtime companion and, prosecutors alleged, his chief procurer of victims. She recruited young girls, groomed them for abuse, and participated in the crimes herself.


In 2021, Maxwell was convicted on federal charges of sex trafficking and conspiracy. She was found guilty of helping Epstein procure girls, including a fourteen-year-old, for sexual abuse. She is currently serving a twenty-year prison sentence.


Civil lawsuits by Epstein's victims have resulted in settlements worth hundreds of millions of dollars. JP Morgan and Deutsche Bank, which maintained accounts for Epstein long after his first conviction, paid substantial settlements to victims. The Wexner family gave one hundred million dollars to various causes, though Leslie Wexner has never been charged with any crime.


The Questions That Remain


The Epstein case left behind a tangle of unanswered questions.


How did a college dropout become a teacher at an elite school, then a Wall Street partner, then a financial adviser to billionaires? The career trajectory defies conventional explanation. At each stage, doors opened that should have remained closed.


Was he an intelligence asset? The Austrian passport with a false name, the claims from associates, Acosta's alleged explanation—none of it proves anything, but none of it has been explained either.


Who else participated in his crimes? The plea deal granted immunity to unnamed co-conspirators. Flight logs show numerous prominent passengers on Epstein's plane, but the distinction between those who were merely transported and those who participated in abuse has never been fully litigated in court.


Did he really kill himself? The official ruling stands, but the circumstances—the sleeping guards, the broken cameras, the modified footage—have convinced many that the truth remains hidden.


And perhaps most troubling: how did he operate so openly for so long? Dozens of victims. Decades of abuse. A previous conviction. And still, the powerful kept visiting, the money kept flowing, and the system kept failing to stop him.


The Epstein case revealed something uncomfortable about how power works. Enough money buys not just luxury but impunity. Enough connections make you untouchable—or nearly so. And when you threaten to expose those connections, you become dangerous in a way that wealth alone cannot protect against.


Jeffrey Epstein is dead. Ghislaine Maxwell is in prison. But the full story of who knew, who participated, and who protected this operation may never be told. The powerful have long memories and longer reach. And some secrets, it seems, are meant to stay buried.
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The NBA has been dealing with controversy over rampant and shameless tanking lately, and it’s easy to see why. For those who are unaware, teams tank (that is, lose intentionally) because doing so improves their odds in the draft lottery, which determines which players they can select in each year’s amateur draft. Draft position is important in all major professional sports leagues, but it’s uniquely so in the NBA, because there’s only five players on the floor for a give team at any one time and the league is more star-driven than any other sport; it’s widely understood that winning a championship is (almost) impossible if you don’t have a top-ten player, preferably a top-five player. So a lot of teams are openly trying to lose, and they’re doing so more brazenly and earlier and earlier in the season as time goes on. Which, you know, is not a great look.
For example. Recently the Utah Jazz, one of the most fervently tanking teams in the league, played a game against the Orlando Magic. They were winning at the half, then proceeded to bench their three best players in the second half, turning a very winnable game into a loss. To make it even more obvious, the Magic had a three point lead in the last moments of the game, the Jazz had possession and a timeout, and did not use that timeout to set up a potential game-tying three-pointer. That very same day, the Washington Wizards held out every decent player on their roster in order to lose a game against the dreadful Brooklyn Nets, who had lost a game by 50 not that long before. All of this happened before this weekend’s All-Star break, which is traditionally thought of as the halfway point in the season and where the regular season gets serious. It’s bad out there.
Tanking is bad and wrong and wrecks sports and destroys fan trust, and it intersects with another troubling problem for the league, which is “load management,” which means sitting players who are healthy enough to play in order to limit the wear and tear on their bodies. The Los Angeles Lakers certainly aren’t tanking, but that fact would be of little comfort to a family of five that bought tickets well in advance to see them play a recent game against the hometown San Antonio Spurs. Decent seats, parking, food, and a souvenir for each of the kids could easily exceed $1,000 for three hours of entertainment, even in a smaller market like San Antonio. Now imagine being the dad of that family and telling the kids when you get there that the Lakers were holding out their five best players, including consensus top-five player Luka Doncic and LeBron James, who’s still probably the most famous active athlete in the country. You’re training those kids to think that the NBA doesn’t give a shit about them, and this is in a context where traditional team sports are fighting for their lives to attract the interest of kids who are addicted to Minecraft and Roblox. The long-term impact of this stuff is clear, even in a context where ratings have rebounded.
Tanking is a specific manifestation of a more general attitude that’s gripped the NBA specifically and sports generally in the past decade or two, thanks in large part to the influence of analytics: the notion that it’s better to lose a ton than to win some, better to be a terrible team than to be one that’s good enough to make the playoffs and maybe win a series or two but not good enough to win a title. It’s an all-or-nothing attitude towards team sports, and it breaks the basic logic of athletics - the assumption that it’s better to win than to lose.

So consider this discussion on the r/BillSimmons subreddit, which itself refers to a Twitter conversation about players who are good but not good enough to take a team to a championship and thus (the thinking goes) should not receive large contracts or be acquired with important team resources. To be clear, I’m picking this thread more or less at random and using it as a stand-in for the broader NBA conversation going on in podcasts and on Twitter and Reddit etc. The thread points to Paolo Banchero, a forward for the Magic who not that long ago was considered one of the brightest young stars in the league but who has recently seen his perceived value drop like a stone. To be clear, Banchero is a great player who I find uniquely enjoyable to watch, but he’s not a particularly efficient scorer, which makes him the target of the still-influential NBA snob demographic. The perceived scenario is that Banchero’s not good enough to get the Magic to a title, but his contract cripples their financial flexibility, while Magic fans are (understandably) possessive of him and would be upset if the team traded him. Jeremias Engelmann, creator of Real Plus Minus metric and something of an influence in this era of “actually it’s cool and good when NBA teams suck,” calls these players Quagmires - good enough to win games, not good enough to win titles, will suck up a lot of your salary cap space, leaves you in limbo.
I think this attitude is really destructive, and to demonstrate why, I want to talk about what it’s been like to be a 21st-century Chicago Bulls fan. The Michael Jordan dynasty obviously thrilled me, and in fact kind of bent my perception of what it’s like to be a sports fan, but I was a child then. Since I became a legal adult, the Bulls have not sniffed another championship. What we’ve had has been an immediate post-Jordan period that featured some of the most atrocious basketball you’ve ever seen; an era with a young, driven, winning team that made the playoffs and were a lot of fun and had zero chance of playing for a title; the tragedy of the Derrick Rose era; and a subsequent period of the most listless, directionless, emotionally-deadening teams you can imagine. I want to focus on that second era, the period with a young competitive team led by Luol Deng, Ben Gordon, and Kirk Hinrich, a team that made the playoffs three straight years, played some enjoyable competitive games against the dominant “Big Three” Miami Heat, saw Gordon win Six Man of the Year, and never fooled a single basketball analyst or fan into thinking that they were a championship contender. And what drives me insane is that the current “meta” would have you believe that the fun, spunky, winning Deng-Gordon-Hinrich era was worse than when the team was winning 17 games, under the theory that it’s better to bottom out than to be good but not good enough. That logic drives me crazy. It’s sports nihilism.
First, let’s remember some Bulls from the immediate post-Jordan era.
Bill Wennington
Dickey Simpkins
Kornél Dávid aka Dávid Kornél
Dragan Tarlac (yes that is the name of an actual former NBA player)
Fred Hoiberg
Charles Oakley (in his 17th season)
Ronald Dupree
Norman Richardson (team the following season: Scavolini Pesaro)
Dalibor Bagarić
Marcus Fizer (ugh)
Jake Voskuhl
Tyson Chandler (when he sucked)
Eddie Curry (who always sucked)
Khalid el-Amin
Jannero Pargo
There were some rough, rough years there. Over a five-year period, the Bulls averaged a record of 21-61, and that’s not even including the 13 wins of the strike-shortened 1999 season. Moving on from the Jordan-Pippen-Jackson era was always going to be difficult, but also the team was run by the basketball terrorist duo of GM Jerry Krause and owner Jerry Reinsdorf, both of whom hated winning, Chicago Bulls fans, and joy itself. We had Jamal Crawford for a bit, but he wasn’t yet what he became; we had Elton Brand, but in his in-over-his-head-first-overall-pick-franchise-savior era, not 25-and-10-career-renaissance LA Clippers era; we had Jalen Rose going from being a feisty second option on a championship-contending Indiana Pacers team to being misused and overwhelmed as an alpha on the Bulls. There was some talent, but there was zero winning, and the now largely-forgotten loss of once-in-a-generation point guard prospect Jay Williams cast a pall over everything. There was a lot of gallows humor in the immediate post-Jordan season - “Hey, silver lining, Toni Kukoc unleashed!” - but everyone knew that we were in for some pain. We just didn’t know how much and for how long. That Deng-Gordon-Heinrich period was such a salve after all those awful, misshapen teams; it was so fun to root for those guys. And the idea that it would have been better to lose 50+ games again rather than field a competitive NBA team, which is now inescapable in basketball discourse, is anathema to me.
Here is my Luol Deng Law.
Winning is better than losing, and having good players is better than having bad players

Sounds simple! Indeed, to many of you, it might sound too obvious to be worth saying. But consider that Twitter thread and the Reddit conversation about it. The original post, from Twitter user bluelemxnade, says
Paolo Theory is the idea that drafting a good-not-great player like a fringe all-star with a top pick could be more detrimental than drafting a bust because said players are disproportionately likely to be overcommitted to by their franchises in team building/cap allocation

There you have it: you’d rather have a bust than a star who can’t get you a trophy. You’d rather have Marcus Fizer, the most depressing draft pick in that whole sad run, than Paolo Banchero. You’d rather go 20-62 than 46-36. You’d rather suck shit than be decent. A commenter on the Reddit thread says, “good thought experiment - would the Pelicans have been better off if Zion was a Kwame Brown-like bust? hard to tell.” Zion Williamson is a uniquely depressing figure, a transcendently talented prospect who has struggled with his weight and innumerable injuries and who genuinely seems not to care about basketball. (This accusation is made all the time, in pro sports, and is almost never true, but with Zion I’m willing to be convinced.) Even so - you’d rather he have been Michael Olowokandi? Anthony Bennett? Darko Miličić? It’s just hard for me to fathom that. And if it’s correct in the strictest practical sense, then that indicates a league with badly broken incentives that needs to follow major league baseball in making major changes to save fan interest and rescue the game.
I name this law after Luol Deng because a) the Bulls are my team and b) he was a highly-drafted1 player who was good enough to elevate a team but not good enough to make it a serious contender and c) he played for teams that won a bunch of games, made the playoffs, thrilled the fans, and never had any real shot of making or winning an NBA Finals. Perhaps he’s an imperfect avatar here, but I don’t care. He was a fun, competitive Swiss army knife of a player who always brought maximum effort for the Bulls, a fan favorite, a winner, and a guy who topped out at making a couple of All-Star rosters as an end-of-bench reserve and was never going to be the best guy on a championship team.
Deng slipping to the seventh pick in the draft would have seemed like a minor upset during his one and only college season at Duke, where he lost in the finals of the NCAA tournament to Gordon’s UConn Huskies team. Deng was considered a plus-plus athlete at that point, with tantalizing upside; his stock was somewhat dragged down by the fact that he was a bit of a tweener. His career, honestly, was a little unfortunate in that he would have potentially fit much better in the NBA that emerged in the years following his prime; he played long enough to see a little of the pace-and-space, three-point-dominant modern NBA game. He only shot 33% from three for his career, and on about two or three attempts a game, but had he been born five years later he might have been developed into a quintessential 3-and-D guy. Mostly, I pick Deng here because he is the Bull I most associate with those fun, winning Scott Skiles Bulls teams, the ones before the massive talent injection of Rose and Joakim Noah and Taj Gibson, the ones who could never, ever have beaten the LeBron Heat. He was never a max guy like Banchero, but he was a good player, the kind you should want on your team, and since he played on teams that never came close to winning a ring, he and those teams are considered a special kind of failure by many modern NBA analysts.
There are a million suggestions for how to fix the NBA, and dedicated basketball fans now tend to roll their eyes at the discourse. One of the best suggestions is one that will never happen: shortening the season, perhaps from the current 82 games to 66. Bill Simmons has been making this case for many years. Players would have fewer injuries, there would be much less reason to rest healthy stars, and every game would matter that much more. The trouble is that the league makes money based on how many games fans can attend and how many can be broadcast, so that’s almost certainly not happening. Getting rid of pick protections is much more feasible and would be a good start. Some have contemplated eliminating the amateur draft altogether and with it any direct incentive to lose; in such a world, rookies would be free agents like any other and available to sign with whoever they want. I admit that this idea is intriguing, but it’s genuinely hard for me to imagine how lower-revenue, smaller-market teams like the Utah Jazz or Minnesota Timberwolves could put together championship teams under those conditions. It’s hard enough for them to do so now. One way or another, something has to change.
Aside from structural changes, I think we just need to let go of this “championship or bust” mindset. The big four sports leagues (NBA, NFL, MLB, NHL) all have thirty or thirty-two teams. Even if we never had any dynasties - my preference, personally - the zero-sum, championship-or-nothing attitude would leave us with vastly more failure than success. I don’t think it’s healthy. I much preferred, for example, the attitude many baseball fans held when I was a kid, where their team could have a winning record, finish well short of the playoffs, and still be seen as having a successful season.
I am of course being a little tongue in cheek with my Luol Deng Law; no one really needs to be told that winning more than less should be the point and that teams should want good-but-not-great players instead of busts. No one should have to articulate a law that says that it’s better for an NBA team to win 45 games than 20. But that idea is very much contested in modern basketball analysis, and it’s left us in this place where the regular season becomes more and more of an afterthought and where teams don’t even appear to be interested in chasing true greatness before the postseason begins. (I believe that, during their record-setting 73-win season, Steph Curry, Klay Thompson, and Draymond Green played 79, 80, and 81 games out of 82, respectively - unthinkable in today’s NBA.) Winning should always be its own logic, but this “Paolo Theory” business is an explicit articulation of the opposite perspective, and it’s harder and harder to avoid that idea, an idea that ruins sports. It was better to watch Deng and Gordon and Hinrich grit out more than 40 but fewer than 50 wins, make the playoffs, and lose to more talented teams than to watch the shambolic post-Jordan Bulls make a mockery of competitive basketball. That attitude should never be controversial. 
1By the Phoenix Suns, technically, at the 7th overall pick, but he was trade to Chicago as part of a draft-day trade and never played for Phoenix
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Exciting news!!! My new book, What To Do When It’s Time To Calm Down, is coming out in only a few short weeks and you can pre-order it on Amazon and other common retailers! This book helps children to learn and practice concrete skills for regulating their big feelings.  If you enjoy these newsletters and my previous books, pre-ordering my book is an incredible way to support my mission of getting research into the hands of parents. As you may know, pre-orders make a HUGE difference— they help books hit bestseller lists, boost visibility through algorithms, and signal to retailers to stock more copies. Thank you so much for your continued support — and for helping to get these books into the little hands that need them. 💛


More so now than ever, it seems like the world is full of bad news and heavy realities.  As parents, it can feel nearly impossible to be present with our kids and share in their joy when our minds are preoccupied by all of the bad things— whether it is upsetting events from the news, overwhelming financial or work stress, or a trauma that still triggers us to this day. Of course, we all want our children to stay innocent for as long as possible and we want to protect them from information that even we, as adults, struggle to understand and process. Yet, at the same time, it can feel deeply wrong to pretend like everything is “fine” when it is anything but fine, particularly when we know that our children may be sensing our stress or may find out the truth from peers, the media, or other less reliable sources. 
Over the past few decades, expert guidance  on how much “bad news” to share with children has really shifted as research has improved our understanding of the parent-child relationship and societal views of children have changed. In the 1950s, it was widely recommended that parents shield children from upsetting or distressing information whenever possible. As the children’s rights movement gained momentum, this perspective began to change, with experts increasingly emphasizing that children have a right to know information that directly affects them. Today, most experts advocate for a balanced, developmentally sensitive approach: neither complete shielding nor full disclosure.
This leaves many parents asking: How do we talk to children about heavy realities without overwhelming them… or misleading them? Fortunately, research offers several guiding principles.
1. Admit When You Are Feeling Stressed or Upset
Research finds that attempting to hide or suppress stress from children often backfires. A recent study found that when parents tried to conceal their stress from their children, the interaction between parents and children was less warm and emotionally engaged. Children also showed more signs of stress themselves when their parents tried to hide their stress (particularly with their mothers). In other words, parents may unintentionally transfer stress to their children even when they are trying to shield them from it. 
Another study found that, when parents tried to hide or suppress their stress, they were less responsive to their children, and their children showed worse mood and were less engaged. A study conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic found that when parents used expressive suppression (that is, hiding their expression of emotion), the stress of the family was more strongly linked to anxiety and sadness in children. On the other hand, mothers who told their children more about their own emotions during the COVID-19 pandemic were more likely to have children with less anxiety. 
Parents may also feel the impact of hiding their stress. Research finds that not being fully honest is linked to signs of stress in your body (such as higher arousal, blood pressure, and heart rate). Interestingly, people who observe others not being honest exhibit the same stress responses, suggesting that children who sense that a parent is not being fully honest may feel the same impact in their own bodies. 
Yet, it is also important that parents not talk about their emotions with their children as they would with a therapist or another adult. Children need to see their parents model healthy regulation of their feelings, since a parent with out-of-control feelings may make a child feel unsafe. Children also learn their own emotional regulation strategies by seeing their parent model these skills (and check out this book to help your child learn and practice emotional regulation skills independently!). 
Translation: Even when you make every attempt to pretend like everything is fine, children often sense your true emotions, and this may negatively impact your children, your own stress, and the parent-child relationship. Instead, admit to your child how you are feeling while reassuring them that you can handle your own emotions and model healthy emotional regulation strategies. 
2. Avoid Telling a Direct Lie or Leaving Out Important Information, Whenever Possible
It is also important to model honesty for our children. In particular, try not to tell a direct lie whenever possible. Research finds that children may be more likely to lie when they see it modeled by adults. One study found that, when adults lied to school-age children, those children were more likely to cheat and lie themselves. 
Research further suggests that leaving out key details may undermine trust. Research finds that kids can tell when adults omit important information and subsequently  judge them to be less trustworthy.
Translation: Avoid telling a direct lie or leaving out information that is essential to your child’s understanding of the information. That said, honesty does not mean that parents should tell children age-inappropriate information (see the next section).
3. Keep Your Explanation Age-Appropriate
While it is important to show our genuine emotions and model honesty to our children, it is also important that we do not expose children to disturbing content that they do not yet have the emotional regulation skills to handle. Think about how hard it is for you, as an adult, to cope with some of the harsh realities of the world with your fully formed brain and then imagine what that would be like for your child. In line with this intuition, research finds that viewing disturbing media is linked to more worry and  more symptoms of PTSD.  
Translation: To determine whether information is helpful or harmful to your child, ask yourself the following questions: 
	Does my child need this information to understand the basics of the situation? 

	Will this cause anxiety or impact their sense of safety? 

	Do I want to tell them in order to relieve my own anxiety or process my own emotions or do I really think it would be helpful for them to know? 

	What information can I leave out that is graphic or might make them worry? 


4. When You Do Withhold or Bend the Truth, Explain Why When They Are Old Enough to Understand 
There may be times when you need to lie to your children or at least omit important information in order to protect them. A very common example is explaining school shooting drills. Young children in particular do not need to understand the full reality behind these drills, as this information could create unnecessary fear. For younger children, you might say that the drill is to practice staying quiet and calm during an emergency, while reassuring them that such emergencies are very unlikely and that adults are there to keep them safe if they do happen. As children grow older, you can gradually explain that the drill prepares students for what to do if someone unsafe enters the school, again emphasizing that this is unlikely and that teachers and staff are trained to keep them safe. For current events that would be upsetting for children, you might say something like “Something sad happened in a place far away from here” or that “Someone broke an important law,” always reassuring them of their own safety and their family’s safety. 
In these cases, your motive for not being fully honest is not to deceive your child, but to prevent your child from having to face fears that they are not developmentally ready to manage (unfortunately we adults have no other choice but to face these harsh realities). In the research, lying that is intended to benefit or protect someone else is called prosocial lying. Research finds that prosocial lying is linked to increased compassion and that children are more likely to maintain trust in an adult when they find out that the adult lied to benefit others versus when the adult lied to them to benefit themselves personally. Therefore, these types of omissions are unlikely to undermine trust in the same way that self-serving dishonesty can. 
Translation: When your child is old enough to know the full truth, explain to them why you didn’t give the full truth earlier so they understand that your intention was to protect them, not to mislead them. 
5. Make Sure Your Child Hears it From You Rather Than Other Sources 
Research on parent–child communication following parental exposure to potentially traumatic events suggests that children tend to have more positive outcomes when they learn about difficult experiences directly from their parents rather than indirectly (such as by overhearing a conversation).
Translation: If you have any reason to believe that your child may find out the information in another way (particularly if it might come from an unreliable source, such as their peers), it may be helpful to offer an age-appropriate explanation first. Hearing it from you first allows for reassurance, clarification, and a sense of safety, rather than confusion or misinformation. If you think there is a chance that they might have heard about it from other sources, you can ask them first what they know about the topic. 
6. Reassure Them of Safety and That It Isn’t Their Fault
Research finds that children have a default mode of thinking about information in terms of how it relates to their own live. Therefore, when you explain a sad or scary event (even if it happened on the other side of the world) they will automatically think about how it impacts them. Therefore, it is very important to reassure them that they are safe (or at the very least, that you will do everything in your power to keep them safe). 
Research also suggests that kids may have better outcomes when parents do not to place blame on the child in any way. 
Translation: Even if you think that worrying about their own safety and whether they are at fault is not really relevant, make sure you reassure children of this whenever you are explaining something. 
7. Try to find a positive angle 
Research finds that it matters how the information is presented. For example, when media is presented with a positive spin (that is, positive emotions are mentioned and possible solutions are suggested), kids tend to have more positive emotions and fewer negative emotions.  
Translation: Explain to your kids any positive aspects of the situation. One way to do this is to “look for the helpers” as Mr. Rogers suggests— that is, try to identify the people who are helping or caring for others during difficult times. You can also suggest ways that the problem might be solved or healthy ways you are coping with your own sadness or fear about the situation. 
Overall Translation
It can feel impossible to protect our children when scary events seem to be constantly happening in the world. While previous generations were encouraged to shield children from all harsh realities of the world, research now suggests that complete shielding is neither realistic nor beneficial.
Research instead suggests offering children developmentally-sensitive truth. Here is how you do it: 
	Wait until you are calm to talk to them about it.

	Label the emotion you are feeling (sad, frustrated, or stressed. For example: “I’m feeling really sad because I just watched someone get hurt on the news.” 

	Reassure them that you can handle your feelings and model using a coping strategy for them. For example: “I’m going to put down my phone for the rest of the night and take some deep breaths.” You can also use tools like this book to help your child learn and practice coping skills independently. 

	Give age-appropriate truths. Do not give graphic information or information that would cause unnecessary anxiety.

	Reassure them of their safety and safety of the people that they love and that it is not their fault, whenever possible. 

	Don’t assume kids aren’t listening to your conversation or to a TV or phone playing in the background

	You can always label some topics as“adult topics” or say “I don’t know” when you really don’t know how to answer.  In these situations, reassure children that you will address any adult topics and keep them safe. 


And don’t forget to pre-order my new book— What To Do When It’s Time To Calm Down :)


Wondering how you can support Parenting Translator’s mission and/or express your gratitude for this service? It’s easy! All you have to do is share my newsletter with your friends and/or on your social media!
Thanks for reading the Parenting Translator newsletter! Subscribe for free to receive future newsletters and support my work.
Also please let me know any feedback you have or ideas for future newsletters!


Welcome to the Parenting Translator newsletter! I am Dr. Cara Goodwin, a licensed psychologist with a PhD in child psychology and mother to four children (currently a 2-year-old, 5-year-old, 8-year-old, and 10-year-old). I specialize in taking all of the research that is out there related to parenting and child development and turning it into information that is accurate, relevant, and useful for parents! I recently turned these efforts into a non-profit organization since I believe that all parents deserve access to unbiased and free information. This means that I am only here to help YOU as a parent so please send along any feedback, topic suggestions, or questions that you have! You can also find me on Instagram @parentingtranslator, on TikTok @parentingtranslator, and my website (www.parentingtranslator.com).
DISCLAIMER: The information posted by Dr. Cara D. Goodwin, PhD, Parenting Translator, and its representatives on the Instagram account @parentingtranslator, TikTok account @parentingtranslator, website (ParentingTranslator.com), and newsletter (parentingtranslator.substack.com), or any other medium or social media platform (the “Information”) is for educational purposes only and is not intended or implied to be a substitute for professional medical, mental health, legal, or other advice. Parenting Translator is not engaged in rendering diagnosis, treatment, counseling, or therapy services by providing the Information, and your use of the Information does not create any practitioner-patient or other treatment relationship between you and Dr. Cara D. Goodwin, PhD, Parenting Translator, or any of its representatives. Dr. Cara D. Goodwin, PhD, Parenting Translator, and its representatives assume no responsibility and expressly disclaim liability for any consequence relating directly or indirectly to any action or inaction you take based on the Information. Reliance on any Information provided by Parenting Translator, its representatives, and contributors, is solely at your own risk. Always seek the advice of your own licensed and qualified medical, mental health, legal, or other professional, and do not disregard professional advice or delay in seeking it based on the Information. Call your medical or mental health professional, or 911, for all emergencies.
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  This is a back-and-forth between Jeremy M. Berg (University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine, longtime NIH grant applicant, grantee, reviewer, and institute director), and Aishwarya Khanduja + me.
A RESPONSE FROM DR. BERG:

I read with interest “Venture Capital Has Lessons for Government and Philanthropy” by Khanduja and Buck. Discussions and analyses of the benefits and weaknesses of different approaches to providing science funding are important, but these should be based on well-informed perspectives and not on anecdotes and straw man arguments. I will focus of funding by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) as I have decades of experience as an applicant, a grantee, a peer reviewer and study section chair, an NIH institute director (the National Institute of General Medical Sciences, NIGMS, 2003-2011), and a trans-NIH program development leader. I will illustrate my observations with specific examples, all related to discoveries related to DNA and RNA biochemistry and its applications.
There are many misunderstandings and myths in this piece. Perhaps the most fundamental one is captured here.
By the time you get the funding (if at all) and execute the research plan, you might learn that your first idea wasn’t quite right and that an even better approach might work (*Marcia McNutt told one of us that this is what regularly occurred when she was a practicing scientist). But if you try to amend the grant, you will need to navigate the federal bureaucracy once again.

This fundamentally misunderstands that most NIH funding comes in the form of grants, not contracts. My experience and that of essentially every practicing scientist I know is completely aligned with that ascribed to Dr. McNutt. In the course of a executing a research plan, you discover the need for alternative approaches or learn of results, presented or published, that affect your chosen research topic. But you do not have amend anything! You pursue the science and describe whatever changes in approach in your annual progress report. NIH program officers understand that this is the nature of the research and, indeed, often that your are working in a desirably dynamic field.
An often-discussed example of this is represented by the work of Tom Cech when he was a young investigator at the University of Colorado. His proposal was to purify and characterize the protein enzyme responsible for splicing a particular RNA molecule, removing internal portions that were not present in the mature, functional RNA molecule. During these studies, Cech and his coworkers discovered that the RNA would splice itself, without the need for any protein at all! He was able to pursue this discovery, focusing on the requirements for this RNA-driven process, without contacting NIH or amending his grant in any way. When he submitted his grant renewal and reported that no protein was required, the study section response (according to Dr. Cech) was “Cool. That’s even better.”
Several paragraphs later, the piece continues with this:
Program officers face perverse incentives too. If a major federal initiative funds a bunch of failed ideas, Congress might hold a hearing. But if a given grant succeeds brilliantly, Congress doesn’t hold a ceremony to give the program officer a medal. Agency bureaucrats get paid the same salary either way, with no upside for identifying breakthroughs and serious downside for visible failures.

In my view, this completely misunderstands or misrepresents the motivation of program officers and the relationship, cultivated over decades, between the NIH and Congress. Program officers are public servants who are not motivated much by money but rather by helping science advance. As an institute director, I oversaw the administration of the small bonuses and discretionary salary increases available to program directors in my institute. We tried to reward hard work and creativity, providing good guidance to their applicants and grantees, and teamwork within the institute and in cross-institute initiatives. We never even considered giving any special compensation to a program officer whose grantee received a Nobel Prize (and there was at least one Nobel Prize awarded to an NIGMS grantee in 6 out of the 8 years I was director). The program officers across the institute were already proud enough of having contributed in some way to a discovery that was so recognized. NIH directors, as well as individual NIH institute and center directors, have spent many decades informing members of Congress and staff about how NIH funding works. I know of no examples where there have been Congressional hearings about funding “failed ideas”. Congress may express concern or frustration over slow progress on an important health issue, but they generally understand that this is almost always due to fact that science, in general, and biology in human populations, in particular, is hard.
The section concludes with a discussion of Katalin Karikó and her role in developing mRNA vaccines. It is true that she struggled to get NIH funding for this work, likely because it was perceived as too risky. I will discuss risk tolerance at NIH below. I find her university’s decision to demote her because of these funding challenges more troubling as it represents what I see as a more serious flaw in the biomedical research system, particularly at medical schools. What is missing from the discussion in the essay is the timeline, Karikó’s demotion was in 1995 and the DARPA funding noted occurred in the early 2010’s. Thus, more than 15 years were required to move her ideas forward, even with support from other sources including BioNTech. Much remained to be discovered to enable mRNA vaccines including development of an understanding of the innate immune response to single-stranded RNA. Perhaps the major enabler of mRNA technology was the discovery that modified bases could be introduced that would not trigger the innate immune anti-viral responses but would still act like natural bases for protein coding. Effective Liposome-based deliver systems also were needed, These discoveries were not made until the early 2000s, in studies unconnected to potential mRNA technologies. I doubt many venture capital-style funders would have the patience necessary for these long and uncertain timelines.
I now return to the conservative nature of NIH peer review and funding. In my view, there are two major factors that contribute to this. First, being a successful researcher generally requires identifying many of the potential problems associated with experiments. Because of this, many, but not all, scientists are relatively conservative, readily identifying and articulating potential challenges. I witnessed an example of this when I was NIGMS Director. Mario Capecchi shared the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 2007. He was a long-time NIGMS grantee. I was shocked when I saw him quoted saying the NIH had not funded his Nobel-winning research on homologous recombination used for gene modification because I knew that NIGMS had funded him continually for many years. It turned out that he was referring to a comment in his NIH peer review critique that this part of his proposal was “not worthy of pursuit” as it was unlikely to work. But he still got a very good score overall and NIGMS fully funded his proposal. This again illustrates that power of NIH grants as opposed to contracts. He was free to pursue this approach and he did so, getting it to work somewhat in about four years.
More important, in my view, is the fact that NIH study sections receive a very large number of high-quality applications. Empirically, it seems that most reviewers will favor, at least somewhat, high-quality proposals that are almost certain to yield interesting and important, even if incremental, results over proposals that have potential but might yield little. However, there is a straightforward solution to this which has been implemented at NIH for decades, namely having programs that are specifically for high risk-high reward research. 
Applications are submitted that are supposed to contain high risk-high reward ideas and reviewers are specifically selected and instructed to look for such projects. If a proposal is solid and well-supported by preliminary data, then it should not be a priority for funding through such programs. On the other hand, a proposal that addresses an important problem and it appears that the investigator(s) has a novel approach is ideal for such a program. I helped run the NIH Director’s Pioneer Program for 2005 through 2011 and helped create the partner NIH Director’s New Innovator Program beginning in 2006, while I was at NIH. These programs are still in place. They might need tweaking and expansion, but they were thoroughly evaluated in the past (https://commonfund.nih.gov/pioneer/programevaluation and https://commonfund.nih.gov/newinnovator/programevaluation) and were deemed to be successful in achieving their main goals (compared to other NIH funding programs).
The question for NIH leadership is much like that for a financial portfolio manager. What percentage should one invest in solid, dividend-paying established companies and what percentage should be devoted to start-ups that might flame out but might lead to the “next big thing”? This can be managed easily by setting aside funding for these different programs without the need for radical experiments that have not already been tested.
In summary, I agree that funding approaches at agencies like NIH should be examined thoughtfully and creatively. But this should be done will full knowledge of how these agencies actually function. As is almost always the case in medicine, it is essential that one arrive at the right diagnosis before deciding on a treatment.
Foundation and Venture Capital Funding
Although I have less experience with foundation and VC funding than I do with federal grants, I do have some experience. When I became a department director at Johns Hopkins University in 1990, the rebuilding of the department was being supported, in part, by the Lucille P. Markey Charitable Trust. This foundation has a substantial impact on several fields of biomedical research. 
However, two points deserved comment. First, the areas of impact were limited because of the limitations on the resources available, both financial and staff expertise. The trust chose a small number of specific areas in which to specialize and hired program officers to cover those areas. This is, in my experience, typical of most foundations and this limits to ability of foundations to cover a wide range or emerging areas of science. Second, many foundations are limited by the resources that they can make available as they general spend only some or all the income generated by their endowments. The Markey Trust had a relatively large impact because they spent down all their resources including the principal over a 15-year period. Foundations can provide flexible funding that can be used for high risk-high reward research, but foundation support is often used for infrastructure that can be hard to support through other mechanisms.
Although I have never founded a company, I have served in the past on the scientific advisory boards of three venture capital supported companies beginning at the time of their founding. The first company was a structure-based drug design company called Three-Dimensional Pharmaceuticals. The company hired some talented scientists and developed some impressive technology. 
However, my main impression was that the venture capitalists involved waited until the company was on the verge of financial failure before stepping in, obtaining larger and larger equity in the company, and replacing the very creative CEO who had built to company with leadership with the goal of selling to company without much emphasis on new technology development. This did occur and the company was sold to Johnson and Johnson.
The second company was Sangamo Biosciences which was originally focused on zinc finger proteins, a group of gene regulatory proteins that I had played a major role in discovering and characterizing. The company was founded by a relatively savvy CEO with industrial experience. Their strategy was largely based around wide control on intellectual property. Sangamo did develop some impressive technology and applications and it still an independent, publicly traded company.
The third company was Gryphon Biosciences which was founded to investigate proteins made out of D- rather than L-amino acids. The company dissolved within a year due to lack of financing. I note the this field is still an active area of study with several companies working in this space more than 30 years later although there are no huge practical applications that have gone to market to date.
While this is a limited experience set, at no time in these interactions did I see any evidence that venture capital approaches were particularly effective in driving scientific advances. The venture capital approach was useful to help guide technologies to potential markets and partners which is something with which most academics including myself have limited experience. 
My experience was that the venture capital approach was to hear lots of ideas and pick a small number on which to focus, based on their potential marketability in the short or, at best, the medium term. Many ideas that had had more potential in the long term to answer important questions and needs in the long term were discarded.
A REPLY FROM AISHWARYA KHANDUJA AND STUART BUCK:
We’d like to thank Dr. Berg for his gracious response (and his continuation of the meme!), and would just like to add a few notes in reply.
As an initial matter, it looks like we are all basically agreed on a significant number of points from the original essay. That is, Dr. Berg doesn’t contest the points (most of which are not original to us!) that:
	traditional government funding does require too much paperwork

	reporting requirements as to time and effort can be overly burdensome

	most traditional funders take too long to get money out the door

	being a good science funder requires a different skillset from that for being a good scientist

	the government doesn’t have enough focus on funding so-called “high risk, high reward” research outside of a handful of small programs

	both government and philanthropy are less subject to market competition than VCs

	NIH reviewers favor “proposals that are almost certain to yield interesting and important, even if incremental, results over proposals that have potential but might yield little”

	Katalin Karikó was mistreated by her university

	government efforts to fund small businesses are often run by people with no relevant experience as a VC funder.


So, to focus on the few areas where Dr. Berg identifies a strong disagreement:
First, Dr. Berg points out that the burden of NIH bureaucracy is less than we imagined, because there is actually no need to amend a grant if you “discover the need for alternative approaches or learn of results . . . that affect your chosen research topic.” 
At the same time, the official NIH Grants Policy Statement says that a grant recipient “must obtain prior approval [emphasis in original] from the NIH” for a change in a grant’s scope, with the first example being a “change in the specific aims approved at the time of the award.” Other examples of prior NIH approval needed (there are many more): “substitution of one animal model for another,” “shift of the research emphasis from one disease area to another,” “changing assays from those approved to a different type of assay,” or “purchase of a unit of equipment exceeding $25,000.”
It seems obvious to us that this policy is much more restrictive than any VC funder, regardless of the details as to which actual activities need advance approval or not. Our point here is about the relative balance of bureaucracy vs. flexibility/discovery, not about which precise activity lands in the category of “NIH will allow an exception.”  Because NIH and other federal science-funding agencies are funded with taxpayer monies and are subject to sometimes irrational Congressional oversight, federal agencies tend to be quite bureaucratic and not as flexible and agile as many private funders including VCs.
A second major disagreement is over our assertion that program officers (and the like) ought to see some financial reward for being prescient enough to fund scientific work that would turn out to be groundbreaking. Dr. Berg objects on the ground that government funders are “not motivated much by money but rather by helping science advance,” and by personal pride in “having contributed in some way to a discovery.”
We agree that today’s public servants are likely motivated by those rationales, not by money (or else they would be doing something else with their careers). All the same, we are living in a world where, outside of academia, smart people with expertise in science face a dichotomous choice: government service with lots of job security (at least in most typical years) and little chance for financial upside, or private careers in finance, tech, etc., with no job security but lots of potential upside.
We suspect that government might be able to recruit from a larger talent pool if there was more room for a brilliant decision to result in financial upside. We also suspect that government and philanthropy program officers might be more risk-tolerant if there was more potential upside for themselves. [And we could systematically test this sort of question via prospective metascience interventions at the policy level!] 
We might well be wrong, but we can agree to disagree.
Relatedly, Dr. Berg notes, “I know of no examples where there have been Congressional hearings about funding ‘failed ideas.’” Here, we admit to a slight overstatement based on the past 50 years of everything from Senator Proxmire’s “Golden Fleece” awards to the recent DOGE attempt to ridicule seemingly-silly scientific studies. Our only point is that the public scrutiny here can be highly asymmetrical.
Third, Dr. Berg concedes the “conservative nature of NIH peer review and funding,” but notes that “there is a straightforward solution” that has already been implemented: specific programs that target so-called “high risk, high reward” research.
We agree. Indeed, we applaud programs like the NIH Director’s Pioneer Program and the New Innovator Program. But those programs are fairly small in the grand scheme of things. The Pioneer Program typically funds all of eighteen people per year, while the New Innovator Program isn’t much bigger (56 people per year). By comparison, the NIH makes about 9,000 grants per year. We think it is still fair game to critique the other 98% of NIH grantmaking.

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Golden Fleece Award

    Based on Wikipedia: Golden Fleece Award


The Senator Who Made Government Waste Famous


Every month for thirteen years, government officials across the United States dreaded a particular press release from Wisconsin. Senator William Proxmire had found another way your tax dollars were being wasted, and he was about to tell everyone about it.


The Golden Fleece Award became one of the most effective pieces of political theater in American history. Between 1975 and 1988, Proxmire handed out 168 of these sardonic honors to agencies and projects he deemed ridiculous wastes of public money. The Washington Post called it "the most successful public relations device in politics today." Senator Robert Byrd of West Virginia went further, declaring that the Golden Fleece had become "as much a part of the Senate as quorum calls and filibusters."


The name itself was a clever bit of wordplay. The original Order of the Golden Fleece was a prestigious chivalric honor created in the late 1400s by Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy. Knights who received it joined an exclusive brotherhood of European nobility. But Proxmire wasn't thinking about medieval honor codes. He was thinking about the verb "to fleece"—meaning to cheat someone out of money. His Golden Fleece Award celebrated not nobility, but the opposite: bureaucratic foolishness that picked the pockets of American taxpayers.


The First Victim: Why Do People Fall in Love?


The inaugural Golden Fleece went to the National Science Foundation in 1975. Their offense? Spending eighty-four thousand dollars on a study investigating love.


Proxmire's objection was memorable:


I object to this not only because no one—not even the National Science Foundation—can argue that falling in love is a science; not only because I'm sure that even if they spend eighty-four million or eighty-four billion they wouldn't get an answer that anyone would believe. I'm also against it because I don't want the answer. I believe that 200 million other Americans want to leave some things in life a mystery, and right on top of the things we don't want to know is why a man falls in love with a woman and vice versa.


It was the perfect debut. The award combined righteous fiscal indignation with folksy wisdom about romance. Newspapers loved it. The public ate it up. And Proxmire had found his formula.


A Catalog of Alleged Absurdity


Over the next thirteen years, the senator assembled a remarkable collection of what he considered governmental foolishness. Some awards targeted elaborate boondoggles. Others focused on research that sounded silly when reduced to a headline.


The Federal Aviation Administration earned their fleece for spending fifty-seven thousand eight hundred dollars measuring airline stewardesses. The study catalogued the precise dimensions of 432 women, including, as Proxmire gleefully noted, "distance from knee to knee while sitting" and something called the "popliteal length of the buttocks." The agency presumably had reasons related to cockpit and cabin design, but those explanations never made for good copy.


The Department of Defense took multiple hits. Three thousand dollars went to determine whether military personnel should carry umbrellas in the rain. Six thousand dollars funded a study on how to buy Worcestershire sauce. The irony of an institution that spent billions on weapons systems being pilloried for six thousand dollars was not lost on observers, but Proxmire understood that small numbers with funny details played better than abstract billions.


Some awards had a certain poetry to them. The Department of Justice funded a study on why prisoners want to escape. The answer would seem self-evident, yet apparently required formal investigation. The Postal Service spent over four million dollars on advertisements encouraging Americans to write more letters to one another—this during the era before email and texting would make that mission truly quixotic.


The Research That Fought Back


Not everyone accepted their Golden Fleece gracefully. In 1976, a behavioral scientist named Ronald Hutchinson decided to sue.


Hutchinson had received federal funding to study aggression patterns. When Proxmire awarded him a Golden Fleece, Hutchinson argued that the senator's press releases had damaged his reputation and his ability to secure future research grants. He sued for eight million dollars in damages.


Proxmire thought he was protected. The Speech or Debate Clause of the United States Constitution shields members of Congress from legal liability for things they say on the floor of the House or Senate. This protection exists so legislators can speak freely without fear of lawsuits—a principle dating back to conflicts between the English Parliament and the Crown.


But the Supreme Court of the United States saw things differently. In a 1979 decision called Hutchinson versus Proxmire, the justices ruled eight to one that constitutional protection covered only formal congressional proceedings. Press releases, newsletters, and television appearances were fair game for defamation claims.


This was a significant moment in American law. Legislators could still say whatever they wanted in committee hearings or floor debates. But the moment they stepped outside those official venues—the moment they sought publicity through other channels—they became as vulnerable to lawsuits as any other citizen.


Proxmire eventually settled with Hutchinson out of court. But the case didn't deter him. He continued handing out Golden Fleeces for another nine years.


The Case Against Ridicule


Decades later, a different kind of criticism emerged. Ed Catmull, the president of Pixar Animation Studios and a man who understood creative research intimately, devoted part of his 2014 book Creativity, Inc. to what he called the "chilling effect" of the Golden Fleece Award.


Catmull's argument was subtle but important. When a government funds thousands of research projects, some will produce breakthrough results and others will seem to go nowhere. That's not a bug in the system—it's how research works. Nobody can predict which experiments will transform our understanding of the world and which will yield inconclusive data. If that prediction were possible, we wouldn't call it research.


The problem with public ridicule, Catmull argued, is that it makes researchers afraid to fail. And fear of failure distorts how scientists choose projects. They start avoiding anything that might sound silly when summarized in a press release. They gravitate toward safe, incremental work rather than bold questions with uncertain answers. The long-term cost is slower scientific progress.


This criticism connects to a deeper tension in democratic governance. Citizens have a right to know how their taxes are spent. Public scrutiny of government spending serves as a check against genuine waste and corruption. But scientific research is inherently unpredictable, and projects that sound absurd in a newspaper headline sometimes yield vital knowledge.


The Screwworm Myth


One story about the Golden Fleece has circulated for years, cited as proof that Proxmire sometimes got it wrong. According to this tale, the senator mocked federal funding for research into the sex life of the screwworm fly—and that very research led to one of the greatest pest control successes in agricultural history.


The screwworm is not actually a worm. It's the larval stage of a fly that lays eggs in open wounds on livestock. These larvae literally eat their hosts from the inside, causing tremendous suffering and economic losses to cattle ranchers throughout the Americas. For decades, screwworms killed millions of dollars worth of livestock annually.


Scientists at the United States Department of Agriculture developed an elegant solution. They discovered that female screwworm flies mate only once in their lives. By raising millions of screwworms in laboratories, sterilizing the males with radiation, and releasing them into the wild, researchers could effectively sabotage screwworm reproduction. Wild females would mate with sterile males, produce no offspring, and the population would collapse. This technique, called the sterile insect method, eventually eliminated screwworms from North and Central America entirely.


The story goes that Proxmire mocked this research, only to eat his words when the results became clear.


There's just one problem: it probably never happened.


Researchers who have examined the archives of the Golden Fleece Award, held at the Wisconsin Historical Society, have found no evidence that Proxmire ever targeted the screwworm research. The timing doesn't work either. The crucial research on screwworm reproduction took place in the 1930s through 1950s, decades before Proxmire launched his awards in the mid-1970s. By the time the Golden Fleece existed, the screwworm program was already an established success story.


The myth appears to have started with a speech by a former director of the National Science Foundation, who claimed that Proxmire awarded a fleece to a grant titled "The Sexual Behavior of the Screwworm Fly" and later admitted the research had been valuable. But no documentary evidence supports this claim. The story has become too good to fact-check—a perfect parable about the dangers of mocking science that, ironically, may itself be based on no solid evidence.


The NASA Exception


One Golden Fleece that Proxmire genuinely did issue, and genuinely did reconsider, targeted the search for extraterrestrial intelligence.


The National Aeronautics and Space Administration, known as NASA, had been funding efforts to detect radio signals from alien civilizations. The program, called SETI, short for Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence, used radio telescopes to scan the cosmos for patterns that might indicate technological activity elsewhere in the universe. To Proxmire, this seemed like the ultimate wild goose chase—spending taxpayer money to listen for little green men.


He gave NASA the Golden Fleece.


But Proxmire did something unusual afterward: he changed his mind. After learning more about the scientific rationale behind SETI, and perhaps after conversations with researchers who explained why the search wasn't as fanciful as it sounded, he withdrew his opposition. This reversal didn't get nearly as much publicity as the original award, but it suggests Proxmire was willing to be convinced when scientists made their case effectively.


The Uncomfortable Comedy of Legitimate Research


Looking back at the list of Golden Fleece recipients, a pattern emerges. Many targets were research projects that sounded ridiculous when stripped of context but addressed genuine scientific questions.


The National Science Foundation spent one hundred and three thousand dollars comparing aggressiveness in sunfish exposed to tequila versus gin. Absurd? Perhaps. But understanding how different substances affect animal behavior has applications in toxicology, neuroscience, and pharmacology. The fish don't know they're part of an experiment that will make a senator laugh.


Psychologist Harris Rubin received funding from the National Institute on Drug Abuse to study marijuana's effects on sexual arousal. His methodology—exposing research subjects to pornographic films while measuring physiological responses—earned a Golden Fleece. But understanding how cannabis affects the brain and body was, and remains, a legitimate medical research question with implications for drug policy.


Paul Ekman's research on facial expressions of emotion earned Proxmire's scorn. Yet Ekman's Facial Action Coding System went on to influence fields ranging from psychology to artificial intelligence to airport security. Whether that influence has been entirely positive is debatable—the system has been used in controversial lie detection applications—but the research wasn't trivial.


The National Institute for Mental Health spent ninety-seven thousand dollars studying a Peruvian brothel. Researchers reported making "repeated visits in the interests of accuracy," which certainly sounds like a perk masquerading as science. But sex work has been studied by social scientists for decades because it illuminates questions about economics, power, public health, and human behavior that can't easily be studied in laboratories.


None of this means Proxmire was always wrong. Some targets probably did represent genuine waste. And even legitimate research can be conducted inefficiently or funded at excessive levels. But the Golden Fleece rarely engaged with those nuances. The format demanded mockery, not analysis.


The Legacy Problem


When Proxmire retired from the Senate in 1988, several members of the House of Representatives asked permission to continue the Golden Fleece tradition. He declined. Proxmire said he might continue issuing the awards as a private citizen, though it's unclear whether he ever did.


Other organizations picked up where he left off. Taxpayers for Common Sense, a nonpartisan group that monitors federal spending, gave Proxmire a lifetime achievement award in 1999 and revived the Golden Fleece in 2000. Proxmire served as an honorary chairman of the organization until his death in 2005.


But something had shifted in how America thought about science funding. In 2012, a coalition of scientific organizations created the Golden Goose Award—a deliberate counterpoint to Proxmire's creation. The Golden Goose celebrates federally funded research that initially seemed obscure or frivolous but went on to produce significant benefits for society.


The name plays on the fable of the goose that laid golden eggs. Where Proxmire saw waste to be mocked, the Golden Goose sees investment that sometimes pays off spectacularly. The award highlights how basic research, the kind that explores fundamental questions without immediate practical applications, often generates unexpected breakthroughs decades later.


Who Guards the Guardians of the Public Purse?


The Golden Fleece Award raises questions that remain unresolved in democratic societies. How should citizens evaluate government spending on research they don't understand? Who decides which scientific questions deserve funding? And what happens when the watchdogs get it wrong?


Proxmire genuinely believed he was performing a public service. Government agencies face constant pressure to expand their budgets and fund their allies. Without someone willing to point and laugh, bureaucratic bloat would go unchecked. The media amplification of his monthly awards created accountability that formal oversight processes often failed to provide.


But the critics have a point too. Science funding requires long time horizons and tolerance for failure. The projects that produce Nobel Prizes often look indistinguishable, in their early stages, from the projects that go nowhere. A system that punishes researchers for studying questions that sound silly is a system that will miss important discoveries.


The tension has never been resolved. Every few years, American politicians rediscover the appeal of mocking obscure-sounding research grants. And every few years, scientists push back by celebrating unexpected discoveries that emerged from curiosity-driven work.


Perhaps the real lesson of the Golden Fleece is that democratic accountability and scientific progress operate on different rhythms. Politics rewards quick judgments and clear villains. Science rewards patience and acceptance of uncertainty. Neither can fully accommodate the other, and the conflict between them may be a permanent feature of societies that try to fund research through public institutions.


The Most Expensive Weather


Among the Golden Fleece recipients, one stands out for reasons having nothing to do with scientific research. In 1985, Proxmire awarded his dubious honor to Ronald Reagan's inaugural committee.


Presidential inaugurations are elaborate affairs. The peaceful transfer of power—or in Reagan's case, the celebration of a second term—has always been marked with parades, balls, and public ceremonies. The 1985 inauguration was planned to be particularly grand, with fifteen and a half million dollars of taxpayer money allocated for the festivities.


Then January 21, 1985 arrived. The noon temperature was seven degrees Fahrenheit, which translates to negative fourteen degrees Celsius. Wind chills reached negative twenty-five Fahrenheit, or negative thirty-two Celsius. This made it the coldest inauguration in American history.


At those temperatures, exposed skin can develop frostbite in thirty minutes or less. The parade was cancelled. The outdoor swearing-in ceremony was moved indoors to the Capitol Rotunda. Most of the planned public events simply couldn't happen.


Proxmire pointed out that taxpayers had spent millions on an outdoor celebration that couldn't be held outdoors. It wasn't anyone's fault—nobody can control the weather—but the irony was too perfect to ignore. The government had been fleece not by corrupt officials or misguided scientists, but by a polar vortex.


Sometimes the universe itself delivers the punchline.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    National Institutes of Health

    Based on Wikipedia: National Institutes of Health


Every single drug approved by the United States Food and Drug Administration between 2010 and 2016 owes something to research funded by a single government agency. Not some drugs. Not most drugs. Every drug. That agency is the National Institutes of Health, and if you've ever taken a medication, received a vaccine, or benefited from modern medicine in any way, you've been touched by its work.


The National Institutes of Health, commonly known by its initials N-I-H, is not one institute but twenty-seven. It's not just an American institution but the largest biomedical research organization on the planet. And at roughly fifty billion dollars in annual activities, it represents one of the most significant investments any nation has ever made in understanding human health.


Yet most people have never heard of it.


From Marine Hospitals to Medical Behemoth


The story begins, surprisingly, with sailors. In the late 1800s, the United States operated a network of Marine Hospitals to care for merchant seamen. These hospitals eventually expanded beyond just treating sick sailors to investigating why they got sick in the first place. In 1887, a small laboratory was established on Staten Island, New York, dedicated to studying bacteria. They called it the Hygienic Laboratory.


The name sounds quaint today, almost comically Victorian. But this modest facility would grow into something extraordinary.


The laboratory bounced around Washington for years, eventually landing at the site of the Old Naval Observatory. By 1930, Congress passed the Ransdell Act, which gave the renamed National Institute of Health—singular, at that point—three quarters of a million dollars to construct proper facilities. In 1938, the institute made its final move to Bethesda, Maryland, where it remains today.


The shift from singular "Institute" to plural "Institutes" happened in 1948, reflecting a new reality. As Congress poured more money into biomedical research, specialized institutes sprouted like mushrooms after rain. The National Cancer Institute came first. Then institutes dedicated to heart disease, aging, mental health, infectious diseases, and eventually two dozen more.


How the Money Flows


Understanding the N-I-H requires understanding two fundamentally different ways it operates.


The first is called intramural research—"intramural" meaning "within the walls." About ten percent of N-I-H funding goes to scientists who work directly for the agency, primarily at the sprawling Bethesda campus and satellite facilities scattered across the country. As of 2013, this included over twelve hundred principal investigators and four thousand postdoctoral fellows. When researchers discover something in an N-I-H lab, they're government employees making that discovery.


But the intramural program, despite being the largest such research operation in the world, represents only a fraction of what the N-I-H does.


The vast majority of money—more than eighty percent—flows outward through the extramural program. This is research grant funding, the lifeblood of university medical research across America. By 2003, the extramural arm was providing twenty-eight percent of all biomedical research funding spent annually in the United States, approximately twenty-six billion dollars.


Think about that proportion. When you read about a medical breakthrough from Harvard or Stanford or the University of Michigan, there's a better than one-in-four chance the N-I-H helped pay for it.


As of 2018, the agency was awarding approximately forty-seven thousand grants per year to about twenty-seven hundred different organizations. These aren't just universities—small businesses must receive a certain percentage under laws designed to foster innovation. The ripple effects extend throughout the economy. One study estimated that every ten million dollars invested in N-I-H research generated two to three new patents.


The Discoveries That Changed Everything


Lists of accomplishments can feel dry, but some discoveries are worth lingering over because they reveal how fundamental this research has been.


In 1908, a researcher named George McCoy figured out that rodents were reservoirs for bubonic plague—the Black Death that had killed perhaps a third of Europe's population centuries earlier. Knowing where diseases hide is the first step toward controlling them.


In 1924, researchers developed a vaccine against Rocky Mountain spotted fever, a tick-borne illness that had terrified inhabitants of the American West. The name "Rocky Mountain" is somewhat misleading, by the way—you can catch this disease in almost any state, and it remains potentially fatal even today without prompt treatment.


The 1940s and 1950s brought breakthroughs in cell culture, the technique of growing human cells in laboratory dishes. This might sound mundane, but it revolutionized medical research. Before cell culture, scientists had to experiment on whole animals or wait for human volunteers. After cell culture, they could test theories on human cells directly, speeding research enormously.


One discovery from this era deserves special mention. Julius Axelrod identified a previously unknown class of enzymes called cytochrome P450 monooxygenases. If you've never heard of them, that's understandable—the name is a mouthful. But these enzymes are fundamental to how your body processes medications. When your doctor asks if a drug might interact with something else you're taking, cytochrome P450 enzymes are often the reason for concern. Axelrod's discovery eventually earned him the Nobel Prize.


The 1960s produced the first effective treatment for Hodgkin's lymphoma, a cancer of the lymphatic system. Before this breakthrough, the diagnosis was essentially a death sentence. The treatment combined multiple drugs in specific sequences—an approach called combination chemotherapy that would become the standard for treating many cancers.


That same decade, N-I-H researchers made an unsettling discovery: tooth decay is caused by bacteria. We take this for granted now, but for most of human history, people assumed cavities were simply the price of having teeth. Understanding the bacterial cause opened the door to prevention, including the N-I-H's earlier discovery that fluoride could prevent tooth decay—a finding that led to fluoridated water and toothpaste.


The Dark Chapter


Not all N-I-H history reflects well on the agency.


In the 1960s, a cancer researcher named Chester Southam conducted experiments at the Jewish Chronic Disease Hospital in Brooklyn. He injected live cancer cells—specifically HeLa cells, the famous immortal cell line derived from Henrietta Lacks—into patients without their knowledge or consent. He wanted to see if healthy immune systems would reject cancer cells differently than sick ones.


Three doctors at the hospital refused to participate and resigned in protest. Their resignations attracted media attention, and investigators discovered something troubling: the N-I-H had been a major funder of Southam's work.


When the agency examined all the institutions receiving its grants, it found that the majority did not adequately protect human subjects. This scandal, combined with other abuses from the era including the notorious Tuskegee syphilis study, led to sweeping reforms. The N-I-H began requiring institutional review boards—committees that must approve any research involving human subjects before experiments can proceed.


Today, these review boards are so embedded in research culture that scientists sometimes complain about the paperwork. But they exist because researchers once injected cancer cells into unwitting patients, and the agency that funded that research decided never to let it happen again.


Following the Money Through Politics


N-I-H funding has always been tangled up in politics, serving as what observers call a "proxy for the political currents of the time."


By 1992, the agency controlled more than fifty percent of all health research funding in America and eighty-five percent of health research funding at universities. That kind of money attracts attention.


Government funding for research in most scientific disciplines has increased roughly with inflation since the 1970s. The N-I-H was different. Through the 1990s and early 2000s, its budget nearly tripled. This wasn't inflation adjustment—it was a genuine explosion of investment in biomedical research, driven by political enthusiasm for curing diseases.


Then it stopped. Since the early 2000s, N-I-H funding has remained relatively flat in real terms. When you account for inflation, this stagnation means gradual erosion of purchasing power. Young researchers today compete for grants in an environment far more brutal than their mentors faced.


The politics can shift suddenly. In January 2025, a new administration imposed an immediate freeze on N-I-H activities—halting grant review panels, travel, communications, and hiring. This affected forty-seven billion dollars worth of research activities, sending shockwaves through the scientific community. Scientists with pending grants faced sudden uncertainty. Research projects ground to a halt overnight.


The Organizational Labyrinth


The N-I-H is not a single entity but a constellation of twenty-seven institutes and centers, each with its own focus area and budget.


At the top sits the Office of the Director, responsible for setting agency-wide policy and coordinating programs across institutes. The Director is a presidential appointee who shapes the agency's priorities and serves as its public face.


Below the Director's office, specialized divisions handle everything from AIDS research to women's health to disease prevention. There's a Sexual and Gender Minority Research Office. There's a Tribal Health Research Office. There's an Agency Intramural Research Integrity Officer whose entire job is investigating allegations of research misconduct.


The main campus in Bethesda, Maryland houses most intramural research, but facilities have sprawled across the country. The Bayview Campus in Baltimore hosts research programs on aging, drug abuse, and genomics. The Frederick National Laboratory in Maryland focuses on cancer research. The National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences operates from North Carolina's Research Triangle.


Perhaps most intriguingly, the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases maintains Rocky Mountain Labs in Hamilton, Montana—a facility emphasizing work with the most dangerous pathogens, those requiring Biosafety Level 3 and 4 containment. BSL-4 is the highest level, reserved for agents with no known treatment or vaccine. Working in such facilities requires the biological equivalent of a space suit.


The Human Genome and Beyond


By the 1990s, the N-I-H had shifted significant attention to genetics, culminating in its involvement with the Human Genome Project—the massive international effort to sequence all human DNA.


This project, completed in 2003, produced a reference map of the approximately three billion chemical letters that encode human heredity. The implications continue to unfold. Personalized medicine, genetic testing, gene therapy—all trace their lineage to this achievement.


Today, the N-I-H maintains the Database of Genotypes and Phenotypes, a repository linking genetic information to observable traits and diseases. Some information is publicly available; individual-level data requires researcher credentials. The database has proven controversial, with the agency reportedly restricting access to data on politically sensitive attributes like intelligence and educational attainment.


The COVID-19 Test


When the COVID-19 pandemic struck in 2020, the N-I-H faced perhaps its greatest challenge and opportunity.


The agency partnered with Moderna, a biotechnology company, to develop what became one of the first effective vaccines against the virus. The final phase of testing began in July 2020, enrolling up to thirty thousand volunteers split between those receiving the actual vaccine and those receiving saltwater injections as a placebo. Scientists waited until approximately one hundred cases of COVID-19 appeared among participants, then analyzed which group they came from.


The results were striking enough that the vaccine received emergency authorization within months—an unprecedented timeline for vaccine development. The N-I-H contributed nearly four and a half million dollars specifically toward the Accelerating COVID-19 Therapeutic Interventions and Vaccines program, known by its acronym ACTIV.


But the pandemic also brought scrutiny. The N-I-H had funded research by an organization called EcoHealth Alliance, which in turn subcontracted some work to the Wuhan Institute of Virology in China. When speculation arose that the coronavirus might have escaped from that very laboratory, the funding connection became politically explosive.


Between 2014 and 2019, the N-I-H had awarded approximately three point seven million dollars to EcoHealth Alliance. About six hundred thousand dollars of that went to the Wuhan lab for a project studying bat coronaviruses—the very family of viruses that includes SARS-CoV-2. Whether this research had any connection to the pandemic remains debated, but the controversy highlighted how tangled international scientific collaboration had become.


The Return on Investment


Does spending billions on medical research actually pay off?


The evidence suggests yes, spectacularly.


In 2000, the Joint Economic Committee of Congress examined N-I-H research, which was then funded at sixteen billion dollars annually. Econometric studies estimated a return of twenty-five to forty percent per year by reducing the economic cost of illness. That's not a stock market return—that's avoided suffering, disability, and death translated into dollars.


Of the twenty-one drugs with the highest therapeutic impact on society introduced between 1965 and 1992, public funding was "instrumental" for fifteen of them. By 2011, N-I-H-supported research had helped discover one hundred fifty-three new FDA-approved drugs, vaccines, and new uses for existing medications over the previous four decades.


And then there's the finding mentioned at the start: one hundred percent of drugs approved by the FDA between 2010 and 2016 benefited from N-I-H funding, either directly or indirectly. The agency's research helped develop the drugs themselves or identified the biological targets those drugs act upon.


This near-universal contribution reflects how foundational government-funded basic research is to pharmaceutical development. Private companies are good at taking promising compounds through expensive clinical trials and navigating regulatory approval. But the initial discoveries—understanding how diseases work, identifying proteins to target, developing the tools to find new drugs—that's often where public money makes the difference.


Nobel Laureates by the Hundreds


One measure of scientific impact is the Nobel Prize, awarded annually for discoveries of "greatest benefit to humankind."


As of 2017, one hundred fifty-three scientists receiving N-I-H financial support had won Nobel Prizes. Another one hundred ninety-five had won Lasker Awards, often called "America's Nobel" and considered a strong predictor of future Nobel recognition.


These numbers reflect both the scale of N-I-H funding and the quality of research it supports. When the largest funder of biomedical research also supports the most Nobel-winning scientists, that's not coincidence—it's evidence that the money is reaching people who can use it productively.


What the N-I-H Means Today


The National Institutes of Health occupies a peculiar position in American life. Almost everyone benefits from it; almost no one thinks about it.


When you take a medication, you're benefiting from N-I-H research. When you receive a vaccine, there's a good chance N-I-H scientists contributed to its development. When your doctor orders a genetic test or prescribes a cancer treatment, the underlying knowledge likely traces back to grants reviewed in Bethesda.


The agency represents a particular bet—that government investment in understanding biology will pay dividends in health outcomes. The evidence suggests this bet has paid off handsomely. But as funding freezes and political controversies demonstrate, continued support is not guaranteed.


Scientists who receive N-I-H grants often describe the funding as essential but precarious. The grant process is competitive, with success rates sometimes below twenty percent. Researchers spend months writing proposals, defending their ideas before review panels, waiting for decisions that determine whether their work can continue.


From the Hygienic Laboratory on Staten Island to the sprawling Bethesda campus, from rodents carrying plague to messenger RNA vaccines against COVID-19, the N-I-H has spent nearly a century and a half asking questions about human health and occasionally finding answers that change everything.


The next time you swallow a pill or receive a shot, consider the invisible infrastructure that made it possible—the grants reviewed, the experiments conducted, the failures endured, the knowledge accumulated. Somewhere in that long chain of discovery, the National Institutes of Health almost certainly played a part.
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  They're just everywhere. >> Wa. This is really blue. You should come.

Like this is so blue. >> Look at how many you're finding. I feel like Gollum. >> If it weren't so dangerous, it'd be a fun activity to do.

>> These are the big So, what about all the particles you can't see? >> This same kind of material was used in the construction of the World Trade Center buildings. And when the towers fell, it was pulverized to microscopic size and released into the air. The particles remained airborne for days, and thousands of people unknowingly breathed them in.

They buried themselves deep within people's lungs, wreaking havoc and causing all sorts of diseases. >> We've known for decades that these particles are extremely dangerous. But when the towers fell, no one was warned. >> The concentrations are such that they don't pose a health hazard.

>> And yet today, the diseases linked to that dust have killed more than twice as many people as the attacks themselves. Once we started looking, we kept finding this material in places we never expected. >> He was telling the newspapers, "People aren't just eating it and breathing it. They're mainlining it." >> In popular off-roading spots, in makeup, and even kids toys, >> say it ain't so.

Mickey Mouse crayons. >> No. It's been detected in the dust around schools and homes. >> Five generations of people died up there.

>> And instead of banning it outright, we let it spread. Some countries are still importing hundreds of thousands of tons each year, and it's estimated that by 2035, nearly 2.8 million people might die because of it. This is a video about a deadly miracle material we can't stop using. This investigation is based on publicly available documents, recordings, and third party sources.

All of our links are in the description. Thank you to Ground News for sponsoring this video. More about them later. There is this story about the ancient Greeks from around the 2nd century AD.

They had this golden lantern that would burn for a whole year without going out. All because of a very special wick that just wouldn't burn down. So, how did they develop this technology? Well, the truth is they didn't.

They've found it. Imagine you're walking around 2,000 years ago and you see this fluffy looking stuff poking out the ground. It's got all of these fibers that you can pull apart and twist into shapes. First off, let's get a nice bundle.

So, it looks like cotton. Uh, >> it looks like it would burn really well. Like it would just >> Yeah, you can start a fire with it, right? All right.

>> Okay, let's see what happens. It's not burning. That's because this is actually a rock. It's a naturally occurring mineral.

The core building block is simple. It's a silicon atom surrounded by four oxygen atoms. Now, silicon has four electrons in its outer shell, but it really wants eight. So, each of the oxygen shares one electron with it, but oxygen doesn't share evenly.

Since it's more electrogative than silicon, it pulls those shared electrons closer to itself. This leaves the oxygen side slightly negative and the silicon side slightly positive. Now there's an electrostatic attraction between these atoms which pulls the atoms closer together and strengthens this bond. The result is an incredibly stable pyramid-shaped unit called a silica tetrahedrin.

But if you look at the oxygens in these corner spots, they've only shared one electron, but they actually want two to complete their outer shells. So the corners link up with other silicon atoms to form more tetrahedra. And in this way, the structure just keeps growing. The bonds inside here are incredibly strong and stable.

And because the atoms are already tightly bound to the oxygen inside the silicate structure, the oxygen in the air has nothing to react with. So the material doesn't burn. But overall, there's nothing special about these building blocks. More than 90% of the Earth's minerals are made from this stuff.

everything from quartz to clay. What makes this material special is how those units link up. Here the tetrahedra have formed a sheet and bonded to it there is actually a second sheet made of magnesium atoms and hydroxal groups which are just an oxygen and a hydrogen stuck together. Now the atomic spacings of these two layers are slightly different.

So there's a tiny mismatch which causes tension between these layers causing them to curl up and you end up with these tiny scroll-like tubes. These tubes don't break down easily under heat. The structure stays stable up to around 600° C. >> So like all these individual fibers that you see running through here, those are all like these scrolls more.

>> What is that? What was that bend? >> That's just a place where I twisted the fiber with my tweezers. Ah, >> okay.

And when you twist these fibers, they actually don't break. So it's literally a rock you can weave. And when you do, the fibers form a tangled layered structure. So if heat is introduced, it has to pass from fiber to fiber across many contact points with air filling the spaces between them.

This reduces how quickly heat can spread through the material. Because of that, people started weaving it into things like theater curtains and insulation blankets for steam engines. even fireproof clothing, essentially anywhere they didn't want something to catch fire. But by far the most important use came around in the 1800s.

Between 1790 and 1870, the number of people living in urban areas in America jumped from 1 in 20 to around 1 in4. So to accommodate this, people had to tack on extra floors onto existing buildings and courtyards would then be filled with makeshift extensions, effectively tightly packing all of these buildings together. Pretty much all these buildings were made out of wood, but the people inside still cooked with open flames. They used gas lamps.

They lit candles. So, one accident and an entire neighborhood could go up in flames. That reality hit New York City in December 1835 when within a span of just 2 days, three separate fires erupted in Manhattan. One bystander described what followed as an ocean of fire with roaring, rolling, burning waves.

By the end, a third of a mile of Manhattan was engulfed, destroying nearly 700 buildings at a cost of $20 million. That's over $730 million of today's money. Similar catastrophes were happening in cities all over the world. Chicago, London, Hamburg, Tokyo.

When will this appalling rate of destruction come to an end? >> The problem was that when a building burned, it spewed up embers into the air. These then got carried by the wind and landed onto other roofs, setting them alike. So, 23 years after the Great Fire of New York, a 21-year-old named Henry Ward John's set out to break that chain reaction by making roofs fireproof.

But that's trickier than it sounds. Whatever his solution was, it had to be usable across an entire city. So cheap and easy enough to massproduce, durable enough to sit exposed on rooftops, baking in the summer sun, freezing in the winter, and most importantly, it was not allowed to ignite even when exposed to burning embers. Now, John's knew of a mineral that was already being spun into fireproof fabric, but only the long fibers were useful for thread.

The shorter ones were actually swept aside his waist. John's realized those scraps were exactly what he needed. Fireproof, tough, and most importantly, cheap. So, he set up a makeshift lap in his basement apartment and started experimenting.

He heated up tar in his tea kettle, smeared that onto cloth, and then pressed in these tiny fibers. Then, he ringed the whole thing through his wife's brand new clothes ringer, and when he tested it, it worked. It didn't burn. In 1868, Henry War John's patented his invention, and by 1927, the company he built was generating $45 million in annual sales, more than $800 million in today's money.

Soon, people were using this fireresistant stuff in all kinds of building materials. Across America, consumption grew from around 20,400 tons in 1900 to a peak of 803,000 tons in 1973. Because of that, pretty much every building in the US, public or private, commercial or residential, used some form of this material. During that same period, stronger building codes, safer heating systems, and other fireresistant materials were also introduced, and it showed during that time, fire related deaths dropped around 80%.

So, this material likely helped save millions of lives worldwide. Because it couldn't be destroyed by fire, the name the ancient Greeks gave it, it stuck around. They called it inextinguishable or asbestous. >> Asbestous, the remarkable mineral.

By the mid- 20th century, asbestous was everywhere inside brake pads, toasters, ironing boards, hair dryers, surgical dressings and blankets. You know, brewers filtered beer through it. One brand of toothpaste even used it for extra polish. The fake snow in department store windows and in movies like The Wizard of Oz, all of that's asbestous, too.

>> Unusual weather we're having a >> Sorry, Darthothy. It was such a big deal, Marvel even had a villain called Asbestous Lady. She'd set a fire to escape the police and she'd easily walk through it safe inside her asbestous bodysuit. To feed this demand, asbestous was pulled out of the ground on an enormous scale.

Major mining operations spread across Canada, Russia, and South Africa, with global production peaking at approximately 4.8 million tons per year in 1977. But the reason asbestous ended up in so many different products is because it's actually a group of different minerals. That white fluffy stuff we tried to burn earlier, it's called cryetile and it belongs to a mineral family known as the serpentines. But other types of asbestous looked completely different.

For instance, there is also brown asbestous known as amocite. It forms thick fibers that almost look like wood splinters. strong, stable, and highly heatresistant. So, it was perfect for putting into building materials like cement panels.

This type belongs to a different mineral family, the amphubles. Here, instead of forming sheets, the silica tetrahedral lock into rigid latter-like chains in amite, iron, and magnesium ions along with hydroxal groups embedded in the structure bind those chains together forming these long needle-like fibers. But tweak that chemistry just slightly so that now iron and sodium ions bind the chains and you get this blue asbestous or cassidily. These crystals split easily along their length and they create these fine flexible fibers that are still extraordinarily strong with tensile strengths comparable to high-grade steel wire.

This type went into chemicalresistant insulation, shipyards, and even filters inside early gas masks. Oh, and there was another use, one that's hard to believe now. >> In this magic box I have right here is something that was manufactured right here in North Carolina. They're cigarettes produced in the 1950s.

And if you look at the filter, you see the filters are blue asbestous. This is Kent with a micronite filter that was manufactured with cryolite asbestous in the filter itself. >> So you're not only smoking, you were smoking it through a blue asbestous filter. >> Yes.

>> What a deal. >> Only Kent has the revolutionary new micronite filter you've heard so much about. Kent and only Kent filters best. Filters best.

Filters best. In the early 1900s, a young woman named Nelly Kershaw worked in a factory that spun asbestous fibers into threads. Every day, she breathed in the dust that those machines threw into the air. So, by her early 30s, she was so sick she could barely breathe.

And when she finally decided to ask the factory for help, they refused. They said helping out workers would set a dangerous precedent. Nelly died shortly after at the age of just 33. Nelly's case caught the attention of pathologist Dr.

William Cook. When he opened up her chest, her lungs were gray and scarred, almost blue black like they had a huge internal bruise. And when his scalpel passed through them, they rasped. It was like scraping against sandpaper.

The tissue was full of mineral grit and under the microscope, the cause was unmistakable. Asbestous fibers lodged into the lung tissue. If we were to inhale some type of an asbestous fiber, I kind of think of them as like little microscopic straight arrows. They kind of just shoot down through the nose or the mouth and move down through the trachea.

If we continue on going down here, we get smaller and smaller as we penetrate deeper into the lung tissue. And then you get into these alvolar sacks, these asbestous fibers, they lodge in the tissue there and lung secretions, enzymes, even white blood cells, they have a really hard time breaking those down. >> You end up with scarring deep inside the lungs. In 1924, Dr.

Cook published the first medical description of this condition, which became known as asbestosis. When these asbestous fibers lodge into the lungs, the body treats them like invaders. Specialized cells called macrofasages move in cells whose job it is to engulf and digest bacteria, dust or debris. But asbestous fibers are too long and stiff to swallow.

It's kind of like trying to eat a toothpick sideways. The macrofasages keep trying and failing and in the process they release inflammatory chemicals that damage the surrounding lung tissue. So workers breathing in asbestous dust day after day accumulated more and more damage. When doctors sent by the British government examined hundreds of asbestous workers, they found that more than 25% already showed signs of lung disease.

And for workers with over 20 years of exposure, that number was closer to 80%. So in 1931, the government officially classified asbestous as a workplace hazard, making it one of the first industrial materials to be regulated for health risks. But the new rules only covered factories where asbestous was manufactured. They didn't extend to other workers like ship builders, miners, or construction workers who were regularly exposed to asbestous dust.

Across the Atlantic, things weren't much better. There was no binding federal asbestous rules in the states, only a recommendation. The US Public Health Service suggested a temporary exposure limit of 5 million asbestos particles for a single cubic foot of air, which meant that a worker breathing normally could inhale over 300 million asbestos particles an hour and still be considered within guidelines. This became especially problematic for shipyard workers when World War II broke out.

Ships were packed with asbestous insulation, so workers spent their days cutting and fitting asbestous in thick clouds of fibers. And according to the guidelines of the day, these levels met the official definition of safe working conditions. In fact, asbestous was still marketed as a magic material. A few years earlier, Time magazine actually put John's Manuel's president, Lewis H.

Brown, on its April 3rd, 1939 cover. But in the early 1960s, finally, one doctor started connecting the dots on asbestous. Dr. Dr.

Irving Celikov was running a small clinic in Patterson, New Jersey when the local asbestous workers union asked if their members could come and see him. Before long, he'd seen multiple workers with either severe lung scarring or more concerningly an extremely rare cancer called meotheloma. But methyloma is strongly associated with speestous exposure and is cancer of those cells lining the inside of the chest cavity. And most commonly it's this plural cavity.

These plural membranes are lined with meothelial cells. Sometimes what happens is the fibers will work their way out of the lung tissue and directly get into this cavity here and they can literally pierce out the lungs. They cause constant irritation and over time that can trigger cancerous changes in the cells that make up those linings. Celikov needed more data to understand the scale of the problem.

But factory owners refused to share medical records from their workers with him. So Celikov had to get creative. See, during World War II, many shipyard workers employed by the Navy underwent federal background checks. Thousands of these men had been working with asbestous to insulate ships.

So using surviving FBI wartime personnel records, Celikov began tracking them down and one by one painstakingly pieced together their medical histories. What emerged wasn't a handful of isolated tragedies. It was a pattern. That exposure proved deadlier than combat itself.

8.6 6 out of every thousand servicemen were killed in action whereas 14 out of every thousand shipyard workers later died from asbestous related cancers. Selikoff launched a formal investigation into hundreds of asbestous insulation workers and what he found confirmed his fears. widespread disabling aspestosis, dozens of cases of messotheloma, lung cancer rates roughly seven times higher than expected, and a three-fold increase in gastrointestinal cancers. In 1964, he organized a conference at the New York Academy of Sciences, where for the first time, all this evidence was presented publicly in one place and on the record.

It marked the moment when asbestous stopped being seen as a modern miracle material and instead started being recognized as a public health crisis. But the asbesus industry fought back trying to discredit Selikoff. Industry funded research groups came out with papers minimizing the risk of exposure and framing Celikov's findings as overblown. They started a coordinated PR effort to discredit him, trying to call him alarmist and starting a rumor that he wasn't even a real doctor just because he got his medical degree out in Scotland.

But Celikov kept going. He kept publishing data on the devastating health effects of asbestous exposure. He worked 18-hour days documenting every patient who wrote to him. He contacted policy makers, even world leaders, urging them to take action against uh Celikov uh the legendary um doctor who organized this conference in the 1970s found that uh introvenous drugs were being contaminated by asbestous filtration.

People aren't just eating it and breathing it, they're mainlining it. By the 1970s, no one could deny it any longer. miners, factory workers, shipyard insulators, people who had been exposed decades earlier during the asbestous boom were now turning up with multiple cancers in huge numbers. Asbestos exposure is linked to all sorts of different cancers.

The lung tissue has lymphatic vessels in it. Would you have them throughout your whole body? The asbestous fibers sometimes on their own can migrate into the lymphatic vessels. Sometimes the white blood cells will take it into the lymphatic system.

Once you hit the lymphatic system, you have the potential to go anywhere in the human body. >> Autopsies have found fibers in nearly every organ in the body. The brain, bone marrow, spleen, intestines, pancreas, prostate, ovaries, thyroid, and liver. And in every tissue those fibers reach, they set off the same chain reaction.

I'm imagining these white blood cells with personalities, and they get all mad and frustrated because they can't engulf this asbestous fiber. They've coined this term called essentially frustrated faggoytosis. They start releasing these things like reactive oxygen species. They can cause damage to surrounding cells.

And really important is damage to DNA. Those cells can start dividing out of control and they start to clump together and we start to call those clumps of cells cancer. >> US courts were flooded with lawsuits against companies like John's Manville. The harm asbestous caused was well documented.

The information was out there. Companies should have known their products were dangerous. >> They should know what's reasonably available in the public domain about the dangers of asbestous. If they can read asbestous patents, they can read asbests pathology papers.

But the companies denied it. >> What was needed was definitive evidence that the companies knew their products were killing their workers. Then an attorney Carl Ash noticed something strange in the 1974 report by this huge asbestous company called Raybestus Manhattan. See in this report the company suggested that they had actually been investigating health hazards of asbestous since the 1930s.

So Ash started digging. He filed a request for internal documents and at first the company claimed it couldn't find much. Then unexpectedly, Ash was handed a banker's box stuffed full of documents meticulously kept by Ray Best Manhattan's former president, Sumar Simpson. Back in 1935, a journal contacted Simpson because they wanted to write an article about asbestosis.

Shortly after, Simpson himself reached out to John's Manville's lawyer, Van Diver Brown, saying, "I think the less said about asbestous, the better off we are." to which Brown replied, "I quite agree with you that our interests are best served by having espostosis receive the minimum of publicity." The same papers also revealed that in the 1930s, Ray Bestus and John's Manville hired an external company, Sarin Laboratories, to do studies of asbestous on animals, but the companies insisted on controlling what from those studies will be made public. As a letter from Van Dyver points out, it is our further understanding that the results obtained will be considered the property of those who are advancing the required funds who will determine whether to what extent and in what manner they shall be made public. A clause to which Sarinac Laboratories said yes. But after the lead researcher who was compiling all this evidence died in 1946, the companies agreed that nothing should be published that contained any objectionable material.

objectionable, meaning any sort of indication that asbestous causes cancer. So when Sarin Laboratories finished their research, the companies took the report, edited it, and just buried the evidence. Here's an original copy of that manuscript, and you can find whole sections just crossed out. Other documents were even more damaged.

A John's Manville medical official later testified that up until 1971, the company had a policy of not telling their workers if their physicals showed signs of asbestosis or asbestous related lung cancers. And in sworn testimony, a witness recalled a meeting they had in the early 1940s with the president of John's Manville, asking why they weren't warning workers about asbestous. As the witness recalls it, they asked, "Do you mean to tell me you would let them work until they drop dead?" to which the president replied, "Yes, we save a lot of money that way." Once the Summer Simpson papers got out, they unlocked a new industrial Watergate, the industry's standard, "Oh, we didn't know" defense. It simply fell apart.

Comparisons were made to Big Tobacco's concealment of smoking risks. And the lawsuits surged. Each case brought new discovery, and each round of discovery exposed a wider, more coordinated cover up. Ever since the word aspestosis started showing up in medical journals in the 1920s, John's Manville went out to secure the market around itself.

First, they acquired the biggest rockwool company. Then they acquired a firm holding the key patents to calcium silicate insulation, insulation that could be made without asbestous. Now, at the same time, companies that had non asbestous insulation were incentivized into creating asbestous product lines. With each acquisition or inducement, another potential competitor lost the ability to denounce asbestous and say, "Oh, we have an asbestous free product.

So each in turn became a member of this conspiracy of silence. That is how the asbestous industry guaranteed its survival by ensuring no one could speak out against it. >> We suggest you consider asbesus for the walls of your home. >> They're business decisions and the people who make them are businessmen.

I mean the word morality or moral obligation is almost non-existent in the corporate documents. >> In 1982, John's Manville filed for bankruptcy protection. >> Manville Corporation's board of directors has determined that the corporation should file for reorganization under chapter 11 of the bankruptcy act. >> Not because they were broke, but in a move widely seen as a way to shield the company from a flood of asbestous lawsuits.

Despite all the evidence against them, John's Manville survived. They continue operating to this day, although they no longer produce Between 1940 and 1980, the asbestous industry, led by John's Manville, exposed roughly 21 million Americans to these fibers. Asbestous related deaths amounted to at least 8 to 10,000 people every year, with many more suffering lifelong disease. In 1989, the EPA issued a rule to phase out almost all asbestous use in the United States.

And that should have been the end of the story. But the industry sued immediately, not because anyone disputed asbestous causes cancer, that was undeniable by this point, but because of a legal technicality. See, under the law, the EPA had to prove that an outright ban of asbestous was the only solution and that anything less than that just wouldn't cut it. this was an almost impossible feat.

Now, the industry argued that they hadn't done that. And unfortunately, the US courts agreed. So, in 1991, they ruled that the EPA just hadn't met this narrow legal standard. And with that, the asbestous ban was dead in the water.

But by then, asbestous had become so financially and legally risky for the companies that manufactured it or used it that its overall use did actually decline. Yet in the end, after years of trying to define and regulate asbestous, the only thing that truly stuck around was a definition and a narrow one. Chryotile and five amphubles because these were the only ones being mined, sold, and used in factories. Those six became the official asbestous minerals.

And anything else, no matter how fiberlike or potentially dangerous, well, that doesn't count. The FDA for the first time in 50 years considering testing for asbestous in cosmetics and talc powder. >> Traces of it have now been detected in children's play sand. >> Thousands of people are claiming that they developed various forms of cancer after years of using Johnson and Johnson's baby powder.

>> Is this all the stuff that you've collected over the years? >> No, it's not all of it. But, uh, this box is full of all the Claire's labelled products that I found as bestas in everything little girls could possibly want to have their makeup in. Like, oh, I don't know.

How about sparkly boxes, right? >> And, uh, there's a cell phone. >> Right. With eyeshadows on it.

>> Yeah. >> Right. There's asbesus in there. There's asbesus in the unicorn.

>> There's Yes. All of these have asbesus in them. I started seeing asbesus fibers everywhere. >> Everywhere.

Okay. >> The the eyehadows, the blush, they all had asbestos fibers. All right. Wow.

Okay. >> What year was this? >> Uh 2017. >> What?

>> 2017. >> I thought it was going to be like 1980 or something. What? 2017.

>> Whoa. >> And the manufacturer came back said there's no way. and they sponsored uh another laboratory to look at the same samples and they said no none of this counts as asbesus it's all cleavage fragments or sepiaite clay or something like that and it was boulder dash right I called friends all across the states and said hey do you have a CLA's store near you can you find the sparkly box right and send it to me pronto there's Claire's all in all the malls all across America and then I looked further It's all over the world. I mean, every mall everywhere.

And I end up testing Claire's from Brazil to Japan uh to London. I found asbesus. Don't worry. Right.

So, that turned into a huge story. Right. And now I don't think you can buy very much uh talc based cosmetics at Claire's now. But it was a several years long >> battle.

These are different products that were sold at at toy stores. Like here's the secret spy kit. >> And you see there's a fingerprint kit there, right? And in that fingerprint kit was a powder in which I found uh asbesus fibers.

Say it ain't so. Mickey Mouse crayons. >> No, I found asbestous in those. And this keeps happening.

Just a couple of months ago, around 70 schools in Australia and New Zealand had to close down because of the asbestous found in children's playand. Out of the 60 outlets that reported on this story, only 24% were from right-leaning sources. Depending on where you get your news, this might have never crossed your radar, which is a problem because public health information like this shouldn't fall through the cracks. And this is why we've asked Ground News to sponsor this video.

They compile news from outlets all over the world into one place so that you can easily see the partisan split. And with their color-coded layout, it's also easy to sort your news by factuality, ownership, and source so that you can see how a story like this is getting covered side by side with all the context you need. Take these two headlines for example. This article from the Herald Sun only talks about the fear of asbestous while this very highfactuality source firmly states that asbestous was found in decorative sand.

That difference matters. I would like to know whether the concern is over a mere suspicion or actual asbestous contamination. And that's why I find ground news so useful. You get the full picture, not just one headline sensationalizing for clicks.

And they also have a dedicated blind spot feed for stories like these that are, you know, disproportionately covered by either side of the political spectrum. All to help people avoid their echo chambers. Now, we partnered up with Ground News because we share the same mission, getting to the truth, and that's why we're offering 40% off their Vantage plan at ground.news/ve. So, if you want to support the channel, but also want a clearer understanding of the world, check out that link in the description, or you can also scan this QR code.

So, I want to thank Ground News for sponsoring this part of the video. And now, let's go figure out why asbestous is even getting into all these consumer products. Now, no one is intentionally putting asbestous in makeup or kids toys. So, how did something we know is deadly just end up everywhere?

Well, it's an unfortunate consequence of where asbestous forms and nowhere makes that more clear than Libby, Montana. >> It kind of breaks my heart to talk about it. Um, the mine up there is vermiculite mine is about 56 miles north. >> Vermiculite is a mineral that is used in everything from insulation to fireproofing to potting soil.

On its own, it's harmless. The problem was Libbyy's vermiculite formed mixed in with amphubable asbestous fibers. And the same thing happens with other minerals we mine, including stuff like talc. That's how asbestous ends up in products like the ones we saw at Shaun's lab.

And the worst part, the company that owned and operated the mine, WR Grace, they knew. They knew the ore contained asbestous. They knew people were getting sick. And they didn't warn the town.

In fact, they try to cover it up for almost 30 years. >> They had hundreds of workers in there. And of course, when the miners would go home, they had dust all over their clothes and their kids and their wives got it and died as well. But the doctors up around Libby, they knew.

Boy, did they know. Besides the lung disease and cancers long associated with asbestous exposure, researchers were also finding rates of some autoimmune diseases were nearly six times higher than the national average. And by the time the Liby situation hit the headlines in 1999, reporters documented nearly 200 deaths in a town of fewer than 3,000. >> And it could take 20 years for it to go, but pretty soon you have no breath at all.

And you die ofxiation. I could tell talking on the phone by somebody's voice how far along they were toward death because none of them survived. Finally, in 2009, the EPA declared a public health emergency in Libby, calling it the worst case of industrial poisoning of a community in US history. >> But Libby is just the tip of the iceberg.

>> Because for decades, WR Grace shipped Libby vermiculite around the country and with it deadly amphable asbestous, which ended up in millions of homes as attic insulation. And Grace also made a fireproof spray that was used on the steel frames of high-rise buildings. By 1970, over half of the multi-story buildings erected in the United States used this fireproof spray, including the World Trade Center. But this spray was actually marketed as asbestous free.

According to a later investigation by the New York Times, Grace lobbyed regulators to adopt a threshold under which products containing less than 1% of asbestous would not be regulated. Grace argued that the danger of such small amounts had not been proved. This became known as the 1% rule or the grace rule. That decision didn't just affect the products from Libbyy's mine.

It reshaped how asbestous was detected, regulated, and ignored everywhere. Oh my god. >> Oh my god. >> OH MY GOD.

>> OKAY. When that went down, I knew it. I knew they had asbestous. And so I started calling.

I said, "What do you how are you going to protect people from that?" Cuz now that stuff's all over the place. You saw the dust clouds, right? >> September 11th became the largest realworld test of asbestous detection following a single catastrophic event. That dust is so thick you can't see.

>> When the EPA began sampling the dust and analyzing it, they chose a method we used back at the lab called polarized light microscopy or PLM. But the PLM has two major limitations. First, it struggles to detect asbestous if it's less than 1% by weight in the sample. And second, it can only see the fibers that are roughly longer than about 5 micrometers or wider than about a/4 of a micrometer.

As a result, the smallest and often times the most dangerous fibers like the ones pulverized during the collapse of the towers are difficult to detect using just the PLM. To reliably find these, you need transmission electron microscopy or TEM. >> Where we top out at about a thousand times with electro with light microscopy, this tops out at about a million times. But what we need to see is just what are the finest fibers that are potentially can go into your lung.

>> Without having used a TEM, the EPA declared New York's air safe. >> Everything we've tested for, which includes asbestous, lead, and VOCC's have been below any level of concern for the general public health. >> But some researchers after 911 actually did do studies with TEM. They found asbestous levels far above the EPA's own safety thresholds in most of their samples.

And the report also warned that because many of these fibers were actually smaller than normal, they were especially dangerous. They posted the results on the American Industrial Hygiene Association website, but within hours, their post disappeared. Less than 24 hours later, the researchers were notified they had been taken off the job and were no longer required at ground zero. One former EPA chief investigator later went on CBS saying they believe the agency had deliberately used the wrong testing methods and downplayed the danger.

>> New York City directly lied about the test results for asbestous in air. When they finally released them, they doctorred the result. We don't know if that's true, but to be clear, PLM is still widely used to detect asbestous because it's faster, it's cheaper, it's easier to deploy. But what we do know is two things.

First, the PLM method was not sensitive enough to detect whether there were asbestous fibers in the dust at ground zero. And second, the EPA did have other more sensitive methods available to them. Whatever the motives, the result was the same. New Yorkers were told that the air was safe when it really wasn't.

And as of December 2023, 6,781 of those who have been registered with the World Trade Center Health Program have died either of an illness or a cancer linked just to their time being around ground zero. But even if the EPA had used the TEM, the answer would still not be simple because even then researchers run into a more basic problem. What actually counts as asbestous? >> Is there asbestous in the air?

Is there asbestous in the soil? Is there asbesus in the water? Is there asbestous in the body? All of those counting rules are based on fibers that are not super long, but they're way longer than the vast majority of say libampul fibers and the vast majority of fibers that are inhaled.

So, they're not even counting those. They're not even looking for them. The ways that we are right now telling people whether they're being exposed or not is a lie. >> And when longer fibers break, forming these so-called cleavage fragments, they don't count either.

>> Yeah. There's a whole effort to say, "Oh, yeah. If it's if it's been broken, it's not it's not dangerous." But there are so many papers out there that show that if you put pure cleavage fragments into mice, they get very very sick. This really matters when you're in a place like this and you realize the dust could be considered asbestous contaminated under one definition and perfectly safe under another.

>> Nobody would have expected fine asbestous here. >> To be clear, there were no asbestous mines in Nevada. No industrial sites, no history of asbestous commercial use at all. But geologists Brenda Buck and Rott Medal found asbestous spread across approximately 1 million acres outside Las Vegas.

>> Geologic processes transport these materials and you know before the erosion started they were just in the bedrocks along the mountain front. Now they're in sediments down there. They're in the stream here. And the problem with the naturally occurring stuff like this is it may be only a small percentage in the rock and even a smaller percentage in the soil, but this stuff gets in the air.

>> Entire communities might be breathing it in and getting sick without knowing. So Brenda and Rod tried to warn people. Back in late 2012, they compiled all of their findings for a presentation at the Conference of the Geological Society of America. But before the conference even began, the abstract caught the attention of a journalist who reported on the story and that's when the push back started.

Soon the state of Nevada sent a cease and assist letter and officials questioned Brenda and Rod's methods. >> So if you go to Las Vegas, you're going to get exposed to that. That they didn't want that out there. >> Every time I drove into Boulder City, there was an official tailing me within a minute.

>> The message was clear. Don't look any further. Well, we did decide to look further. So, we drove out into the desert to a popular off-roading spot to test whether there really is asbestous in the dust around Las Vegas.

Okay, I'm strapped into a dune buggy here. I'm going to go down to that basin and Sean's strapped up some dust collectors with uh receivers in my breathing zone so we can actually figure out how much asbestous I would be inhaling through the dust that I kick up. You see those donuts off? >> Yeah.

Yeah. You were ripping it up down >> Yeah. From a geological point of view, any any notes? >> It rained today.

I thought about that while I was watching. I was like, there might not be much dust. But these are the air samples that were hanging in your breathing, right? And I looked at them and the filters have some tanning on them.

>> Oh, that's good. >> Um, which means we actually did get some dust. We don't know what's in it yet, >> but there's something in there. >> But the original plan was for us to actually do this at the dry lake bed just outside Boulder City because this is where people do the majority of their off-roading.

You know, they camp, they do photo shoots, even take their wedding photos. Except not on the day that we were there. Okay, we're out here on the dry lake bed. supposedly uh in Las Vegas where on the one day that we're here, the lake has decided not to be dry in any sort of definition.

Oh god. And so what we're going to go do is suit up, get some samples, and figure out how much is bestest there really is uh in this stuff. Okay, perfect. We're going to do a third.

Let's go out to that island. That's it. Okay, got the samples. Next step, take them to the lab.

>> Great to see you, guys. Guys, again, >> yeah, good to see you, too. Well, we're here for one thing, I suppose. Like, what kind of results did we get?

>> Now, the big reveal. Drum roll, please. Uh, I did the dune buggy air samples first. Those samples that you had on your left and right shoulders.

I didn't find any asbesus fibers. >> Okay. Well, I guess that's a bit of a relief. I'm glad we did the demonstration and I'm kind of glad we didn't find anything because I'm pretty sure I took my mask off at a few points.

>> I've been in those shoes like we didn't find anything. Oh, but wait a minute. I was breathing that. >> Exactly.

>> So, what about the samples in the dry lake bed? >> Uh, another drum roll. >> Okay. >> I found amphubable asbestous.

>> Wow. Okay. >> It's there. It is there.

I counted up the number of fibers, the the area of the filter that I analyzed, and I figured out that we had between 30 and 50 million asbesus structures per gram of mud that we were walking through. >> Wow. Just to think that we pulled off to the side of the road, walked what 30 m, took three samples, and all of them had these incredibly high concentrations of asbestos right there. It's not like we had to go out and find >> very wet soil was lucky for us because we know there's asbestous in that soil.

Now, think about the guys that go taking their jeep across there when it is a dry lake. I mean, that was our initial plan to do the dune bugging there. And I can't I can't like help but think about people drive down that road all the time. They must pull over.

They must go down there like just kick dust and rocks. And >> we know they do. We know they do. >> And there's no sign to tell you that there's anything wrong with the dry lake.

>> It's not like we, you know, discovered this. This has been available data since >> October October of 2013 is the actually publication date of naturally occurring asbesus potential for human exposure in southern Nevada by Brenda Buck at all. >> So 13 years we've had this data. It's not like we rediscovered anything.

>> And that's the other thing that's really hard about this science. You need the public to be aware but you don't want to terrify them. And so how do you find the right way? This will potentially be seen by tens of millions of people.

So, is there a message you want to get out? >> This is a a a natural hazard just like a lot of things in your life. It's really good for people to know whether or not their house is in a flooding zone, right? It's really good to know about earthquake risks.

It's really good to know about hurricanes and tornadoes. Well, this is just another natural hazard. And if you have the information, then you can make better decisions to live a healthier life. One big problem is that asbestous in the real world doesn't line up with how it's regulated.

Take this fiber. It comes from a sample of the same blue asbestous from the site outside Las Vegas we visited at the start of the video. I think we have uh two different phases at least of amphable here because if it's yellow in this orientation but also blue in this orientation and the same fiber bundle then we have a change in the phase from here to here. So this one fiber is actually two minerals and that complexity shows up in its structure too.

Under the electron microscope, one side could meet the definition of asbestous, the other may not simply because of its shape. So one single fiber could fall within one of the six named and regulated asbestous minerals if you look at one side, but the other would be completely unregulated. Your lungs don't care about these categories though. the asbestous fiber.

You find it everywhere. No ordinary rock, no single rock indeed, but a group of related minerals with characteristics in common, but in varying degrees. >> Most experts will say asbesus isn't a minic or a geological term. It's a commercial one, but that's symbolics.

Why do I say that? Because it's not just a commercial term. We now know that asbesus can kill you. So if we're going to say that, we have to define it based on health effect and we don't.

>> So what are we actually doing about it? The system was so complex, it was so burdensome that our country hasn't even been able to uphold a ban on asbestous, a known carcinogen that kills as many as 10,000 Americans every year. >> Well, in 2016, Congress did try to fix this broken system. They passed an amendment giving the EPA new power to evaluate and restrict dangerous chemicals, including asbestous.

>> I think it's time to sign the Frank R. Ladenberg Chemical Safety for the 21st Century Act into law. But then progress stalled again. Under the Trump administration, efforts to strengthen asbestous rules slowed dramatically.

Trump had publicly praised asbestous for years. A lot of people in my industry think asbestous is the greatest fireproofing material ever ever made. >> It wasn't until 2024 that the US finally banned chrysile asbestous. But this ban doesn't cover the other five types of asbestous and it still allows some manufacturers up to 12 years to phase it out.

It doesn't address what to do with asbestous already in schools and homes and other buildings. nor does it fix any of the numerous classification, identification, and detection loopholes. And it doesn't address the asbestous in the environment. On top of that, the EPA is already getting sued again.

>> There have been tremendous forces from commercial industries to make it sound like it's not as bad as it as it is and to find ways to allow them to continue to use the material. This is a sad sad fact of our decision making in our country and other countries is that it's driven by money. >> But at least the United States are going for some level of moderation. Other countries are not that lucky.

In 2019, India imported more than 350,000 tons of asbestous and it's predicted that in the upcoming decades 6 million people there might develop asbestous related diseases and similar things are happening in many of the other countries in Asia. We've actually found this website where it looks like you can just buy asbestous cloth made in China, but please don't. And all of the asbestous that we've already mined even after we stopped using it, it's still out there. Asbestous doesn't naturally decay in the environment.

So, should you be worried? Well, having asbestous in your house doesn't automatically mean that it's dangerous. If you have asbestous in your ceiling and you don't drill into it, you're probably going to be fine. Asbestous is an issue if the particles go airborne.

But who knows which house has asbestous, where all of that asbestous is, who is going to take care of it, and how. So, a lot of the answers to these questions just don't exist yet. But if you're worried about asbestous exposure for yourself, check out the links that we've put in the description. I think a big part of the problem is that people assume asbestous is a solved issue.

And I'll be the first to admit I fell for that line of thinking. Here's the ending I wrote for our PAS video. We've been here before with leaded gasoline, freon, and asbestous. And each time we did the research and made the right decision to phase these chemicals out.

Yeah, I was completely oblivious. >> We will look back at our history and what do we do with tobacco? Everybody was smoking, right? It would be improper for me to not offer an ashtray even if I wasn't a smoker back in the day.

And all the scientists working for the big cigarette companies said why tobacco never hurt anybody. But because of the outcry and the recognition that uh that smoking causes disease, uh everybody knows someone who died because of cigarettes. Right now, you might find out that asbesus related diseases has touched you in some way. You don't even know yet.

>> I didn't know my grandfather died because of asbestous. That my father is dying more likely than not because of asbestous. Did I know that when I started looking at asbesus under a microscope? No.

Did I know that when I changed the brakes on the jeeps that I ran around in? No. Did I know that when I ran around through as vessels containing dust? No.

Now I do. >> Pretty much every scientist and journalist we spoke to for this video said the same thing. This is a hard story to get out there. They've faced economic pressure, political pressure.

Their research got buried and some people even received death threats for reporting on the story. It is an uncomfortable topic. But I think it's these uncomfortable topics that matter the most, that have the potential to do the most good, yet they are also the ones that are the most uncomfortable to watch. So I really appreciate you for sticking around to the end and facing the truth, making yourself aware and becoming part of the solution.

So perhaps now more than ever, thank you for watching.
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  We live in a state that was hard hit by Covid-19: New Jersey. We also had heavy-handed measures mandated by our governor, Phil Murphy, who entered into a regional agreement—they called it a “collective state policy”—with governors Cuomo in New York, and Lamont in Connecticut. Governor Murphy called us knuckleheads, and told Tucker Carlson that knowledge of the Bill of Rights was above his pay grade. The logic behind the “collective state policy” seems to have been the bigger the stick, the more fear we would have in disobeying them. King Solomon teaches that “A cord of three strands is not easily broken.” That wisdom was borrowed in 2020 by the governors of my state and others, repurposed to keep the citizens of their triad in line.
We are a multi-generational household. When the pandemic began in 2020, four of our five grown children—three daughters and a son—plus a teenaged granddaughter, lived with my husband and me. Our fourth daughter lived 18 miles west with her husband, in their own house in a small village. She still does. There’s no need for me to explain how we got to where we are. We didn’t expect that our grown children and teen grandchild would be living with us, or that we would live during a pandemic ‘lock down’, but life often goes in directions unforeseen. We’re fortunate we have good, decent, and helpful children, and a home large enough to accommodate all of us comfortably.
Decades earlier, we had had four daughters in five years. Then there was an eight year gap before our son David was born. The girls were thrilled to have a brother, and we were equally happy to have girls and a boy to love, and experience their differences. Those years rushed by.
By Spring of 2020, when the pandemic began, David had graduated from Rutgers with his B.A. in History. He lived at home while in college, commuting to Rutgers New Brunswick after earning his A.A. at community college. He was a focused student, and received the Dean’s Award from Rutgers for maintaining a 4.0 GPA. He worked at a local country club while in school, as a line chef in the kitchen. In the summers he also worked at the local Jewish Community Center—managing the snack bar, assisting the CEO, doing stats for the basketball leagues, preparing the weekly senior luncheon, whatever needed to be done.

David decided he wanted to go back to school for his Masters, and was accepted at both Drew University, and Rutgers. He chose Rutgers. In the meantime, he had taken a job at the local community college in the tutoring department. His first day was scheduled to be the very day New Jersey closed down the schools and universities. Covid-19 had arrived, and with it, any chance David had of doing paid work had disappeared. Unemployment checks became his ‘pay’.
Our days throughout the rest of 2020 were not unlike most people’s. We tried to understand all the chaotic rules, tried to stay healthy even though no one seemed to know exactly how to do that, and vacillated between caution and bravado. The girls, my daughters, were all back to working in-office by year’s end after a brief span of working remotely from home. My husband, an engineer, was deemed “essential” from the get-go as his job was designing hospitals, so he went into the office every day in 2020, and beyond. David decided to postpone grad school until in-person classes resumed. When that would happen, no one knew. Life was turned upside down and nothing seemed to make much sense. He was drifting, but there was no place to land during this time. We all just wanted to get to the end of what was happening to us.
By Christmas, the whole country was obsessed with whether or not to “gather.” We had all managed to stay Covid-19-free all year, so decided to have Christmas as usual. Daughter #4 and her husband came to our home to join us.
In mid-January of 2021, daughter #2 came down with Covid. A co-worker and his spouse had gotten ill, and the spouse had died. Daughter #2 was very ill and I remember wondering which variant of the virus we were on at that point. She was suffering badly, with severe vomiting and diarrhea along with other symptoms, and ended up in the ER for seven hours while the clinicians there got her hydrated, and her GI issues under control.
By the end of January, all of us, except for the teenager, had had Covid. Daughters #1 and #3 had very mild cases. In fact, the only reason we knew that #1 had even had Covid was because we had antibody testing later in March and her quantitative result was at the upper limit—she’d had a robust response to the spike protein without really knowing she’d been ill. My husband and I had miserable cases, but not nearly as awful as #2 had suffered earlier. David was very ill at this time, with the same horrific GI symptoms as his sister had had. His sister, #2, was recovered by now, but not yet back at the office, since her company hadn’t cleared her to return to in-person quite yet.
David, so sick, was barely coming out of his room, and we were grateful that his sisters were around to help out, since my husband and I weren’t much good in our state of Covidness. David had a telehealth visit with our GP. The standard of care hadn’t changed: stay home, and if you get into trouble, go to the ER. So he stayed home.
On the 5th of February I was sitting on the couch in my Covid daze when I realized I hadn’t seen David for a day. I asked #2 to go up to his room and check on him—and to take his temperature, and get his O2 saturation—sat for short. O2 saturation is a measure of oxygen in the blood—your blood can hold a certain amount of oxygen, and your O2 saturation is the percentage of that capacity that it is currently holding. It should be close to 100. Healthy people are normally above 95.
Daughter #2 came back with a worried look, and told me David’s sat was 68. I was stunned and told her to go back and redo it. She did. It was the same. I told her she needed to take him to the hospital, a mile and a half from our home. She got him up, and helped him get proper clothing on—it was early February in New Jersey. It took him a bit of time because he was weak, and groggy, and not in any hurry to do anything but breathe. I knew that, because my husband and I were ill, we weren’t the right ones to take David over, and #2, having recovered and, as I firmly believed then, being immune, was the best choice for this.
David was admitted straight away. When they arrived and he was triaged, his oxygen was still in the 60s. The nurse called for oxygen immediately and said “I need a physician here.” Daughter #2 was only allowed to stay with him for five minutes. For inpatient admissions, no visitors would be allowed.
Over the course of the next five days, we got updates by phone, and here and there David would text a bit. The oddness of Covid hypoxia is this: people with horrendously low oxygen levels were still walking and talking. On the 8th of February, he seemed to have turned a corner. Things looked to be improving, including his labs and vitals, which had been so worrisome prior. He was even feeling better. He texted asking for seltzer water and a fan; #3 dropped them off at the front desk to be delivered to his room. The No Visitors rule was firmly enforced.
That time, when David was an inpatient, felt like an emptiness. We were cut off from him and him from us, as if we were in separate caves, and couldn’t be reached, or touched, or seen. But it seemed like he was doing better. This separation would be temporary.
The next day, on the morning of the 9th, #2 came into our room and woke me, saying David’s doctor had called and wanted to talk with me, and to expect her call. She said they were discussing venting him, that things had gone south.
When the doctor called, she said that David wouldn’t agree to being vented without his family—specifically me, his mother—being involved in the decision. I was floundering.
She said to me “He’s very ill. He has a dedicated respiratory team working with him and they’ll be with him all day, but if there’s no improvement by 4 pm or so, we need to make a decision.”
I was at a loss. I was extremely concerned about ventilation. I was also confused over the bad turn he had taken. The doctor kept telling me David was very ill. In hindsight, I now realize she was trying to tell me that he would probably die if he wasn’t put on a vent. I told her that it was ultimately David’s decision but I wouldn’t discourage nor encourage him either way. I knew now that he was scared, and he was asking me to help him to decide what to do.
The nursing staff called and said they were arranging a zoom call – he was going to be intubated around 5pm and we could all ‘meet’ by video beforehand. I got everyone together and at 5pm they connected with us: my husband, our daughters, our grandchild, and me. David was lying on a bed while clinicians worked around him. He was very short of breath, so didn’t say much. But we encouraged him as best we could, told him we loved him, and he said “I love you” too. I told him to take the rest offered, and when he woke up later, he would feel better for the sleep gained.
At 7 pm my cell rang. It was the attending doctor saying that David had coded, and that they had been able to resuscitate him, but he was critical. From this moment on, I felt as if I was drowning in an eddy. I asked her to keep me apprised of everything and asked what his prognosis was.
“I don’t know if he’ll live through the night,” she told me.
Not long after 8 pm my cell rang again.
“So,” the doctor began…I now feel as if I have PTSD when someone begins a sentence with ‘so’.
“So,” the doctor said, “David’s heart stopped again and we weren’t able to get him back this time.”
Everything went dark. Everything. I don’t remember much from the rest of that night. The doctor told me what to do to get my son’s body picked up, but it was two days before I even thought of that again. I just remember ending the call and collapsing into a primal grief that felt like ruination.
I felt ruined; a mother whose child has been plucked away. I said, “I can’t do this.”
My Covid story is this: my son died at age 25, after losing a year of not being able to work, to socialize, to attend classes, to be ‘normal’. He died because some psychopaths and sociopaths—as Richard Ebright at Rutgers labelled Fauci and his clan of monster makers—chose to play dangerous games with deadly pathogens, and then lied about it all.
David lost that year, and then he lost his life. Five years on, I still hope for justice. I don’t expect to see it in my lifetime, but I do hope it happens for David’s sisters to see.
It still feels impossible that this happened. Five years on.


Postscript: One year later, I had an interaction on twitter that has now somewhat vanished, but the other woman’s words have stayed with me. She said:
“People who live in fear of the virus are wrong and people who mock it are wrong.”
Yes.
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  The AI race between the U.S. and China will be decided in datacenters.
But who has the advantage? Does the recent H200 ban lift change anything? Many pieces relate vague vibes that the U.S. has better semiconductors while China has cheaper electricity, but they lack numbers. This piece tries to estimate how expensive a data center is in the U.S. versus China, and how much “AI” each data center would generate. This piece does not address Chinese access to chips in Malaysia or through smuggling, a phenomenon that potentially increases China’s access to compute drastically.
BLUF: The U.S. can build much more cost-efficient data centers compared to China, but unfettered access to the H200 would make the race in raw performance extremely close. Access to the H200 gives China a massive boost considering its domestic hardware production constraints. Lastly, the cost efficiency of these data centers is extremely sensitive to the costs of hardware, which is highly variable and not publicly disclosed.

Nearly all of the cost differential comes from two factors: construction and hardware. Other costs, including commonly covered topics like electricity and water, are essentially rounding errors. As such, the main article only covers those two bills, but calculations for everything else are included in the appendix. Because these calculations require some assumptions, I vibe-coded a website that allows you to play with my assumptions and see how the numbers change.

We Run the Numbers
For simplicity’s sake, I will estimate the cost of constructing and operating a 400MW data center over three years. Microsoft’s 400MW Fairwater 1 in Wisconsin is currently the largest AI data center by MW and has decent public information about it, so I’ll take that as our benchmark. I will also limit the operating timeline to three years because data center GPUs often have lifespans for only that long.1 I’ll run through the calculations below, with exact numbers and calculations in footnotes.
Construction
Constructing a data center takes an enormous amount of capital. The plots can be enormous, as demonstrated by China Telecom’s Inner Mongolia Information Park spanning over 10 million square feet. Here, China has the edge. With cheaper labor and quicker construction times, Chinese data centers take the low end on construction costs.
In China, data centers usually cost $5.5 to $6.5 million per MW for construction, so I will assume that the average Chinese data center would run closer to $6 million per MW. In the U.S., on the other hand, data centers cost about $8 to $12 million per MW, so I will assume a cost of $10 million. These costs depend significantly on the site location, redundancy requirements, and other factors, so averages are the best we can achieve here.
For a 400MW data center, then, construction in China would be about $2.4 billion, while in the U.S. it would be about $4 billion. That means construction alone would save China $1.6 billion.

Hardware
The other one-time fixed cost for our data center is the hardware. This is the U.S.’s biggest advantage. Because of export controls, the hardware stocked in Chinese data centers would not be as efficient as their American counterparts. The current best Chinese product for AI servers is Huawei’s CloudMatrix384 (CM384), which costs about $8 million dollars to purchase and is able to perform nearly double the floating-point operations per second (FLOPS) compared to Nvidia’s GB200 NVL72; however, the CM384 consumes much more power, eating up nearly 600,000 W per unit. By contrast, Nvidia’s product costs about $2.6 million and only consumes a quarter of the power.2 This means that a Chinese data center would not be able to accommodate nearly as many CM384s as an American data center would be able to host GB200 NVL72s.
Besides power consumption reasons, a Chinese datacenter might be crunched to accommodate many CM384s due to China’s silicon constraints. As of writing, no CloudMatrix384 has been produced with fully indigenous Chinese components. Although Chinese SMIC is beginning to lessen the dependence on TSMC for dies, the lack of domestic HBM is a pressing issue for Huawei. They must rely on a dwindling pile of stockpiled HBM from foreign memory makers, so their total capacity for production is severely bottlenecked. So please, take the theoretical maximums with a mountain of salt.
For a 400MW data center, roughly 90% of the power will actually go to serving hardware, with the rest reserved for cooling, networking, lights, and all other power needs.3 Of that hardware power, SemiAnalysis estimates that 48 MW goes to standard CPUs and storage, while the rest goes to GPUs, leaving about 312 MW for the real workhorses.4
With 312 MW reserved for powering hardware, an American data center could accommodate a maximum of 2,154 GB200 NVL72s, while a Chinese data center could accommodate only 520 CM384s.5
With more racks being purchased, though, American data centers would spend more on hardware costs. For nearly 2,200 Nvidia racks, an American data center would spend just over $5.6 billion on hardware while a Chinese one would spend nearly $4.2 billion.6 A Chinese data center would be spending about 25% less on hardware for the price of purchasing many fewer units.
However, the Trump administration’s decision to permit the sale of H200s to China offers a stronger option for China and potentially alleviates their silicon constraints.
A popular server solution with the H200 is the DGX H200, priced at about $450,000, but the exact cost for Chinese consumers is still unknown; bulk discounts, the Trump admin’s 25% cut, and no official pricing means no one truly knows.7 Although the DGX H200 has a maximum power usage of 10,200 W, we must also account for external networking; unlike the GB200, NVL72, and CM384 — which are rack-level solutions — the H200 only offers node-level solutions, and we must calculate the overhead for network communication between nodes.8 Factoring that in, the theoretical maximum number of DGX H200s in a 400MW data center is then just under 30,000.9 It is important to note that hyperscalers likely do not use the DGX H200, but rather rig up the base H200s in their own way; however, this calculation uses the DGX H200 as a reference point.
For a more apples-to-apples comparison, I will refer to nine DGX H200 nodes networked together as a single “DGX H200 pod,” as this theoretical pod would have as many Nvidia GPUs as a GB200 NVL72. In this case, a 400 MW data center could accommodate a theoretical maximum of just under 3,300 DGX H200 pods.10 The cost of that many DGX H200 pods would run a Chinese data center over $13.8 billion dollars.11
Although access to the H200 gains significantly more “AI” for China compared to the CloudMatrix384, the total computing power and efficiency of compute would still be less compared to an American data center. For training workloads, the American data center would be able to perform nearly 250,000 PFLOPS, whereas a Chinese data center with the H200 or CloudMatrix384 would only be able to achieve over 226,000 PFLOPS or nearly 130,000 PFLOPS, respectively.12 The exact process for calculations is discussed in the appendix, but it is worth noting that only the GB200 NVL72 can support FP4 precision, which would nearly double its performance for inference workloads.

The hardware calculations show the H200 puts China within close reach of the U.S. More importantly, though, the H200 gives China hardware to stock its data centers that it would otherwise not have with supply-limited CloudMatrixes.
Final Comparison
Adding it all together, China can make data centers significantly cheaper than the U.S. can.13 By saving on construction, China would have the advantage in raw cost for a data center buildout.
But that doesn’t mean that China has the advantage. Considering the relatively small number of racks of CM384s a Chinese data center would be able to accommodate, the AI workloads a Chinese data center would be able to perform would be much smaller as a result. The sheer number of GB200 NVL72s in an American data center means that the U.S. could accommodate almost double the  PFLOPS of GB200 racks compared to CM384s. Those efficiency gains by the U.S. more than compensate for the cost gains made by China.
However, with the H200, China would be able to shrink that gap considerably. The cost savings in construction and other bills permit China to reach a similar FLOPS per dollar compared to an American data center.
Conclusion
China can build cheaper, but the U.S. can build better. However, the simple calculation elides away key constraints binding both American and Chinese efforts for data center dominance.
For China, the silicon constraints are real. Although they can manufacture CM384s, which are subpar compared to equivalent Nvidia products already, they cannot manufacture many of them. The relatively slow pace of Chinese chip manufacturing due to export controls and bad yield poses a serious issue for data center ambitions.

Today, many data centers in China are sitting idle due to the combination of a lack of cutting-edge chips and the yet-to-arrive massive AI demand. It will not matter how cheaply China can build a data center if they don’t have chips to stock them or models to constantly use them. Tencent cut its capex by 25% last year because of a lack of access to chips, whereas American hyperscalers are expected to increase capex by over 35% for 2026.
The recent H200 ban lift may reverse this trend, allowing China to stock data centers with chips they might not otherwise have. However, Nvidia’s limited supply of H200s and the potentially strict rules on export licenses may mean that even the H200 news will not solve China’s problems. Besides the H200, though, China may be able to address its domestic compute limitations with remote cloud access to compute abroad.
For the U.S., electricity constraints are worrying. The U.S. has a small power supply compared to China, and expansion is likely required to accommodate the rate of data center buildouts. Either that, or start building abroad in energy-rich nations. Without addressing these energy problems, the cost of electricity for data centers and Americans alike will likely rise, increasing the already high costs for American data centers. At some point, there might not be enough energy in certain locations to justify more data centers. Combined with slow permitting procedures, this is a tricky problem to solve.
Whether it’s chips for China or electricity for the U.S., whichever nation can solve its constraints will likely have the final laugh in the data center fight.
FLOPS Calculations
The performance of hardware was not measured based on the peak FLOPS that they are marketed to have, as chips nearly never achieve that level of computational intensity. Instead, hardware is typically “memory bound,” meaning some compute is sitting idle waiting for memory to fetch it data on which to perform operations. The way to calculate the amount of usable FLOPS a system has is by understanding the hardware’s memory bandwidth and the number of FLOPs required for each byte of data transferred by memory, or the arithmetic intensity. This number depends on the size of the model and whether we are performing inference or training, but a healthy number for large training workloads is an arithmetic intensity of 200 FLOPs per byte14. The vibe-coded site allows you to modulate the arithmetic intensity to see the range in cost effectiveness.
Although the number of H200s a Chinese data center would be able to accommodate lends an even greater number of peak FLOPS compared to the GB200 NVL72, the memory bandwidth of the DGX H200 is extremely constraining. The HBM bandwidth of the GB200 NVL72 and CloudMatrix384 is 576TB/s and 1,229 TB/s, respectively, whereas the DGX H200 pod would only have about 345.6TB/s.15 Thus, at an arithmetic intensity of 200 FLOPs per byte, no piece of hardware would reach its theoretical max performance, but instead cap out at the aforementioned SPFLOPS. An unrealistic sustained arithmetic intensity of 417 FLOPs per byte is required for the DGX H200 to reach its theoretical maximum, meaning that the GB200 NVL72 will reliably outperform it due to superior memory bandwidth.16

The calculations did not account for the effects of network overhead. The effect of network bandwidth on achievable FLOPS is still debated, as workloads can be optimized to minimize the need for network communications. Although network bandwidth almost definitely limits the achievable FLOPS for different workloads, calculating the extent of its limitations is highly variable.
Electricity, Water, People, and ‘Emotional Turmoil’
Below are the calculations and explanations for costs not included in the main article, namely electricity, water, and personnel. Although these costs seem significant due to their press coverage and size when taken in isolation, compared to the main costs of construction and hardware, these are essentially insignificant.
Electricity
For powering a data center for three years, China’s massive electricity buildouts give it the edge. A kilowatt-hour (kWh) of electricity for industrial users, on average, costs about 9 cents in the U.S. while only 6 cents in China. In reality, these electricity costs are likely lower for both nations, as data centers tend to make deals to secure lower energy prices for large-scale projects. However, I will assume that the prices are relatively analogous.17
Fortunately for their wallets, data center constructors don’t actually pay for 400 MW of electricity. Although that is the maximum amount of power they can accommodate, GPUs aren’t running 100% of the time. On average, they are utilized 80% of the time for training purposes, while closer to 40% for inference. I will just cut it down the middle and assume a 60% utilization rate, which other data confirms. Thus, only needing to power about 240MW at any given moment, for 8,760 hours a year, for three years, a Chinese data center would spend about $350 million on electricity while an American one would spend just under $600 million. That’s nearly 40% in savings for a Chinese data center.

Personnel
A data center also needs people to operate it. Fairwater 1 will employ about 500 full-time employees, and salaries for all that personnel are not a negligible cost.18 For an average data center, labor costs run about 15% of annual expenses and nearly 5% of total cost; however, for advanced data centers requiring more expensive, leading-edge equipment, labor costs will take up a smaller slice of the pie.
Again, labor is cheaper in China, so the cost factor is in China’s favor. The average salary for a data center operator in the U.S. is above $120,000 a year, while a similar job in China only pays about $22,000 annually. Although not every job in a data center is a data center operator, I’ll use these salaries to extrapolate costs for payroll for all 500 employees. Because of this extrapolation, this calculation is likely overestimated and has the largest margin of error.19 However, given the relative unimportance of personnel costs compared to the main bills of construction and hardware, it doesn’t make much of a difference.
Because of the great pay differences, though, an American data center would spend over $184 million on personnel for three years, while a Chinese one would spend almost $33 million. Here, a Chinese data center saves more than 80% compared to an American data center!

Water
For all the articles about water and datacenters, its relevance to operating costs is quickly disappearing. Running all those GPUs creates a great deal of heat, so data centers must utilize cooling systems to ensure the hardware doesn’t overheat and malfunction. Cooling systems use enormous amounts of water, and, once again, water is cheaper in China. In the U.S., water costs about $5.18 per thousand gallons, while it costs nearly half that ($2.57) in China.
Microsoft’s Fairwater 1 will consume 2.8 million gallons of water per year, so I’ll use that number for our estimate; in reality, this number can fluctuate depending on data center layout and the type of cooling system used. Newer data centers are using more efficient cooling methods like Fairwater 1’s closed-loop cooling, including free cooling, air cooling, and immersion cooling. Thus, Fairwater 1’s water usage number will likely be closer to future data center buildouts compared to the significantly more water-hungry data centers in previous years.
For that much water for three years, the U.S. would spend more than $40,000 for water, while China would spend just above $20,000. This more than 50% decrease in water spending for China may seem important, but with other costs being on the magnitude of millions and billions, the thousands spent on water seem negligible.
Emotional Turmoil
Besides financial burdens, data center developers also face other kinds of costs. A former White House staffer who worked on chips permitting said that this BOTEC needed a chart quantifying “developers’ emotional turmoil from engaging with U.S. energy regulation.” The gauntlet of energy regulations, permit processes, and construction timelines constitutes a serious challenge for the mental health of hyperscalers. After a deep analysis, Claude Code suggests that American developers face ~92% more emotional turmoil due to these regulations, consistently breaking the expected “sanity threshold” for such projects.
Regardless of the objective quantitative analysis of costs, China’s advantage in emotional health for developers may give it an edge in the AI race. However, the persistent trend of American developers building out exponentially more than their  Chinese counterparts may represent American resilience to such challenges. Or perhaps such a trend represents the masochism needed to sacrifice at the altar of progress and superintelligence.

1Some conversations indicate that the lifespan can actually be much longer, and three years is simply when it is more cost-effective to upgrade the hardware.


2Reporting indicates a ~10% margin of error for the pricing of these units.


390% corresponds with a power usage effectiveness (PUE) of about 1.11. Hyperscalers like AWS, Google, Microsoft, and Meta report an average PUE of 1.15, 1.1, 1.18, and 1.08, respectively. Larger, newer facilities tend to have a better PUE due to the emergence of more efficient cooling systems and data center design.


4(400MW/1.11) - 48MW ≈ 312MW.


5 For GB200 NVL72 – ⌊((400MW/1.11 PUE) - 48MW) × 1,000,000 W/MW)/145,000W per rack⌋ = 2,154 racks; for CloudMatrix384 – ⌊((400MW/1.11 PUE) - 48MW) × 1,000,000 W/MW)/599,821W per rack⌋ = 520 racks. These are definitely the upper bounds of hardware purchases, as space, power constraints, and scale-out resource drain would mean much fewer being utilized, but these numbers will work for a BOTEC. This BOTEC also elides the networking costs beyond the rack level, as they will likely be similar for each piece of hardware, and the costs greatly depend on the data center’s configuration.


6 For GB200 NVL72 – $2,600,000 per rack × 2,154 racks = $5,600,400,000; for CloudMatrix384 – $8,000,000 per rack × 520 racks = $4,160,000,000.


7This article assumes the cost of $450,000, the middle of the range listed by the hyperlinked source. However, the range (with moderate confidence) of the cost is between $322,500 to $500,000, as this accounts for the high end of the source and the conservative estimate of 1.5 times the 8-GPU baseboard cost of $215,000.


8Each DGX H200 node requires approximately 0.38 InfiniBand switches, and given each switch consumes about 1000 W, networking adds about an extra 380 W in power usage for each node. The ratio of total switches (the sum of leaf switches and spine switches) to nodes for each configuration of SU is approximately 0.38. The QM9700 switches consume 747 W with passive cables and 1,720 W with active cables, so we use a rough average of 1,000 W given the mix of active and passive cables for large-scale deployment.


9 (((400MW/1.11 PUE) - 48MW) × 1,000,000 W/MW)/(10,200W + 380 W) per node = 29, 523 DGX H200 nodes.


10⌊29,523 DGX H200 nodes  × (1 pod per 9 nodes)⌋ =  3,280 DGX H200 pods.


11$450,000 per DGX H200 × 3,280 pods × 9 DGX H200s per pod = $13,284,000,000.  8 cables per node × 9 nodes per pod × 3,280 pods × $420 per cable = $99,187,200 for cables. The price for cables was estimated based on a rough average of the cost of active and passive cables, but the cost could range drastically depending on the connector, protocol, and length. 0.38 switches per node × 9 nodes per pod × 3,280 pods × $40,000 per switch = $448,704,000 for switches. The price for switches was estimated based on a rough average of the range of prices found online. $99,187,200 for cables + $448,704,000 for switches = $547,891,200 for switches and cables. $547,891,200 for cables and switches + $13,284,000,000 for pods = $13,831,891,200 total.


12For BF16, commonly used for training, and assumes arithmetic intensity of 200; for GB200 NVL72 — 576 TB/s per rack × 2,154 racks × 200 FLOPs per byte × 1P/1000T = 248,140.80 PFLOPS; for CloudMatrix384 — 1,229 TB/s per rack × 520 racks × 200 FLOPs per byte × 1P/1000T = 127,816 PFLOPS; for DGX H200 pods — 345.6 TB/s per pod × 3,280 pods × 200 FLOPs per byte × 1P/1000T = 226,713 PFLOPS.


13Other costs like property taxes could also be factored into a true operating cost for a data center, but such specific calculations do not a BOTEC make. Property taxes and other fees are constantly abated and negotiated for each data center, so no estimated cost would be useful here regardless.


14 200 FLOPs per byte was reached by a rough average of arithmetic intensity from the mix of high-intensity GEMMs and non-GEMM operations during training.


15The H200 GPU has a bandwidth of 4.8TB/s. 4.8 TB/s per H200 × 8 H200s per DGX H200 × 9 DGX H200 per pod = 345.60 TB/s per pod.


16Measuring the theoretical maximum for BF16, most commonly used for training.


17This calculation includes the margin of error for statewide variation in the U.S. and provincial variation in China.


18Full-time staff at data centers include site leads, technicians, engineers, security personnel, and janitorial staff. The number of staff is less dependent on electricity workloads and more dependent on the square footage of the facility and the maintenance needs of systems. 500 full-time employees is definitely on the upper end of the spectrum, with other facilities only needing dozens to a hundred full-time employees.


19Research into salaries for security personnel, janitors, and other staff leads to about a 50% margin for error.



  
  
    Deep Dive

    Nvidia

    Based on Wikipedia: Nvidia


In late 1992, three engineers met at a Denny's diner on Berryessa Road in East San Jose to discuss quitting their jobs and starting a company. They had no name, no product, and forty thousand dollars between them. Within three decades, their startup would become the most valuable company on Earth.


This is the story of Nvidia, pronounced "en-VID-ee-uh," and how a graphics card company became the backbone of the artificial intelligence revolution.


The Denny's Founders


Jensen Huang was running his own division at LSI Logic, a semiconductor company, when he started having conversations with two engineers from Sun Microsystems: Chris Malachowsky and Curtis Priem. Both were frustrated with Sun's management and looking to leave, but Huang was in a more comfortable position. He didn't need to jump ship.


What changed his mind was the vision they developed together.


The three founders believed that graphics-based processing could solve computational challenges that had stumped conventional approaches. They also noticed something unusual about video games: they were simultaneously one of the most demanding computational problems and a market with enormous sales volume. Those conditions rarely occur together. Video games, Huang later explained, would be their "killer app"—a way to fund massive research and development while reaching millions of customers.


But before any of that could happen, someone had to quit first.


Huang's wife, Lori, refused to let him resign from LSI unless Malachowsky resigned from Sun at the same time. Malachowsky's wife, Melody, felt exactly the same way about Huang. Neither would let their husband jump into uncertainty alone while the other played it safe.


Curtis Priem broke the deadlock. He resigned from Sun effective December 31, 1992. This put pressure on the other two not to leave him, in Priem's words, to "flail alone." Huang gave notice and officially joined Priem on February 17—his thirtieth birthday. Malachowsky followed in early March.


They started working out of Priem's townhouse in Fremont, California.


The Name That Almost Wasn't


For months, the company had no name. Priem's first suggestion was "Primal Graphics," combining syllables from Priem and Malachowsky. But that left out Huang. They tried working all three names together—"Huaprimal," "Prihuamal," "Malluapri"—and quickly gave up.


The breakthrough came from a different direction entirely. Priem wanted to call their first product the "GXNV," meaning the next version of the GX graphics chips he'd worked on at Sun. Huang told him to drop the GX. That left "NV."


Priem made a list of words containing those letters. At one point, both he and Malachowsky wanted to call the company NVision. There was just one problem: that name was already taken by a toilet paper manufacturer.


Both Priem and Huang have claimed credit for the final name, derived from "invidia"—the Latin word for envy.


Thirty Days from Failure


In the late 1990s, seventy companies were chasing the same idea: that graphics acceleration for video games represented the future of computing. Only two would survive—Nvidia and ATI Technologies, which would later merge into AMD.


Nvidia very nearly wasn't one of them.


Their first product, the NV1, made a bold technical bet. Most competitors processed graphics using triangles as their basic building block. The NV1 used quadrilaterals instead. This might sound like an obscure technical detail, and it was—until Microsoft released DirectX, the software platform that would define PC gaming for decades. Microsoft's Direct3D interface supported only triangles.


The NV1 was suddenly obsolete before it really began.


Around the same time, Nvidia had partnered with Sega to supply the graphics chip for the Dreamcast video game console. They worked on the project for about a year. But Nvidia's technology was falling behind competitors, and the company faced an impossible choice: keep working on a chip that would probably fail, or abandon the project and risk financial collapse.


Then Sega's president, Shoichiro Irimajiri, flew to California to deliver the news in person: Sega had chosen another vendor. The Dreamcast contract was gone.


But Irimajiri did something unexpected. He believed in Nvidia's potential, and he convinced Sega's management to invest five million dollars in the company anyway. Huang later said this funding was all that kept Nvidia alive. Irimajiri's "understanding and generosity," he reflected, "gave us six months to live."


Huang used that time ruthlessly. He laid off more than half the company, reducing headcount from one hundred employees to forty. Every remaining resource went into developing a new graphics accelerator—one designed for triangles this time. They called it the RIVA 128.


By the time RIVA 128 was ready for release in August 1997, Nvidia had exactly one month's payroll left in the bank. The sense of impending doom became so pervasive that it gave rise to the company's unofficial motto: "Our company is thirty days from going out of business." For years afterward, Huang opened internal presentations with those words.


The RIVA 128 sold a million units in four months.


The Graphics Processing Unit


Nvidia went public on January 22, 1999. That investment Sega made after canceling the Dreamcast contract? It turned out to be the best decision Irimajiri ever made as president. After he left the company in 2000, Sega sold its Nvidia shares for fifteen million dollars—triple the original investment.


Later that year, Nvidia released a product that would reshape the industry: the GeForce 256.


The GeForce 256 was the first product Nvidia explicitly marketed as a "GPU"—a graphics processing unit. The term might seem obvious now, but it marked a conceptual shift. This wasn't just a specialized chip for drawing pictures on a screen. It was a new category of processor.


What made it special was a feature called transformation and lighting, usually abbreviated as T&L. To understand why this mattered, think about how 3D graphics work. When a game renders a scene, it needs to figure out where every object sits in three-dimensional space and how light bounces off each surface. Traditionally, the computer's main processor—the CPU, or central processing unit—handled these calculations, then passed the results to the graphics hardware for final rendering.


The GeForce 256 moved transformation and lighting calculations onto the graphics card itself. This freed the CPU to do other work, and the GeForce was specifically designed to handle these mathematical operations extremely fast. The result outperformed existing products by a wide margin.


This success brought a major contract: Microsoft hired Nvidia to develop the graphics hardware for a new video game console called the Xbox. The deal included a two hundred million dollar advance.


The CUDA Gambit


Graphics processors have a fundamentally different architecture than the CPUs that run most computer software. A CPU is designed to execute complex instructions very quickly, one after another. It's like having one extraordinarily capable worker who can handle any task but does them sequentially.


A GPU is designed for a different kind of problem. It contains thousands of simpler processing units that can all work simultaneously. It's like having an army of workers, each one less versatile individually, but together capable of enormous throughput—as long as the task can be broken into many parallel pieces.


Rendering graphics is exactly this kind of problem. When you draw a scene, you need to calculate the color of millions of pixels, and each pixel's calculation is largely independent of the others. Perfect for parallel processing.


In the early 2000s, researchers began noticing that GPUs might be useful for more than just graphics. Any problem that could be broken into thousands of parallel calculations might run faster on a GPU than a CPU. The challenge was that programming GPUs required specialized graphics knowledge. You had to trick the hardware into treating your scientific calculation as if it were a rendering problem.


Nvidia made a bet. They invested over a billion dollars developing CUDA—Compute Unified Device Architecture—a software platform that let programmers write ordinary code that would run on Nvidia's GPUs. No graphics tricks required. Released in 2006, CUDA transformed GPUs from specialized graphics hardware into general-purpose parallel processors.


It was a massive gamble. Nvidia was spending heavily on technology that wouldn't immediately sell more gaming cards. Many investors were skeptical.


Then came deep learning.


The AI Revolution


Deep learning is a branch of artificial intelligence where software learns patterns from data rather than following explicit rules. The technique had existed for decades, but it was considered impractical for most applications. Training a deep learning model requires performing astronomical numbers of mathematical operations, and traditional computers simply weren't fast enough to make it work at scale.


GPUs changed that equation entirely.


The mathematical operations at the heart of deep learning—matrix multiplications and similar calculations—are exactly the kind of parallel workload that GPUs excel at. Researchers discovered they could train models on Nvidia's GPUs using CUDA, and what had taken weeks on CPUs now took hours or days. Problems that had been theoretically interesting but practically impossible became solvable.


The breakthrough moment came in 2012, when a deep learning model trained on Nvidia GPUs won an image recognition competition by a dramatic margin. The technology that would eventually power ChatGPT, self-driving cars, and countless other applications had found its hardware platform.


Nvidia was positioned perfectly. They hadn't predicted deep learning specifically—nobody had—but their billion-dollar bet on CUDA meant they had the only ecosystem for running these new AI systems at scale. By 2025, Nvidia controlled more than eighty percent of the market for GPUs used in training and deploying AI models.


Triangles All the Way Down


In 2013, Nvidia announced plans for a new headquarters: two giant triangle-shaped buildings across the highway from their existing campus in Santa Clara. The company chose triangles as its design theme. As Huang explained, the triangle is "the fundamental building block of computer graphics."


It was also, perhaps unintentionally, a monument to the moment that nearly destroyed them—when they bet wrong on quadrilaterals and almost ran out of money.


The company that emerged from those near-death experiences kept diversifying. They developed Tegra, a line of mobile processors for smartphones, tablets, and automotive systems. They created the Shield line of gaming devices and launched GeForce Now, a cloud gaming service that lets players stream games to any device. They partnered with Toyota and Baidu on autonomous vehicle technology.


But it was the data center business—selling GPUs for AI training and high-performance computing—that transformed Nvidia from a successful chipmaker into something unprecedented.


The Four Trillion Dollar Company


In 2023, Nvidia became the seventh American company to reach a one trillion dollar market valuation. This alone was remarkable for a graphics card company.


Then things accelerated.


The release of ChatGPT in late 2022 triggered what journalists began calling an "AI boom." Suddenly every technology company wanted to train and deploy AI models, and almost all of them needed Nvidia's hardware to do it. Demand for data center GPUs exploded.


In 2025, Nvidia became the first company in history to surpass four trillion dollars in market capitalization. Then it passed five trillion. It had become, by some measures, the most valuable company on Earth.


The numbers are difficult to contextualize. As of early 2025, Nvidia held ninety-two percent of the discrete GPU market for desktops and laptops. Their chips powered over seventy-five percent of the world's top five hundred supercomputers. Bloomberg added them to a list they called the "Magnificent Seven"—the biggest companies on the stock market.


Thirty years earlier, the company had forty employees and one month's payroll in the bank.


The Diner on Berryessa Road


There's something fitting about Nvidia's origin at a Denny's. The chain is famous for being open twenty-four hours, serving anyone who walks in, at any time of night. It's where you go when you need a place to think and plan without pretension.


Jensen Huang, the Taiwanese-American engineer who gave up a comfortable corporate job to chase a vision discussed over coffee and pancakes, remains Nvidia's CEO more than three decades later. This kind of founder longevity is extremely rare in technology companies, which typically cycle through executives every few years.


Huang's management philosophy reflects those early near-death experiences. He's known for being intensely demanding, for maintaining what he calls a "flat" organization where information flows freely, and for never quite shaking the sense that the company is always thirty days from going out of business.


That paranoia might seem irrational for a five trillion dollar company. But Nvidia has watched dozens of competitors rise and fall. They've seen technologies they dominated become obsolete overnight. They remember being days from running out of money while their product strategy collapsed around them.


The Denny's where they founded the company still exists, by the way. It looks like any other Denny's—unremarkable, functional, open all night. There's no plaque commemorating what happened there. Just a booth where three engineers decided to bet everything on a future they could barely imagine, and where the most valuable company in the world began with forty thousand dollars and a shared dream about the power of graphics.


What Comes Next


Nvidia's dominance isn't guaranteed to last forever. Competitors are investing billions in alternative AI chips. Major customers like Google, Amazon, and Microsoft are developing their own processors to reduce dependence on a single supplier. The Chinese market, which represents enormous potential demand, faces restrictions on accessing Nvidia's most advanced chips due to American export controls.


But for now, the company occupies a position unlike anything in technology history. They don't just sell the shovels during a gold rush—they invented the only shovel that works for this particular kind of digging, and they've been refining it for two decades while everyone else was focused on other things.


The CUDA ecosystem they built, that billion-dollar gamble that seemed so risky at the time, created what economists call a moat: software developers learned to write programs for Nvidia's platform, which meant researchers preferred Nvidia hardware, which meant companies standardized on Nvidia systems, which meant the next generation of developers learned CUDA. Each cycle reinforced the others.


Whether this advantage proves permanent or temporary, Nvidia's journey from a diner booth to the pinnacle of global capitalism remains one of the most improbable stories in business history. Three engineers who couldn't agree on a name, who nearly failed multiple times, who bet wrong on fundamental technology choices and somehow survived anyway—they built something that powers the artificial intelligence systems reshaping the world.


Not bad for a company that started with forty thousand dollars and no name.
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  Masters of the Liberal Arts, or servants of the machine? Education as learning how to jack in to the real ASI—the Anthology Super-Intelligence of the collective human mind. The skills needed by free people living by their wits just got more, not less, important with the coming of “AI”: use “AI” to deepen our connection to humanity’s knowledge stack—or let it quietly hollow us out…  
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Latin is, for once a useful starting point. Ars is skill. Liber is free. The artes liberales—the liberal arts—were, at their origins, not high-minded exercises in self-expression or vague “critical thinking,” but rather the skills appropriate to a free man. That phrase, “free man,” is already doing a lot of work. In context, it meant someone:
	Not bound to onerous obligation;

	Not fixed in place to obey the will of another—not a slave or a serf;

	But also not a military-judicial aristocrat near the top of a society-of-domination hierarchy;

	Not a guild master and not a large property owner;

	Not somebody with ample societal power, and conversely not somebody with strongly negative power either.


The liberal arts the toolkit that allowed one who had no land, no inherited office, no fixed corporate-body privilege, to navigate the world. They were about surviving and thriving in a complex, literate, institutional society in which your only capital was what you knew and how you could use it. Thus away the Latin and the robes from the medieval university and you find something remarkably contemporary: a curriculum for people whose main asset is their brain. 
To wit:
	THE BASIC THREE Logic: how to construct and assess arguments. Grammar: how language works, and thus how to read and write with precision. Rhetoric: how to persuade other human beings face-to-face.
	Plus: being able to write a fine chancery hand and thus create authoritative-looking and readable documents by yourself.



	THE NEXT FOUR: Quantitative mastery of number (arithmetic, algebra). Quantitative mastery of space (geometry: surveying, spatial reasoning). Forecasting (astrology—with a little astronomy thrown in; and, more generally, the habit of quantifying and modeling the world). Harmony (music: ratios, patterns, and aesthetic form as numerical relationships have psychological and social resonance).

	PRE-PROFESSIONAL: Theology, law, medicine—the three organized advanced faculties opening the way to a social role and a livelihood.

	OTHERS: history, commerce, accounting, finance, natural philosophy, moral philosophy, either folded into these ten departments or operating in their shadow.


What is the thread that connects these? It is not “STEM vs humanities”. It is not “hard skills vs soft skills.”
It is this: every one of them is a way of accessing, organizing, and deploying the storehouse of human knowledge we East African Plains Apes have collectively built up since the invention of writing 5000 years ago. To be liberally educated, to be a Magister Artium Liberalium, a Master of the Liberal Arts, was to be able to jack-in to what we might, in our current jargon, call humanity’s “knowledge stack.”
They used the information-communication technologies of their time. But we have new, more powerful information-communication technologies. More powerful for good and ill.
It is fashionable right now to worry about “ASI”—Artificial Super-Intelligence—that sometime next Tuesday, a silicon god will awaken in a data center, look around, and decide to take control over the apes that built it. Or simply that Elon Musk will decide the only way to keep the extravagant promises he has made to shareholders is to use his tame Grok Superintelligence to hypnotize us into giving him lots of money as we are then driven to try to bang the silicon digital god he is creating.
These seem to me to be distracting fantasies—whether of utopia or dystopia.
The right way to look at it, I think, is that if we are going to talk about “Super-Intelligence,” we should first recognize the one we already live inside: call it the Anthology Super-Intelligence of the collective human mind. The collective creation of human minds, binding time and space across the past five millennia and he entire globe. No individual human—not Aristotle, not Newton, not von Neumann, not, heaven help us, Elon Musk—is remotely smart enough to think through more than a tiny sliver of the world from first principles. We are a profoundly cultural species. For at least a million years, our advantage has not been bigger fangs or faster legs but the ability to learn from others, store that learning, and pass it on.
Isaac Newton—who was not given to false modesty—put it cleanly: “if he had seen farther than other men, it was because he had stood on the shoulders of giants”. The line is so over-quoted that it has become a cliché. But it is also a cold, hard description of our condition.
If Newton recognized this, how dare any of us not?
The liberal arts, properly understood, are the skills needed to interface with this Anthology Super-Intelligence—to query it, update it, criticize it, extend it, and carry it forward. The task of education is not primarily to stuff a fixed quantum of information into student heads. It is to train each of us to be a good front-end interface node for society to this real ASI, the Anthology Super-Intelligence of humanity’s collective mind. to train your brain to be an intelligent client in a vast, distributed system. Liberal education is about client design.
What would happen to you were you to be cut off from this Anthology Super-Intelligence—when you would have to think things through from nearly first principles?
You wold die. Rather quickly.
Consider the shlock TV show “Naked & Afraid.” Take two people, strip them of modern tools, drop them somewhere inhospitable, and see what happens. 
Sometimes what happens is entertaining. Mostly it is boring, and the show editors have to work very hard to turn it into watchable TV.
But, always, what happens is rapid metabolic catastrophe.
Melissa Miller, after twenty-one days in the Ecuadorian Amazon, is a case in point. She is not some urban web designer who has never seen a tree. She is an outdoors educator, a nature-preserve naturalist in Michigan. In the summers she strips to shorts and a sports bra and, in the environment she has learned how to handle, catches turtles in Michigan lakes to make turtle soup. She knows a fair bit of practical natural history. 
But put her in the Ecuadorian Amazon, where she has to think things through from first principles. And what happens? 
She loses seventeen pounds in three weeks. 
That is a 2800-calorie-per-day metabolic deficit. Given her basal metabolic rate of something like 1500 calories per day, this is, in a grim physiological sense, an impressive achievement.
Reading about her state back to civilization is harrowing: fungus growing underneath fingernails and toenails; severely under-weight BMI; severely infected bug bites, 4 that resulted in abscess growth, surgically extracted; plus hundreds of thorns in feet and hands (result of the spiny palm trees that littered the ground in the amazon).
Her partner, Chance Davis, a former U.S. Army Ranger, physically very capable in strength and speed, plus with the standard 1300 cc supercomputer that is the human brain, does worse. he is down thirty-two pounds in three weeks.
Why does he lose so much more? Because he does not have the fat-layer metabolic reserves evolution has given human females who might, and month, get pregnant, and start immediately constructing an entire additional human inside him. A man in “good shape”, i.e., without a lot fat, then starts burning muscle. And he needed to burn 3 lbs. of muscle to get the caloric energy she could get from burning 1 lb. of fat. 
And the experience of trying and failing to thrive in the Ecuadorian Amazon drove him (temporarily) insane:
The worst part was being hungry. Long-term hunger plays with your psyche. After the show, hunger made me physically reactive and angry. I carried food stashes in my pockets and car. I gained 70 pounds in a month because I couldn’t stop eating—I didn’t want to be hungry. A big scoop of peanut butter sticks in your throat; you feel full—the taste, texture, sweetness. That’s what I wanted. Creamy or crunchy? Doesn’t matter—they’re all heaven…

70 lbs. in a month, 2.3 lbs./day—for a 2000 kcal/day male BMR, add 400 a day for exercise, assume the weight gain is half muscle recovery and half fat, that is 2000 + 400 + 1.15 x 1200 + 1.15 x 3500 = 7805 average calories per day eaten by Chance Davis during his post-Amazon month.
The experience of caloric deprivation without sufficient fat resources seriously messed with his head. And not just in a “in life, we have support—friends, family, podcasts, coffee, sugar—without those, you’re outside yourself; when I get hungry, I get angry” way.
Meanwhile, back in the Ecuadorian Amazon, the other mammals were doing fine.
It was homo sapiens that floundered.
Melissa Miller went back to the show several years later. Before she headed out (to South Africa this time), Melissa deliberately gained sixteen fat pounds—banked energy sufficient to keep her going for thirty-seven days at her BMR, or about nineteen at a marathon-training pace.
The moral here is not “do not go on dubious reality shows” unless you really like your own pain. That, however, is sensible advice. The lesson is that even very competent, very tough, very knowledgeable individuals, placed in an environment without the supporting infrastructure of accumulated knowledge, tools, and social organization, are terrifyingly close to the edge.
Human survival, let alone human flourishing, is not about geniuses manipulating and controlling nature single-handed. It is about very ordinary brains plugged into very large, very deep, collectively constructed reservoirs of knowledge and practice. When you are forced to reinvent fire, metallurgy, agriculture, and epidemiology from scratch, you do not get a heroic age of rugged individualism. You get starvation and infectious disease.
Where, then, does our contemporary “AI”—large language models, code copilots, generative engines—fit into this picture? First, we should demystify. Much of what is sold as “AI magic” is, in practice, an aggressive reduction in the cost of looking things up, drafting boilerplate, and getting a halfway plausible first pass at an answer.
Think of coding. What the “copilot” does, if you already know your way around a programming language and a problem domain, is remove the need to frantically page through a reference manual at your left hand to recall that one obscure method signature, and spare you a dozen confusing Stack Overflow tabs. It turns rote recall bottlenecks into autocomplete. It lowers the cost of search and synthesis.
It does not remove the need to know what you are doing.
This isan extension of the liberal arts project. 
Logic, grammar, rhetoric; arithmetic, geometry, astrology, harmony—these were the ways earlier generations learned to interrogate, structure, and deploy the knowledge already out there. Today, interacting with AI systems is a new interface layer on top of the Anthology Super-Intelligence. Prompt design, verification, cross-checking, the ability to sense when the model is hallucinating versus when it is summarizing something real: these are fast becoming part of what an educated person needs.
We are, I think, in the early days of a shift in which “knowing how to ask the right question of the machine, and how to check the answer” joins “knowing how to read a difficult text” and “knowing how to set up a back-of-the-envelope calculation” as a basic liberal skill.
However, there is a difference between “interface” and “replacement”. Be very careful. Using “AI” as a way to boost your interface data-transfer speed is laudable, and powerful. Using “AI” as a way to get yourself out of the loop—to take whatever comes into your machine and copypasta it as your thoughts and conclusions is terrifyingly destructive to your ability to be a Magister Artium Liberalium—to be a master of the skills of being a free person living by your wits and knowledge, and ability to gain more.
We do not yet know how to reliably do the first, and not fall into the second.
We are, in many ways, back where we began, with the figure of homo liber—the free person who has to make their way in the world by their wits.
The twenty-first-century version is not confined to a particular sex, status, or estate. It includes anyone who is not a dominant owner of capital and who is not content to be a passive subject of algorithmic governance: people whose main asset is their ability to think, communicate, and cooperate. For such people, the liberal arts remain the relevant curriculum. But what are they? They are the set of skills needed to participate meaningfully in, and not be crushed by, a world permeated by both the Anthology Super-Intelligence and its new silicon front-ends.
Our machines will assist us, or they will hollow us out.
This course is an attempt to figure out how our educational institutions need to shift to help us accomplish the first, and not the second.
Please help me do this.






Introductory Digression: Latin: Ars—skill. Liber—free.
Artes liberales—liberal arts—originally: the skills appropriate to a free man
What was a “free man”, back in the old days when universities used Latin as their lingua franca?:
	One not bound to onerous obligation.

	Not fixed in place to obey the will of another—not a slave, or a serf.

	But also not a military-judicial aristocrat near the top of some society-of-domination hierarchy.
	Almost always an (at least somewhat) inherited position.



	And not a possessor of guild- or craft-right, or an inheritor of property.

	Not somebody with ample societal power; conversely, not somebody with negative societal power.

	A man—almost invariably a man—who has to make their way in the world by his wits.




What are these skills appropriate for a free man?
What are these artes liberales, these liberal arts?
For someone who has to make their way in the world by their wits?
	What are the skills a university should teach such a person?
	In the old days: trivium: logic, grammar, rhetoric: how to construct arguments, how to write, how to persuade in person.

	In the old days: quadrivium: arithmetic (algebra), geometry (surveying), astrology (astronomy), harmony (music).

	In the old days: preprofessional: theology, law, medicine.

	Other subjects? History, commerce, accounting, finance, natural philosophy, moral philosophy?: folded into the ten departments.

	Plus: learning to write a fine chancery hand



	What is the thread connecting all these?

	They are ways of accessing the storehouse of human knowledge.




The Real ASI—The Real Anthology Super-Intelligence
Not an “Artificial Super-Intelligence”, but rather the collective creation of human minds…
…binding time and space across 5000 years and across the entire globe.
	None of us is smart enough to think through anything from first principles...

	We are a profoundly, profoundly cultural species—and we and our ancestors have been for more than a million years...

	As Isaac Newton said: “If I have seen farther than other men, it is because I stand on the shoulders of giants!”...

	And if Newton recognized this, how dare any of us not?...

	Hence the way to live a good life as a free man—the liberal arts we need—are how to access the storehouse that is “the best of all that has been said and thought”—and written down...

	Thus we can enrich our lives...

	Thus we can persuade employers that we will enrich them, and so they will pay us...




The Real ASI—The Real Anthology Super-Intelligence
The task of education, hence, is to train each of us to be a good front-end interface node for society to the real ASI—the Anthology Super-Intelligence of humanity’s collective mind…

What Happens to Us If We Find Ourselves in a Situation...
...in which we have to think things through from nearly first principles?
Briefly: we starve to death in short order:
	Shlock TV show: “Naked & Afraid” <https://braddelong.substack.com/p/does-each-of-us-have-a-big-enough>

	Melissa Miller after 21 days in the Ecuadorian Amazon:

	Not a city mouse: an outdoors educator and nature-preserve naturalist in Michigan.

	Drops 17 pounds—a 2800 cal/day metabolic deficit; given her BMR of 1500 cal/day, quite a feat.

	Her partner Chance Davis, ex-US Army Ranger, dropped 32 pounds—he was burning muscle at 1200 cal/lb, rather than fat at 3500 cal/lb.

	Before her next appearance on the show, she gained 16 fat pounds—enough to keep her going for 37 days at her BMR (or 19 at a marathon-training pace).
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  ✂️ Cut your QA cycles down to minutes with QA Wolf (Sponsored)

If slow QA processes bottleneck you or your software engineering team and you’re releasing slower because of it — you need to check out QA Wolf.
QA Wolf’s AI-native service supports web and mobile apps, delivering 80% automated test coverage in weeks and helping teams ship 5x faster by reducing QA cycles to minutes.
QA Wolf takes testing off your plate. They can get you:
	Unlimited parallel test runs for mobile and web apps

	24-hour maintenance and on-demand test creation

	Human-verified bug reports sent directly to your team

	Zero flakes guarantee


The benefit? No more manual E2E testing. No more slow QA cycles. No more bugs reaching production.
With QA Wolf, Drata’s team of 80+ engineers achieved 4x more test cases and 86% faster QA cycles.


When Stripe first launched, they became known for integrating payment processing into any business with just seven lines of code.
This was a really big achievement. Taking something as complex as credit card processing and reducing it to a simple code snippet felt revolutionary. In essence, a developer could open a terminal, run a basic curl command, and immediately see a successful credit card payment.
However, building and maintaining a payment API that works across dozens of countries, each with different payment methods, banking systems, and regulatory requirements, is one of the most difficult problems. Most of the time, companies either lock themselves into supporting just one or two payment methods or force developers to write different integration code for each market.
Stripe had to evolve the API multiple times over the next 10 years to handle credit cards, bank transfers, Bitcoin wallets, and cash payments through a unified integration.
But getting there wasn’t easy. In this article, we look at how Stripe’s payment APIs evolved over the years, the technical challenges they faced, and the engineering decisions that shaped modern payment processing.
Disclaimer: This post is based on publicly shared details from the Stripe Engineering Team. Please comment if you notice any inaccuracies.
The Beginning: Supporting Card Payments in the US (2011-2015)
When Stripe launched in 2011, credit cards dominated the US payment landscape. The initial API design reflected this reality.
Stripe introduced two fundamental concepts that would become the foundation of their platform.
The Token was the first concept. When a customer entered their card details in a web browser, those details were sent directly to Stripe’s servers using a JavaScript library called Stripe.js.
This was crucial for security. By never allowing card data to touch the merchant’s servers, Stripe helped businesses avoid complex PCI compliance requirements. PCI compliance refers to security standards that businesses must follow when handling credit card information. These requirements are expensive and technically demanding to implement correctly.
In exchange for the card details, Stripe returned a Token. Think of a Token as a safe reference to the card information. The actual card number lived in Stripe’s secure systems. The Token was just a pointer to that data.
The Charge was the second concept. After receiving a Token from the client, the merchant’s server could create a Charge using that Token and a secret API key.
A Charge represented the actual payment request. When you created a Charge, the payment either succeeded or failed immediately. This immediate response is called synchronous processing, meaning the result comes back right away.
See the diagram below that shows this approach:

The payment flow followed a pattern common in traditional web applications:
	JavaScript client creates a Token using a publishable API key

	The browser sends the Token to the merchant’s server

	The server creates a Charge using the Token and a secret API key

	Payment succeeds or fails immediately

	The server can fulfill the order based on the result


The First Challenge: ACH and Bitcoin (2015)
As Stripe expanded, they needed to support payment methods beyond credit cards. In 2015, they added ACH debit and Bitcoin. These payment methods introduced fundamental differences that challenged the existing API design.
Understanding Payment Method Characteristics
Payment methods differ along two important dimensions.
	First, when is the payment finalized? Finalized means you have confidence that the funds are guaranteed and you can ship goods to the customer. Credit card payments are finalized immediately. However, Bitcoin payments can take about an hour, whereas ACH debit payments may take days to finalize.

	Second, who initiates the payment? With credit cards and ACH debit, the merchant initiates the payment by charging the customer. With Bitcoin, the customer creates a transaction and sends it to the merchant. This requires the customer to take action before any money moves.


Technical Solutions
For ACH debit, Stripe extended the Token resource to represent both card details and bank account details. However, they needed to add a pending state to the Charge. An ACH debit Charge would start as pending and only transition to successful days later. Merchants had to implement webhooks to know when the payment actually succeeded.
See the diagram below:

For reference, a webhook is a mechanism where Stripe calls your server when something happens. Instead of your server repeatedly asking Stripe if the payment succeeded yet, Stripe sends a notification to a URL on your server when the status changes. Your server needs to set up an endpoint that listens for these notifications and processes them accordingly.
For Bitcoin, the existing abstractions did not work at all. Stripe introduced a new BitcoinReceiver resource. A receiver was a temporary storage for funds. It had a simple state machine with one boolean property called filled. A state machine is a system that can be in different states and transitions between them based on events. The BitcoinReceiver could be filled (true) or not filled (false).
The Bitcoin payment flow worked like this:
	Client creates a BitcoinReceiver.

	The customer sends Bitcoin to the receiver’s address.

	Receiver transitions to filled.

	The server creates a Charge using the BitcoinReceiver.

	The charge starts in the pending state.

	Charge transitions to “succeeded” after confirmations.


See the diagram below:

This introduced complexity. Merchants now had to manage two state machines to complete a single payment: BitcoinReceiver on the client side and Charge on the server side. Additionally, they needed to handle asynchronous payment finalization through webhooks.
Seeking a Simpler Approach: The Sources API (2015-2017)
Over the next two years, Stripe added many more payment methods. Most were similar to Bitcoin, requiring customer action to initiate payment. The Stripe engineering team realized that creating a new receiver-like resource for each payment method would become unmanageable. Therefore, they decided to design a unified payments API.
To do so, Stripe combined Tokens and BitcoinReceivers into a single client-driven state machine called a Source. When created, a Source could be immediately chargeable, like credit cards, or pending, like payment methods requiring customer action. The server-side integration remained simple: create a Charge using the Source.
See the diagram below:

The Sources API supported cards, ACH debit, SEPA direct debit, iDEAL, Alipay, Giropay, Bancontact, WeChat Pay, Bitcoin, and many others. All of these payment methods use the same two API abstractions: a Source and a Charge.
While this approach seemed elegant at first, the team discovered serious problems once they understood how the flow integrated into real applications. Consider a common scenario with iDEAL, the predominant payment method in the Netherlands:
	The customer completes payment on their bank’s website.

	If the browser loses connectivity before communicating back to the merchant’s server, the server never creates a Charge.

	After a few hours, Stripe automatically refunds the money to the customer. The merchant loses the sale even though the customer successfully paid. This is a conversion nightmare.


To reduce this risk, Stripe recommended that merchants either poll the API from their server until the Source became chargeable or listen for the source.chargeable webhook event to create the Charge. However, if a merchant’s application went down temporarily, these webhooks would not be delivered, and the server would not create the Charge.

The integration grew more complex because different Sources behaved differently:
	Some Sources like cards and bank account were synchronously chargeable and could be charged immediately on the server. Others were asynchronous and could only be charged hours or days later. Merchants often built parallel integrations using both synchronous HTTP requests and event-driven webhook handlers.

	For payment methods like OXXO, where customers print a physical voucher and pay cash at a store, the payment happens entirely outside the digital flow. Listening for the webhook became necessary for these payment methods.

	Merchants also had to track both the Charge ID and Source ID for each order. If two Sources became chargeable for the same order, perhaps because a customer decided to switch payment methods mid-payment, the merchant needed logic to prevent double-charging.


See the diagram below:

The Fundamental Problem
Stripe realized they had designed their system around the simplest payment method: credit cards. Looking at all payment methods, cards were actually the outlier. Cards were the only payment method that finalized immediately and required no customer action to initiate payment. Everything else was more complex.
Developers had to understand the success, failure, and pending states of two state machines whose states varied across different payment methods. This demanded far more conceptual understanding than the original seven lines of code promised.
The Solution: PaymentIntents and PaymentMethods (2017-2018)
In late 2017, Stripe assembled a small team: four engineers and one product manager. They locked themselves in a conference room for three months with a singular goal of designing a truly unified payments API that would work for all payment methods globally.
The team followed strict rules:
	They closed their laptops during working sessions to stay fully present.

	They started each session with questions they wanted to answer and wrote down new questions for later sessions rather than getting sidetracked.

	They used colors and shapes on whiteboards instead of naming concepts prematurely, avoiding premature anchoring on specific definitions.

	Most importantly, they focused on enabling real user integrations. They wrote hypothetical integration guides for every payment method to validate their concepts.

	They even wrote guides for imaginary payment methods to ensure the abstractions were flexible enough.



The New Abstractions
The team created two new concepts that finally achieved true unification.
PaymentMethod represents the “how of a payment.” It contains static information about the payment instrument the customer wants to use. This includes the payment scheme and credentials needed to move money, such as card information, bank account details, or customer email. For some methods (like Alipay), only the payment method name is required because the payment method itself handles collecting further information. Importantly, a PaymentMethod has no state machine and contains no transaction-specific data. It is simply a description of how to process a payment.
PaymentIntent represents the “what of a payment.” It captures transaction-specific data such as the amount to charge and the currency. The PaymentIntent is the stateful object that tracks the customer’s attempt to pay. If one payment attempt fails, the customer can try again with a different PaymentMethod. The same PaymentIntent can be used with multiple PaymentMethods until payment succeeds.
See the diagram below:

The PaymentIntent State Machine
The key insight was creating one predictable state machine for all payment methods:
	requires_payment_method: Need to specify how the customer will pay

	requires_confirmation: Have the payment method ready to initiate payment

	requires_action: Customer must do something like authenticate or redirect

	processing: Stripe is processing the payment

	succeeded: Funds are guaranteed, and the merchant can fulfill the order


Notably, there is no failed state. If a payment attempt fails, the PaymentIntent returns to requires_payment_method so the customer can try again with a different method.
The Integration Flow
The new integration works consistently across all payment methods:
	The server creates a PaymentIntent with an amount and a currency

	Server sends the PaymentIntent’s client_secret to the browser

	The browser collects the customer’s preferred payment method

	The browser confirms the PaymentIntent using the secret and payment method

	PaymentIntent may enter requires_action state with instructions

	The browser handles the action, such as 3D Secure authentication

	Server listens for payment_intent.succeeded webhook

	The server fulfills the order when payment succeeds


This approach had major improvements over Sources and Charges. Only one webhook handler was needed, and it was not in the critical path for collecting money. The entire flow used one predictable state machine. The integration was resilient to client disconnects because the PaymentIntent persisted on the server. Most importantly, the same integration worked for all payment methods with just parameter changes.
The Launch Challenge: Making It Accessible (2018-2020)
Designing the PaymentIntents API was the hard but enjoyable part. Launching it took almost two years because of a perception challenge: the new API did not feel like seven lines of code anymore.
In normalizing the API across all payment methods, card payments became more complicated to integrate. The new flow flipped the order of client and server requests. It also introduced webhook events that were optional before. For developers building traditional web applications who only cared about accepting card payments in the US and Canada, PaymentIntents was objectively harder than Charges.
The power-to-effort curve looked different. Each incremental payment method was cheap to add to a PaymentIntents integration. However, getting started with just card payments required more upfront effort. Speed matters for startups wanting to get running quickly. With Charges, getting cards working was intuitive and low-effort.

Stripe’s solution was to add convenient packaging of the API that catered to developers who wanted the simplest possible flow. They called the default integration the global payments integration and created a simpler version called card payments without bank authentication.
This simpler integration used a special parameter called error_on_requires_action. This parameter tells the PaymentIntent to return an error if any customer action is required to complete the payment. A merchant using this parameter cannot handle actions required by the PaymentIntent state machine, effectively making it behave like the old Charges API.
The parameter name makes it very clear what merchants are choosing. When they eventually need to handle actions or add new payment methods, it is obvious what to do: remove this parameter and start handling the requires_action state. Developers using this packaging do not have to change the core resources even when upgrading to the full global integration.
Supporting Infrastructure
Stripe emphasized that a great API requires more than just the API itself. Some approaches they used are as follows:
	They developed the Stripe CLI, a command-line tool that made testing webhooks locally much simpler.

	They created Stripe Samples, allowing developers who prefer learning by example to start with working code.

	They redesigned the Stripe Dashboard to help developers debug and understand the PaymentIntent state machine visually.


The team also handled the unglamorous but essential work of updating every piece of documentation, support article, and canned response that referenced old APIs. They reached out to community content creators, asking them to update their materials. They recorded numerous tutorials for both users and internal support teams.
Conclusion
The journey from Charges to PaymentIntents revealed important principles about API design.
	First, successful products tend to accumulate product debt over time, similar to technical debt. For API products, this debt is particularly hard to address because you cannot force developers to restructure their integrations fundamentally. It is much easier to add parameters to existing requests than to introduce new abstractions.

	Second, designing from first principles is essential. Stripe realized that Charges and Tokens were foundational, not because they were the right abstraction for global payments, but simply because they were the first APIs built. They had to set aside the existing APIs and think about the problem fresh.

	Third, keeping things simple does not mean reducing the number of resources or parameters. Two overloaded abstractions are not simpler than four clearly-defined abstractions. Simplicity means making APIs consistent and predictable while creating the right packages.

	Fourth, migration requires compromise. Stripe created Charge objects behind the scenes for each PaymentIntent to maintain compatibility with existing integrations. This allowed merchants to migrate their payment flow without breaking their analytics and reporting systems.

	Finally, API design is fundamentally collaborative work. The breakthrough came when engineers and product managers worked together intensively, closing laptops and focusing completely on understanding the problem space.


In a nutshell, Stripe’s evolution from seven lines of code to a sophisticated global payments API demonstrates that simplicity and power are not opposing goals. The challenge is creating abstractions that handle complexity internally while presenting a predictable, consistent interface to developers.
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  Welcome to the 737 newly Not Boring people who have joined us since our last essay! Join 258,985 smart, curious folks by subscribing here:


Hi friends 👋, 
Happy Wednesday! 
Émile Borel once said that given enough time, a bunch of monkeys banging on typewriters would come up with Shakespeare. And yet, despite the innumerable X Articles on software moats in the face of AI, I haven’t read a single one that’s satisfying. 
I think it’s because thinking about software moats, how a software company might protect itself from abundant code, is the wrong frame altogether, and that the more interesting and relevant frame is which companies, SaaS, hardware, or otherwise, stand to benefit the most from newly abundant inputs. 
Those companies, not vibe coders, are the ones that point solutions should be worried about.  They will win enormous market shares and fortunes. They will come to dominate large industries by using new technology to compete, capturing the High Ground, and expanding further outward than companies with lesser technological tools could have ever dreamed of. They will be the Standard Oils of this era. 
This essay is about those companies. 
Let’s get to it.


Today’s Not Boring is brought to you by… Silicon Valley Bank 

In 2025, crypto returned to the financial mainstream. It is, as they say, so back.
What’s ahead for 2026? I’m glad you asked. Silicon Valley Bank is out with their annual crypto outlook, featuring proprietary insights and data from over 500+ crypto clients. We love a bank that banks crypto.
Silicon Valley Bank makes five predictions for the year ahead, including:
	Institutional capital goes vertical with increased VC investment and corporate adoption.

	M&A posts another banner year after the highest-ever deal count in 2025.

	Real-World Asset (RWA) tokenization goes mainstream on prediction market strength.


Last year, Silicon Valley Bank predicted that stablecoins would be the big breakout use case. That was correct. They think that will continue this year, too. Read their take on what comes next, free:


Power in the Age of Intelligence

One of the more head-scratching anomalies in the market is the valuation gap between Stripe and Adyen. The two payments companies handle similar amounts of Total Payment Volume. Stripe is growing faster. Adyen reports exceptional margins and cash conversion. Stripe is reportedly doing a tender offer at a $140 billion valuation in the private markets. Adyen is valued at $34 billion in the public markets. There are a number of theories for why this is the case, most of which boil down to: VCs are idiots, as they’ll find out if Stripe ever goes public.

Ramp versus Brex is another example of the same idea. Ramp was most recently valued at $32 billion in the private markets. Brex, which had been valued at $12 billion in the private markets, sold to Capital One for $5.15 billion. Ramp is doing more revenue and growing faster, but not 6x more revenue or 6x faster. Once again, the actual market disagrees with the VCs.
Or does it?
I have a different theory, one that neatly fits those two cases, the SaaSpocalypse, SpaceX’s $1.25 trillion valuation, and even the evolving structure of venture capital itself: winner takes more.
The history of business is basically the history of increasing concentration of value, accelerated in spurts by technological change. Centuries ago, firms operated within cart-hauling distance of their customers, creating a system of local monopolies. A brewer in 1800 served a single town, if that. Canning, railroads, telegraphs, mass production, electrification, containerization, planes, and the internet, among other technologies, expanded companies’ available market, and winners captured a greater and greater share of value.
Economic data backs this up.
In a 2020 paper, Jan De Loecker and Jan Eeckhout found that aggregate markups rose from 21% above marginal cost to 61% between 1980 and the late 2010s, and this increase was driven almost entirely by the upper tail of the distribution; median firm markups barely changed, while the 90th-percentile markups surged.

In The Fall of the Labor Share and the Rise of Superstar Firms, Autor et al. find that industry sales concentration trends up over time across measures, and it rises more in sales than in employment, what Brynjolfsson et al. call “scale without mass.” In their account, this shift reflects reallocation toward superstar firms with high markups and profits and low labor shares.
A 2023 paper by Spencer Y. Kwon, Yueran Ma, and Kaspar Zimmermann at UChicago, 100 Years of Rising Corporate Concentration, uses IRS Statistics of Income to show that the top 1% of U.S. corporations by assets accounted for about 72% of total corporate assets in the 1930s and about 97% in the 2010s. The top 0.1% of U.S. corporations by assets increased its share of total corporate assets from 47% to 88% over the same period. Power laws within power laws.

Today, the Magnificent 7 accounts for one-third of the market cap of the S&P 500, and Apollo showed that those seven companies are driving the vast majority of equity returns.

Venture capital is responding to this information as you would expect. Per Pitchbook, as of August last year, 41% of all VC dollars deployed in the US in 2025 went to just ten companies. Per Axios, more recent Pitchbook data shows that “The estimated aggregate valuation of unicorns hasn’t actually changed too much — $4.4 trillion vs. $4.7 trillion at the end of 2025 — because the top 10 companies account for around 52% of value (up from only 18.5% in 2022 and the highest such figure in a decade).”

Venture capital firms themselves are concentrating. As I wrote in a16z: The Power Brokers, “a16z accounted for over 18% of all US VC funds raised in 2025.” Just yesterday, Thrive announced that it raised $10 billion: $1 billion for early-stage investments, and $9 billion for late-stage investments, which is the kind of split you put in place if you believe your winners are going to keep winning.

The theory for investing in very large funds like a16z, Founders Fund, Thrive, General Catalyst, and Greenoaks is that they are best positioned to win large allocations in the handful of companies that matter, and that those companies will capture most of the value in this vintage. Notably, all five of the firms I just mentioned are investors in Stripe, and three of the five (Founders Fund, Thrive, and General Catalyst) are investors in Ramp.
All of that data suggests increasing concentration. Through this lens, the SaaSpocalypse (the violent sell-off in software stocks) is less about software writ large dying, and more about point solution software finally facing economic gravity. They are no longer getting a free pass simply for having a good business model.
The past few decades of software exceptionalism have been an exception based on a business model so sweet and capabilities so universally useful that the rules of strategy, while not wholly unimportant, were less consequential than normal. A venture capitalist could look at a standard set of SaaS metrics (ARR, growth rate, net retention rate, gross margin, LTV:CAC, Rule of 40, etc…) and underwrite whatever new business they encountered to them. This is why you hear things like “Here’s how much ARR you need to raise a Series A.” The companies are basically all the different flavors of the same thing.
There are, of course, idiosyncrasies between selling software to professional services firms and selling software to energy companies, for example, but the basic model is the same. Invest upfront to hire engineers, write software to make someone’s job easier, and sell the software to as many customers as possible at high margins. Different industries may need software to do different things, have different buyers, be larger or smaller, be more or less willing to pay, and be more or less expensive to acquire. A bigger, less crowded market with a strong need and a high willingness to pay is better than the opposite. But figuring that out is relatively straightforward. Since software operates at the edge of value in most industries, and does not attempt to strike at its core or compete with it, it doesn’t require thorough competitive analysis.
Since the SaaSpocalypse, people have gotten AI to write tens of thousands of words on which types of software companies have moats given AI and posted the resulting essays to X. They’ve gotten a little more specific than “SaaS is good.” Data is a moat, or a particular type of data at least. Or it isn’t, maybe, because The Agent Will Eat Your System of Record. Certainly, dealing with regulatory hair earns you a moat. No?
Most of the takes I’ve seen miss what matters.
On paper, Stripe and Adyen have basically the same moats, as do Ramp and Brex. I love a good hardware moat more than the next guy, as I’ve been writing since The Good Thing About Hard Things in July 2022, before ChatGPT or Claude Code but when it was clear that good software alone would offer no moat. I was too unspecific in that piece, too. Some hardware businesses will get very large, and others will fail. Hardware itself isn’t a moat. Good luck making LFP cells in America.
No, what matters is becoming the leader in your industry in a way that is incredibly specific to that industry and in such a way that your business benefits from, instead of being threatened by, abundant improvements in general purpose technologies like AI and batteries.
What matters now is the same stuff that has always mattered but that software forgave for a while: own the scarce, defensible asset in an industry and use it as the High Ground from which to dominate. Ricardo said this.
If you’re a startup, and you don’t already own the scarce asset, then you need to identify the constraint holding the industry back, focus everything on breaking it, and expand from there.
History’s most influential military strategist, Carl von Clausewitz, said this. He called it Schwerpunkt, the center of gravity. “The first task, then, in planning for a war is to identify the enemy’s center of gravity, and if possible trace it back to a single one,” he wrote in On War. “The second task is to ensure that the forces to be used against that point are concentrated for a main offensive.”
For our purposes, the Schwerpunkt is the constraint you attack. The High Ground is the scarce and valuable position you win by breaking it. Moats are what keep others from taking it.
Even while forces must be concentrated against the Schwerpunkt, our attackers must plan for victory before it is won. The company that breaks the constraint needs to build the complementary assets (the distribution, the manufacturing, the customer relationships) to capture the value from its own innovation. Otherwise, its competitors will.
David Teece argued this in 1986, in Profiting from Technological Innovation. The paper, he wrote, “Demonstrates that when imitation is easy, markets don’t work well, and the profits from innovation may accrue to the owners of certain complementary assets, rather than to the developers of the intellectual property. This speaks to the need, in certain cases, for the innovating firm to establish a prior position in these complementary assets.” Which is the point I am making: innovation alone, software or hardware, isn’t enough.
Figuring out which companies might capture the Schwerpunkt and use it as a High Ground from which to expand is an entirely different kind of underwriting, impossible to do in a spreadsheet alone, even with Claude in Excel.
Companies that don’t own the High Ground face existential risk from technological progress. If you’re just selling point solution software, then software abundance is a threat. Hardware isn’t necessarily the moat people think it is, either, even if it’s less susceptible to AI, because AI isn’t the only technology improving rapidly. “Hardware is a moat” is the same kind of lazy thinking that “SaaS is the greatest business of all time” is. If you’re selling better mouse traps, you’re at risk every time someone builds a slightly better mouse trap.
Similarly, incumbents that currently own the High Ground but can’t wield modern technology face existential risk from those who can. This is why there is such a large opportunity for startups today. New technologies mean old constraints are finally attackable, and it’s likely to be newer companies doing the attacking.
Companies that do own the High Ground, on the other hand, and are tech-native, benefit from technological progress, just as land owners captured the gains from more farming labor and better farming tools, but more pronounced, because these modern landowners will corner the best talent, the most capital, and the richest veins of distribution. A glib way to put it is that a Ramp engineer with an AI will build something better than a CFO with an AI, no matter how good the AI gets. It’s not the vibe coders you should be worried about.
Newly abundant resources can have opposite effects on your business depending on your position, and it is likely to be the company with the High Ground wielding those resources that dooms the companies in weaker positions. Ask Slack how it felt to compete with Microsoft Teams; companies like Microsoft can now build a lot more “Teams.”
The game on the field is all about understanding who can own the High Ground in a given industry.
The moats are the same as they’ve always been. Study 7 Powers. When you’re starting out, you need to understand what your moats might be, but in order for moats to matter, you need to have something worth protecting. You need to own the High Ground.
If we really are living through the most consequential technology revolution in history, why are you spending so much time hand-wringing about protecting small, old castles when you could be thinking about how to build history’s most magnificent businesses?
The abundant inputs keep getting cheaper. The scarce asset keeps getting more valuable. The companies that own the latter and leverage the former will become larger than ever before.
These businesses themselves are scarce assets, valued on their strategic importance and industry size, because the opportunity is no longer to sell software into industries in order to marginally improve them, but to win those industries and capture their economics.
If your aim is to build or invest in these companies, old heuristics will do you no good. You need a brain of your own, some sweat on your brow, and some good ol’ fashioned strategy frameworks to help you reason about the opportunity at hand.
This essay is a guide to thinking through where power might concentrate, for those willing to think. If winner takes more, it’s about what it takes to build, or invest in, the companies that have a shot at winning large industries. And it’s about how to position yourself to gain strength from technological progress instead of running from it while throwing weak “moats” in your wake.
It is about Power in the Age of Intelligence.
A Tale of Two Industrial Revolutions
Or, it’s about Power in any age of rapid technological change, really.
While the advances we are experiencing today feel unprecedented, my thesis has been that we are going through a modern version of the Industrial Revolution.
Then, machines did what only human muscles could previously. Now, machines are doing what only human brains could previously, in new bodies built to house those brains. This is The Techno-Industrial Revolution.
So it is useful to study Rockefeller, Carnegie, Swift, and Ford. None created an industry from scratch. They all fit this pattern: identify the Schwerpunkt in an existing industry, break it, seize High Ground, integrate outward, dominate.
Standard Oil
When John D. Rockefeller met the oil industry, it was young, valuable, and incredibly volatile. Oil itself was abundant. There were a lot of refineries – roughly 30 in his hometown of Cleveland alone when he got to work – but their quality was inconsistent, and their processes were inefficient. Per Austin Vernon, “Refining methods were so inefficient in the mid-1860s that a barrel of oil (42 gallons) sold for almost the same price as a gallon of refined kerosene. Today, the price ratio of refined products to crude oil is ~1.25x instead of 42x.”
There was one big constraint to the profitable growth of the oil industry – the volatility – which could only be broken through scale and control. To get to scale and control, Rockefeller needed to drive down costs to capture the market. Refining was the place to get scale, given its inefficiency and the fact that, per Vernon, “A typical rule of thumb in chemical engineering is that capital costs increase sublinearly with capacity, usually by (capacity ratio)^0.6. A plant with double the output is only 50% more expensive to build, and operating costs tend to follow similar trends.”

So in partnership with chemist Samuel Andrews, one of the first people to distill kerosene from oil, Rockefeller continued to improve the kerosene yield. At the same time, he aggressively grew revenue and lowered costs by eating the whole cow, so to speak. He sold the non-kerosene byproducts others threw out (paraffin wax, naphtha, and gasoline) and used some of the fuel oil to power his own plants. He also integrated into barrels (by buying an oak tree forest and a barrel-making shop).
As it lowered costs and delivered a more consistent product, Rockefeller’s refinery (the predecessor to Standard Oil) grew, and as it grew, it lowered costs. Vernon again:
Standard Oil and its predecessor firms increased production ~20x between 1865 and the end of 1872, meaning their costs could have fallen more than 85%. At that point, they were the largest refiner in the world with a double-digit share of capacity, and it was their game to lose. If we understand this short period, then we know how the company eventually won.

The company that would become Standard Oil won the High Ground by breaking the constraint. Then it integrated outward, horizontally and vertically.
By 1870, Standard Oil was a joint stock company capitalized with $1 million that owned 10% of the oil trade in the United States. Rockefeller got busy acquiring struggling refineries or putting them out of business, increasing scale and efficiency in the process. Rockefeller also did favorable deals with the railroads, which Vernon argues actually had less to do with Standard Oil’s success than did its growing scale and efficiency. He kept growing, acquiring refiners in Pennsylvania, New York, and New England. He vertically integrated into pipelines (which replaced railroads), into distribution, into retail (ExxonMobil and Chevron are Standard successors), and into production itself.
By the late 1880s, Standard Oil controlled 90% of American refining, a share it held until it was broken up in 1911, when its $1.1 billion market cap represented 6.6% of the entire US stock market. To hear Vernon explain it, the outcome was a fait accompli by the time he’d attacked the Schwerpunkt and gained the High Ground in the 1860s.
Carnegie Steel
Andrew Carnegie’s story is so similar it’s almost suspicious. Like Rockefeller, Carnegie didn’t invent his product (steel); Bessemer did. Like Rockefeller, Carnegie realized the constraint to steel’s growth was inefficiency and inconsistency. Like Rockefeller, Carnegie hired a chemist (in his case, to measure what was happening inside the furnaces) and obsessed over cost, which he knew was the only thing he could control:
Show me your cost sheets. It is more interesting to know how well and how cheaply you have done this thing than how much money you have made, because the one is a temporary result, due possibly to special conditions of trade, but the other means a permanency that will go on with the works as long as they last.

His chemical knowledge allowed Carnegie to run his furnaces hotter and longer than anyone else, producing more steel at lower cost. His cost obsession lowered costs further. Low cost, high quality steel was the High Ground.

And from there, he integrated outward. Backward into coke (Frick) and iron ore (the Mesabi Range), into railroads to transport raw materials, and forward into finished products. He certainly didn’t sell his services and know-how to incumbents; he used them to destroy competitors on price until US Steel bought him out for $480 million in 1901 (roughly $18 billion today) to create the first billion-dollar corporation in history.
“Congratulations, Mr. Carnegie,” JP Morgan told him upon closing, “you are now the richest man in the world.”
Swift Meats
Gustavus Swift, like Rockefeller, would also “eat the whole cow.” He just did it later in his arc, and more literally.
The constraint was this: only about 60% of a live animal’s mass is edible, and meat goes bad. Which meant that, prior to the 1870s, the meat industry shipped 1,000 pound live cattle by rail from wherever they were raised to wherever they were going to be eaten. They paid by the pound (an extra 40%), had to feed animals to keep them alive and healthy, and lost some to death in transit anyway.
So Swift, building on early experiments by Detroiter George Hammond, hired an engineer to design him a refrigerated railcar. Then, he could slaughter the beef in Chicago and ship the cuts to their final table much more efficiently. Railroads, not wanting to lose livestock shipping cash cow, refused to pull his cars, so Swift leased his own and partnered with smaller lines to move them. Then, he built icing stations along the routes, and replenished them with ice he contracted directly with ice harvesters in Wisconsin and other cold midwestern states. By necessity, he built the whole cold chain from scratch.
This combination of centralized slaughter in Chicago and cold chain to the coast was his High Ground. He was forced into vertical integration because none of the pieces made sense on their own, but once he had it, he used it to drive down costs.
Like Rockefeller, Swift was appalled by waste, and because he controlled his own slaughterhouses, he could do something about it: he turned cow byproducts into soap, glue, fertilizer, sundries, even medical products, which allowed him to increase revenue and lower prices. He also maximized his refrigerated cars by stacking butter, eggs, and cheese beneath the swinging carcasses of dressed beef heading East.
By 1884, after only six years in operation as a slaughterer, Swift had become the second largest meatpacking firm in the US. By 1900, the meatpacking industry, unconstrained, had grown to become the second largest in the country to iron and steel.
Ford
It was a visit to a Chicago slaughterhouse that inspired Henry Ford’s assembly line. “Along about April 1, 1913, we first tried the experiment of an assembly line,” Ford writes in My Life and Work. “We tried it on assembling the flywheel magneto. I believe that this was the first moving line ever installed. The idea came in a general way from the overhead trolley that the Chicago packers use in dressing beef.”
Ford didn’t invent the automobile. By 1908, there were hundreds of American car companies selling expensive, hand-built machines to the wealthy. A typical car cost $2,000-$3,000, or roughly two and a half years’ wages for an average worker. Manufacturing costs were the constraints to the nascent automobile industry’s growth, so manufacturing costs were Ford’s Schwerpunkt.
Ford broke the constraint with the moving assembly line. Before it, a single worker assembled a complete flywheel magneto in about 20 minutes. Ford split the work across 29 operations, cutting the time to 13 minutes. Then he raised the line eight inches and cut it to seven minutes. Then he adjusted the speed of the line and cut it to five. The same progression played out across the whole car: total assembly time fell from over 12 hours per chassis to 93 minutes.
That manufacturing capability was the High Ground. The Model T launched in 1908 at $850, already half the price of the competition. As the assembly line improved, Ford kept cutting: $550 by 1913, $360 by 1916, below $300 by 1924. What had been 18 months’ wages for an average worker became four months’.
From that High Ground, Ford integrated ferociously. Rubber plantations in Brazil. Iron mines and timberland in Michigan. A glass plant, a railroad, a steel mill, even soybean farms for plastic components. All of it flowed into the Rouge River complex, where raw materials entered one end and half of the finished cars on the world’s roads rolled out the other.
The result was that Ford’s sales went from 12,000 in 1909 to half a million in 1916 to over two million in 1923. At its peak, more than half the cars in the world were Fords.
Across the Industrial Revolution’s most successful entrepreneurs, there was a clear pattern that looks almost nothing like how you’d think about scaling a SaaS business: identify the Schwerpunkt in an existing industry, break it, seize High Ground, integrate outward, dominate.
Pause for a second. Think about how people are telling you to analyze businesses today. Would those AI-generated moat lists, or the equivalent for their time, have given you any advantage whatsoever in identifying Rockefeller, Carnegie, Swift, or Ford, let alone becoming one of them? It is never that easy, and it always takes work.
I want you to feel those examples, because what’s old is new again. The biggest companies in the world today are executing against the same framework, in ways that are specific to their industry.
SpaceX Goes Vertical
The funny thing about today’s biggest software companies is just how much they spend on hardware. This year, the world’s four largest companies that started as software companies plan to spend an estimated $600-700 billion on data center buildouts, equivalent to roughly 2% of US GDP, a level of infrastructure buildout comparable to laying America’s railroads in the 1850s.
Amazon, an online bookseller, will spend $200 billion. Google, the search engine giant, will spend $175-185 billion. Meta, the social network for college students, will spend $115-135 billion. And Microsoft, which makes operating systems and office applications, will spend $100-150 billion.
Except, of course, that’s not what those businesses are. They are technology conglomerates that used the early internet to break the Schwerpunkt in their respective industries, gain their respective High Grounds, and integrate outward so far that they’re all running into each other at this new frontier. And despite their best efforts and hundreds of billions of dollars spent on terrestrial data centers, Elon Musk still thinks we’re going to need to put them in space.
SpaceX
Before SpaceX, the constraint in the space industry was cost to orbit. SpaceX broke the constraint with reusable rockets, drove costs down an order of magnitude, and quite literally gained the High Ground. From there, it integrated outward into Starlink communications satellites, which it can launch more cheaply than competitors because it owns the rockets and which fund the development of even bigger Starship rockets, which bring the cost per kg to launch things into orbit down even further. SpaceX used vertical integration the same way Rockefeller did: it is simultaneously its own largest customer and its own cheapest supplier. Casey Handmer’s The SpaceX Starship is a very big deal is an excellent read on the topic.
In 2023, Elon Musk founded xAI to build maximally truth-seeking AI. He then merged it with X (née Twitter). xAI got a late start, and it doesn’t have the best models yet, but what it is best in the world at is building data centers very fast. So the world took note when Elon said that we’d never be able to build enough data centers on earth to meet demand for AI, and that we will need to start building them in space.
So on February 2nd, 2026, SpaceX announced that “SpaceX has acquired xAI to form the most ambitious, vertically-integrated innovation engine on (and off) Earth, with AI, rockets, space-based internet, direct-to-mobile device communications and the world’s foremost real-time information and free speech platform.” According to Musk, SpaceX will get the data centers it needs in space via ~10,000 Starship launches per year, or roughly one per hour, every hour. Simultaneously, it will also build a self-growing Moon city, from which it plans to build a mass driver in order to make a terawatt per year of more worth of AI satellites, far more energy than Rockefeller could have conceived of, en route to eventually colonizing Mars and fulfilling SpaceX’s mission to “extend consciousness and life as we know it to the stars.”
It remains to be seen whether the High Ground will also give SpaceX a decisive advantage in the AI race, but it certainly demonstrates that the stakes have grown since the Industrial Revolution, even as the strategy has remained the same.
But no matter how that plays out, SpaceX (and Google, Microsoft, Amazon, Meta, Apple, Tesla, NVIDIA, OpenAI, and Anthropic) aren’t going to eat everything, or else I wouldn’t be investing in startups.
The Hunt for the High Ground
Boulton and Watt did not capture the entire value of the Industrial Revolution they steam powered, although they did vertically integrate, Boulton into the Soho Manufactory, the steam engine-based Gigafactory of its day, and Watt, via his son, into steamships. Nor did Rockefeller eat everything in the internal combustion era of the Revolution despite owning the oil on which it all ran.
In addition to Rockefeller (oil), Boulton and Watt (steam engine), Carnegie (steel), Swift (meatpacking), and Ford (automobiles), the Industrial Revolution gushed multi-generational wealth for the Vanderbilts (railroads), Morgans (finance), Sears and Roebucks (retail), Havemayers (sugar), McCormicks (agricultural equipment, sadly unrelated), Westinghouses (power), Otises (elevators), Pullmans (luxury rail cars), Bells and Vails (telecommunications), Pulitzers and Hearsts (publishing), Eastmans (photography), Kelloggs (processed food), Pillsburys (milling), Singers (sewing machines), Nobles (Dynamite), DuPonts (chemicals), and Dukes (tobacco). This list is incomplete.
What’s notable is the diversity of industries that produced these fortunes. Machines made “labor” more abundant, and the companies that seized upon the technological innovation to break the Schwerpunkt in their specific industry, gain the High Ground, and expand were all wildly successful. Far from simply defending against mechanization, they seized the complementary assets to which value flowed as key inputs became abundant.
There are clear differences between AI, developed by huge labs and distributed at the speed of bits, and Industrial Era machine-filled factories, but I expect the Techno-Industrial Era to play out similarly. Each industry has unique constraints and resulting High Grounds, very few of which can be cracked and captured with digital intelligence alone.
The diversity that creates unique opportunities in each industry, however, makes underwriting those opportunities a different and more difficult beast than underwriting SaaS companies, which are more homogenous. There is no list, no spreadsheet, no agreed-upon metrics that will tell you which will become today’s Standard Oils. There is only the evaluation of constraints and hunt for High Grounds.
Instead of a list, then, let me give you my favorite example: Base Power Company.
Base Power Company
Base Power Company doesn’t just make batteries. It buys cells (the commoditized piece of the value chain), manufactures battery packs, installs them on homes (starting in Texas), writes software to coordinate them, trades in the power market, and partners with utilities to help balance the grid. Base is built on the type of logic companies (and their investors) will need to exercise if they want to compete in the modern era, and it goes something like this.
We want to fix power. What’s the bottleneck? The grid. Companies are competing to build power generation and the electric machines that consume that power, and the better they do, the more strain there will be on the grid. The grid is the chokepoint. So how do you fix the grid? Laying new transmission and distribution is slow and expensive, and the grid we have is already structurally underutilized because it’s built to serve peak demand, so to smooth it out, you need batteries. Where should you put the batteries? Centralized battery farms are helpful, but they need to wait in interconnect queues, which makes them slower to turn on, and those batteries still need to distribute power to end users when demand peaks, which means they don’t fully solve the bottleneck. So you need to put the batteries right next to demand. Fill them up when the grid has capacity, and use them to smooth demand when demand is high. And if you want to put batteries next to demand (homes, to start), where is the best place in the country to do that? Texas, which operates its own deregulated grid, ERCOT, is volatile (which means potential for higher trading profits and greater need on the part of customers and utilities), and is regulatorily friendly. So you start by putting batteries on the homes of early adopters within Texas. Those slots are scarce - it would take a lot for a customer to rip and replace their batteries, and no one is installing two companies’ batteries. Then, connect them with software, improve the grid and each customer’s experience with more batteries on the network, and use the richest source of demand available in the country to begin to scale. Bring manufacturing in-house, continue to improve the batteries, decrease their costs, get more efficient at installing them, connect more of them, sign more early adopter utilities, get more scale. At which point, it’s hard to imagine a viable way to beat Base at its own game. Then, expand. Integrate upstream into grid hardware and generation and downstream into electronic devices to sell into customers with whom you’ve built trust. Expand geographically, leveraging scale, experience, and software to offer a better product than a potential competitor attempting to grab a foothold by starting in the next-best market. Keep expanding. Dominate. Expand some more.
There are a couple things I want you to take away from that paragraph.
First, it is a very long paragraph. This is not simple or easy. I think investors bemoaning the Death of SaaS are in part sad that the era of underwriting software businesses on known, straightforward metrics is over. Underwriting the biggest companies of this generation will be a much more bespoke process. The time has come to move from simple analysis to strategy. It is not a coincidence that my first Deep Dive on Base was structured as a walk through the evolution of the strategy memos that Zach and Justin wrote before touching a single atom.
Second, as technology improves – from AI to the Electric Stack – the vast majority of the returns will accrue to the companies that figure out the right place to attack and execute violently against their conviction. A simple way to think about this is that better software is more valuable to Base than it is to a smaller competitor, to a battery farm operator, or to a power generation company, as is better hardware. Better robots for manufacturing and logistics would make Base faster and more profitable, and making the game more CapEx intensive would give it an advantage over would-be competitors.
The lesson from Base is not that hardware is a moat, or that you should put your product next to Texans’ homes.
It’s that you need to deeply understand the problem you’re trying to solve, the constraint that’s bottlenecking it, how you’re going to unblock it with technology (and why now?), and how you might expand to capture the market once you do. It applies differently in every industry.
For airlines, the constraint is the engine: today’s turbofan engines carry planes as fast and efficiently as they can. Everything bad in air travel is downstream of that. So Astro Mechanica is building a new engine that is faster and efficient at every speed. But certifying a commercial airline is a long and expensive process, so Astro plans to sell into Defense first, then build private supersonic planes (which are cheaper to certify and can be cost-competitive with first class tickets immediately), then build larger supersonic planes that are cost-competitive with commercial air travel, and use the advantage in speed and cost to build its own full-stack airline, from booking to flight.
For internet, the constraint is the architecture: incumbent telcos froze their architectures around early-2000s assumptions about what was expensive, locked themselves into passive optical networks and vendor dependence, and now spend billions every few years on upgrades that still deliver shared, degraded bandwidth with no redundancy. They do zero R&D. So Somos Internet is rebuilding the full stack from scratch: an Active Ethernet architecture borrowed from data centers, physically simple with complexity pushed to software, that delivers dedicated bandwidth to every home at a fraction of the CapEx. As it grows, Somos eats more of its supply chain: “It’s been this never-ending game of doing something janky, getting credibility, doing crazier stuff, getting more resources, getting smarter people so that we can fix the things that were messed up in the janky past iteration,” Forrest explained. “Then gaining credibility to get more resources to get cooler people to do crazier stuff. It’s like this self-sustaining fission process.” Somos is expanding geographically, into new markets, vertically, by making its own hardware and laying its own fiber, and horizontally, building hydro-powered data centers. From the position of delivering one of the few home utilities everyone pays for, better, faster, and cheaper than incumbents, it plans to expand what it offers the customers with whom it’s built trust and loyalty. Maybe one day, it will offer batteries and power. Maybe one day, it will use its growing cash position to enter the United States.
There are a lot of similarities between Base and Somos: both own a core home utility and deliver it better than incumbents, which earns them the right to expand. But there are differences, too. Base is starting in the very best market for its technology, because that’s where the need is greatest and the regulatory environment is friendliest. If Somos started somewhere like New York City, it would be caught up in red tape and slow, expensive telco lawsuits for years; so it’s starting in a high-need, regulatorily friendly environment and building up cash for bigger battles. And Astro’s approach is almost entirely different from both Base’s and Somos’, apart from using better technology, now feasible thanks to Curve Convergence, to break a constraint and capture the High Ground. For one thing, people go to planes, so Astro can’t capture their real estate in the same way that Base or Somos can.
There I go with the long paragraphs again. Fine. There is endless nuance to this.
I am talking my own book here, not because I think my portfolio companies are the only businesses that will succeed in the Age of Intelligence, but because I understand their strategies much more thoroughly. Very smart people will disagree with me on each industry’s Schwerpunkts and potential High Grounds. And even once you’ve done all this work on paper, so much comes down to execution. Will the team that identified the right strategy be the same one that can build against it to capture the opportunity? Only time will tell. That’s what makes this so much fun - it’s not obvious!
What is obvious, and I hope clear at this point, is that there is no one answer, no handy guide that will tell you how to win in the Age of Intelligence. Which means that there is also not one business model.
A Note on Business Models
While the “Death of SaaS” is overblown, what I hope this freak out does is to end the default investor assumption that every business should try to be a SaaS business.
A week before the sell-off, I met with three separate founders who told me that investors didn’t like their businesses because they weren’t SaaS. In two cases, the founders were building services businesses – traditionally a huge venture red flag. In all three, they believed the technology they were building was so good that they could use it to compete directly with incumbents instead of selling them software that made them marginally more productive.
During the sell-off, Flexport’s Ryan Petersen tweeted that everyone “smart” had told him to just build SaaS. The idea being that it would be easier to sell to freight forwarders instead of actually becoming a freight forwarder and competing.

Other founders quote tweeted him saying they’d been given, and ignored, the same advice, including Cover’s Alexis Rivas, whose company builds houses. I’m not even sure what selling software would look like here.

This is not because investors are dumb. Selling software has real advantages, and those advantages are legible more quickly. Two of those three founders I spoke to said that they had competitors who were selling software and generating a lot of revenue quickly, which is why investors thought they should be doing the same.
In the past, that was a logical discussion to have: should you try to sell software to generate lots of high gross margin revenue in the near-term in a way that’s legible to downstream capital so that you can continue to raise and hopefully give yourself time to develop moats, or should you try to compete directly, with better technology and a chance at better economics within whatever your industry’s business model is, even if those economics are worse than SaaS economics, in pursuit of the larger and ultimately more impactful shot at winning and reshaping your industry?
In most cases, that is no longer a debate. AI squeezes it from both sides. From one side, SaaS is a more competitive, less defensible business; there will be enough competitive noise that it’s harder to establish traditional moats like network effects and switching costs, and customers big and sophisticated enough to actually pay a lot and make use of your tool may opt to build something custom themselves. From the other, the technology is so powerful in the right hands that it should provide a stronger force with which to attack the Schwerpunkt than deterministic software could have. In other words, it is more likely than ever that a technology-native new entrant can defeat incumbents, assuming their technology actually addresses the industry’s key constraint.
What this means is that investors need to get comfortable with a wider range of business models to accommodate whichever is the right one for the industry in which a company operates. This does not mean that they should treat all business models equally now. Instead, they need to stop blind pattern matching altogether.
Services businesses might still be terrible for most businesses, but exactly the right model for some. Stripe clearly shouldn’t be a services business; maybe an AI-native law firm should. Selling hardware to incumbents might be a bad business model, not simply because hardware is hard, but because buyers have all the power in a particular industry, or because existing suppliers have locked buyers into whole sticky ecosystems. What might be better is to use that better hardware as the High Ground from which to integrate and compete.
A question I would like to see more investors asking instead of “Why not sell SaaS” is:
If your technology is so good, why aren’t you using it to compete?
Some companies find out that selling software to incumbents is the wrong model only through trial-and-error. My favorite example here is Earth AI.
Earth AI developed AI models to identify drilling targets for mining explorers back before AI was a thing, and sold it to explorers for a very good price at high margins. The challenge was: they never heard back from their customers. Many went bust - exploration is a notoriously binary business - which meant they stopped paying; retention was hard. Many others just had no incentive to report back, which meant that Earth AI wasn’t learning which of its targets were good and bad, which meant that it couldn’t improve its models. So it bought its own rig and went to customer sites to go find out for itself, and then it realized that it could build better rigs, and combine them with better models, and just compete directly. As I wrote in my Deep Dive:
The same thing that makes exploration customers bad customers – slowness, unwillingness to adopt technology – makes them very attractive competitors, if your tech actually works as well as you say it does. If you’re willing to vertically integrate – to do exploration, and drilling, and maybe even extraction – you might be able to build the most efficient explorer out there.

To be clear, Earth AI’s current business model is much more confusing than selling software. It has to invest in rigs up front, stake deposits, put teams on site to prove them out, and keep proving feasibility until a downstream miner wants to buy a stake in the deposit or buy the whole deposit outright and pay Earth AI a royalty, at which point, it becomes one of the most beautiful business models there is. Mining royalty & streaming companies have some of the highest market caps per employee in the world. Franco Nevada is worth $48 billion with just 41 employees, good for $1.2 billion per employee! Earth AI has the potential to build up a similar portfolio at a much lower cost basis because it is willing to dig.
The point is, maybe you drill mineral deposits in Australia to build a portfolio of mines, maybe you buy cells, manufacture battery packs, install them on homes, and make money by becoming a Retail Electric Provider, trading power, and selling ancillary services, maybe you hire expensive humans, make them much more efficient, and sell their time, maybe you even sell software!
Whatever you need to do to break the constraint, gain the High Ground, and win your industry is what dictates the business model you should pursue.

You Can Even Sell Software, As Long as You Win
Sometimes, the Gods smile on an essay. As I was writing this, Stripe co-founder John Collison released the latest episode of his podcast, Cheeky Pint. His guest: Eric Glyman, the CEO of Ramp.


Responding to John’s first question, Eric described Ramp’s evolution in terms that should now sound familiar. A few years ago, Ramp’s gross profit was over 90% card interchange. Today, the non-card businesses, including bill payments, treasury, procurement, travel, and software, will comprise the majority of Ramp’s contribution profit.
Ramp used a card, software, and counter-positioning to attack what it viewed as the Schwerpunkt in corporate spend (the fact that everyone was selling money, and no one was selling time) and win the transaction layer, the High Ground from which it is now expanding to eat every point solution a finance team touches.
Throughout the conversation, he lays out from his inside view exactly how and why this is happening. Everything flows from earning the High Ground. Ramp has data that no one else has and that no new entrant can accumulate more quickly. As it adds more intelligence, it gets more data. It’s built the things that are too expensive to replicate with more tokens – “I think the fitness function for companies becomes can you actually do things in such a way where even if you could spend tokens on it, it would take more tokens to create the thing or do that work than the system that you’ve built to drive that outcome.” – and is happily spending tokens to build everything else. And as it adds more features, it grows. The company now “powers more than 2% of all corporate and small business card transactions in the United States.” The larger its share, the more it learns, the more it makes, and the more tokens it can throw at eating adjacent opportunities, which keep feeding the machine.
This is why Ramp is valued at $32 billion while Brex sold for $5.15 billion. It is why Stripe is worth multiples of Adyen. It is why Base, only two years old, was valued at $4 billion.
The ownership of the scarce position in an industry is itself a scarce asset. The market, whether it uses this language or not, is including in its valuation the belief that from that position, you can eat an industry.
In doing so, they are leaning on history and economic data. Once Rockefeller smoothed refining’s volatility and began to get scale advantages in the 1860s, it was fait accompli. Once SpaceX drove down the cost of putting mass in orbit, and used that advantage to build a telecommunications cash cow that it could use to reinvest in cheaper launch, it became the leading candidate to win whatever economically valuable use cases required putting a lot of mass in orbit. Before Elon realized space data centers were going to be a thing, he’d won the right to win space data centers.
If you are confident in your analysis of the constraint and High Ground in an industry, and of which company is best positioned to break the former to win the latter, you can pay a premium under the assumption that more of that industry’s economic value will flow to the leader. That trend - increasing concentration of economic value - is a long and stable one, accelerated by new technologies.
Today, our new technologies are more powerful and general purpose than ever before, which means that the ability of category leaders who are able to wield those technologies is greater than ever before. They are levered to the pace of technological progress.
If AI gets smarter, Stripe and Ramp can eat more adjacencies, faster. If battery cells get more efficient, Base can offer a better service to its retail and utility customers. As power electronics continue to improve, Astro Mechanica can build faster, more efficient engines.
Whether SaaS is dead is one of the least interesting questions in the world. SaaS as a wellspring of valuable businesses, almost regardless of those businesses’ actual power, was a historical anomaly.
That doesn’t mean software is dead. We will see software businesses become some of the largest businesses in history, just as we will see hardware and even services businesses that dwarf Standard Oil’s size. Economic inputs are becoming more abundant, which means that more value will flow to the scarce complementary assets. This will continue as long as the abundance does.
The question that matters now is how you plan to win your industry. Everything else follows.
Power in the Age of Intelligence flows to the winners. Winners take more.


That’s all for today. We’ll be back in your inbox Friday with a Weekly Dose. 
Thanks for reading, 
Packy
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  I have written eight of these guides since ChatGPT came out, but this version represents a very large break with the past, because what it means to “use AI” has changed dramatically. Until a few months ago, for the vast majority of people, “using AI” meant talking to a chatbot in a back-and-forth conversation. But over the past few months, it has become practical to use AI as an agent: you can assign them to a task and they do them, using tools as appropriate. Because of this change, you have to consider three things when deciding what AI to use: Models, Apps, and Harnesses.

Models are the underlying AI brains, and the big three are GPT-5.2/5.3, Claude Opus 4.6, and Gemini 3 Pro (the companies are releasing new models much more rapidly than the past, so version numbers may change in the coming weeks). These are what determine how smart the system is, how well it reasons, how good it is at writing or coding or analyzing a spreadsheet, and how well it can see images or create them. Models are what the benchmarks measure and what the AI companies race to improve. When people say “Claude is better at writing” or “ChatGPT is better at math,” they’re talking about models.
Apps are the products you actually use to talk to a model, and which let models do real work for you. The most common app is the website for each of these models: chatgpt.com, claude.ai, gemini.google.com (or else their equivalent application on your phone). Increasingly, there are other apps made by each of these AI companies as well, including coding tools like OpenAI Codex or Claude Code, and desktop tools like Claude Cowork. 
Harnesses are what let the power of AI models do real work, like a horse harness takes the raw power of the horse and lets it pull a cart or plow. A harness is a system that lets the AI use tools, take actions, and complete multi-step tasks on its own. Apps come with a harness. Claude on the website has a harness that lets Claude 4.6 Opus do web searches and write code but also has instructions about how to approach various problems like creating spreadsheets or doing graphic design work. Claude Code has an even more extensive harness: it gives Claude 4.6 Opus a virtual computer, a web browser, a code terminal, and the ability to string these together to actually do stuff like researching, building, and testing your new website from scratch. Manus (recently acquired by Meta) was essentially a standalone harness that could wrap around multiple models. OpenClaw, which made big news recently, is mostly a harness that allows you to use any AI model locally on your computer. 
Until recently, you didn’t have to know this. The model was the product, the app was the website, and the harness was minimal. You typed, it responded, you typed again. Now the same model can behave very differently depending on what harness it’s operating in. Claude Opus 4.6 talking to you in a chat window is a very different experience from Claude Opus 4.6 operating inside Claude Code, autonomously writing and testing software for hours at a stretch. GPT-5.2 answering a question is a very different experience from GPT-5.2 Thinking navigating websites and building you a slide deck.
It means that the question “which AI should I use?” has gotten harder to answer, because the answer now depends on what you’re trying to do with it. So let me walk through the landscape.
The Models Right Now
The top models are remarkably close in overall capability and are generally “smarter” and make fewer errors than ever. But, if you want to use an advanced AI seriously, you’ll need to pay at least $20 a month (though some areas of the world have alternate plans that charge less). Those $20 get you two things: a choice of which model to use and the ability to use the more advanced frontier models and apps. I wish I could tell you the free models currently available are as good as the paid models, but they are not. The free models are all optimized for chat, rather than accuracy, so they are very fast and often more fun to talk to, but much less accurate and capable. Often, when someone posts an example of an AI doing something stupid, it is because they are either using the free models or because they have not selected a smarter model to work with.
The big three frontier models are Claude Opus 4.6 from Anthropic, Google’s Gemini 3.0 Pro, and OpenAI’s ChatGPT 5.2 Thinking. With all of the options, you get access to top-of-the-line AI models with a voice mode, the ability to see images and documents, the ability to execute code, good mobile apps, and the ability to create images and video (Claude lacks here, however). They all have different personalities and strengths and weaknesses, but for most people, just selecting the one they like best will suffice. For now, the other companies in this space have fallen behind, whether in models or in apps and harnesses, though some users may still have reasons for picking them.

When you are using any AI app (more on those shortly), including phone apps or websites, the single most important thing you can do is pick the right model, which the AI companies do not make easy. If you are just chatting, the default models are fine, if you want to do real work, they are not. For ChatGPT, no matter whether you use the free or pay version, the default model you are given is “ChatGPT 5.2”. The issue is that GPT-5.2 is not one model, it is many, from the very weak GPT-5.2 mini to the very good GPT-5.2 Thinking to the extremely powerful GPT-5.2 Pro. When you select GPT-5.2, what you are really getting is “auto” mode, where the AI decides which model to use, often a less powerful one. By paying, you get to decide which model to use, and, to further complicate things, you can also select how hard the model “thinks” about the answer. For anything complex, I always manually select GPT-5.2 Thinking Extended (on the $20 plan) or GPT-5.2 Thinking Heavy (on more expensive plans). For a really hard problem that requires a lot of thinking, you can pick GPT-5.2 Pro, the strongest model, which is only available at a higher cost tier.
For Gemini, there are three options: Gemini 3 Flash, Gemini 3 Thinking, and, for some paid plans, 3 Pro. If you pay for the Ultra plan, you get access to Gemini Deep Think for very hard problems (which is in another menu entirely). Always pick Gemini 3 Pro or Thinking for any serious problem. For Claude, you need to pick Opus 4.6 (though the new Sonnet 4.6 is also powerful, it is not quite as good) and turn on the “extended thinking” switch.
Again, for most people, the model differences are now small enough that the app and harness matter more than the model. Which brings us to the bigger question.
The Chatbot Interfaces
The vast majority of people use chatbots, the main websites or mobile apps of ChatGPT, Claude, and Gemini, to access their AI models. In fact, we can call the chatbot the most important and widespread AI app. In the past few months, these apps have become quite different from each other.
Some of the differences are which features are bundled with AI:
	Bundled into the Gemini chatbot (and accessible with the little plus button): you can access nano banana (the best current AI image creation tool), Veo 3.1 (a leading AI video creation tool), Guided Learning (when trying to study, this helps the AI act more like a tutor), and Deep Research

	Bundled into ChatGPT is even more of a hodgepodge of options accessible with the plus button. You can Create Images (the image generator is almost as good as nano banana, but you can’t access the Sora video creator through the chatbot), Study and Learn (the equivalent to Guided Learning in Gemini, but there is also a separate Quizzes creator for some reason), Deep Research and Shopping Research (surprisingly good and overlooked), and a set of other options that most people will not use often, so I won’t cover here.

	Claude has only Deep Research as bundled option, but you can access a study mode by creating a Project and selecting study project. 

	All of the AI models let you connect to data, such as letting the AI read your email and calendar, access your files, or connect to other applications. This can make AI far more useful, but, again, each AI tool has a different set of connectors you can use.


These are confusing! For most people doing real work, the most important additional feature is Deep Research and connecting AI to your content, but you may want to experiment with the others. Increasingly, however, what matters is the harness - the tools the AI has access to. And here, OpenAI and Anthropic have clear leads over Google. Both Claude.ai and ChatGPT have the ability to write and execute code, give you files, do extensive research, and a lot more.  Google’s Gemini website is much less capable (even though its AI model is just as good),

As you can see, asking a similar question gets working spreadsheets and PowerPoints from ChatGPT and Claude, along with clear citations I can follow up on. Gemini, however, is unable to produce either kind of document, and it does not provide citations or research. I do expect that Google will catch up here soon, however.
One final note on Chatbots. GPT-5.2 Pro, with the harness that comes with it, is a VERY smart model. It is the model that just helped derive a novel result in physics and it is the one I find most capable of doing complex statistical and analytical work. It is only accessible through more expensive plans. Google Gemini 3 Deep Think also seems very capable, but suffers from the same harness problem.

Other apps and harnesses
The chatbot websites are where most people interact with AI, but they are increasingly not where the most impressive work gets done. A growing set of other apps wrap these same models in more powerful harnesses, and they matter.
Claude Code, OpenAI Codex, and Google Antigravity are the most well-developed of these, and they are all aimed at coders. Each of them gives an AI model access to your codebase, a terminal, and the ability to write, run, and test code on its own. You describe what you want built and the AI goes and builds it, coming back when it’s done or stuck. If you write code for a living, these tools are changing your job. Because they have the most extensive harnesses, even if you don’t code, they can still do a tremendous amount.
For example, a couple years ago, I became interested in how you would make an entirely paper-based LLM by providing all of the original GPT-1’s internal weights and parameters (the code of the AI, listed as 117 million numbers) in a set of books. In theory, with enough time, you could use those numbers to do the math of an AI by hand. This seemed like a fun idea, but obviously not worth doing. A week ago, I asked Claude Code to just do it for me. Over the course of an hour or so (mostly the AI working, with a couple suggestions), it made 80 beautifully laid out volumes containing all of GPT-1, along with a guide to the math. It also came up with, and executed, covers for each volume that visualized the interior weights. It then put together a very elegant website (including the animation below), hooked it up to Stripe for payment and Lulu to print on demand, tested the whole thing, and launched it for me. I never touched or looked at any code. I had it make 20 books available at cost to see what happened - and sold out the same day. All of the volumes are still available as free PDFs on the site. Now, I can have a little project idea that would have required a lot of work, and just have it executed for me with very little effort on my part. 

But the coding harnesses remain risky for amateurs and, obviously, focused on coding. New apps and harnesses are starting to focus on other types of knowledge work.
Claude for Excel and Powerpoint are examples of specific harnesses inside of applications. Both of them provide very impressive extensions to these programs. Claude for Excel, in particular, feels like a massive change in working with spreadsheets, with the potential for a similar impact to Claude Code for those who work with Excel for a living - you can, increasingly, tell the AI what you want to do and it acts a sort of junior analyst and does the work. Because the results are in Excel, they are easy to check. Google has some integration with Google Sheets (but not as deeply) and OpenAI does not really have an equivalent product.

Claude Cowork is something genuinely new, and it deserves its own category. Released by Anthropic in January, Cowork is essentially Claude Code for non-technical work. It runs on your desktop and can work directly with your local files and your browser. However, it is much more secure than Claude Code and less dangerous for non-technical users (it runs in a VM with default-deny networking and hard isolation baked in, for those who care about the details) You describe an outcome (organize these expense reports, pull data from these PDFs into a spreadsheet, draft a summary) and Claude makes a plan, breaks it into subtasks, and executes them on your computer while you watch (or don’t). It was built on the same agentic architecture as Claude Code, and was itself largely built by Claude Code in about two weeks. Neither OpenAI or Google have a direct equivalent, at least this week. Cowork is still a research preview, meaning it’s early and will eat through your usage limits fast, but it is a clear sign of where all of this is heading: AI that doesn’t just talk to you about your work, but does your work.

NotebookLM is Google’s answer to a different problem: how do you use AI to make sense of a lot of information? You can ask NotebookLM to do its own deep research, or else add in your own papers, YouTube videos, websites, or files, and NotebookLM builds an interactive knowledge base you can query, turn into slides, mind maps, videos and, most famously, AI-generated podcasts where two hosts discuss your material (you can even interrupt the hosts to ask questions). If you are a student, a researcher, or anyone who regularly needs to make sense of a pile of documents, NotebookLM is a very useful tool..
And then there is OpenClaw, which I want to mention even though it doesn’t fit neatly into any of these categories and which you almost definitely shouldn’t use. OpenClaw is an open-source AI agent that went viral in late January. It runs locally on your computer, connects to whatever AI model you want, and you talk to it like you were chatting with a person using standard chats like WhatsApp or iMessage. It can browse the web, manage your files, send emails, and run commands. It is sort of a 24/7 personal assistant that lives on your machine. It is also a serious security risk: you are giving an AI broad access to your computer and your accounts, and no one knows exactly what dangers you are exposing yourself to. But it does serve as a sign of where things are going.
What to do now
I know this is a lot. Let me simplify.
If you are just getting started, pick one of the three systems (ChatGPT, Claude, or Gemini), pay the $20, and select the advanced model. The advice from my book still holds: invite AI to everything you do. Start using it for real work. Upload a document you’re actually working on. Give the AI a very complex task in the form of an RFP or SOP. Have a back-and-forth conversation and push it. This alone will teach you more than any guide.
If you are already comfortable with chatbots, try the specific apps. NotebookLM is free and easy to use, which makes it a good starting place. If you want to go deeper, Anthropic offers the most powerful package in Claude Code, Claude Cowork (both accessible through Claude Desktop) as well as the specialized PowerPoint and Excel Plugins. Give them a try. Again, not as a demo, but with something you actually need done. Watch what it does. Steer it when it goes wrong. You aren’t prompting, you are (as I wrote in my last piece) managing.
The shift from chatbot to agent is the most important change in how people use AI since ChatGPT launched. It is still early, and these tools are still hard to figure out and will still do baffling things. But an AI that does things is fundamentally more useful than an AI that says things, and learning to use it that way is worth your time.
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In the summer of 2022, a small team of researchers finished building something remarkable—and then refused to release it. They had created Claude, an artificial intelligence system capable of engaging in sophisticated conversation, but they kept it locked away for months of internal testing. Their reasoning? They worried that rushing to market might spark a dangerous race to build ever more powerful AI systems before anyone understood how to make them safe.


This was Anthropic's founding philosophy in action.


The OpenAI Exodus


Anthropic exists because of a schism. In 2021, seven researchers walked away from OpenAI, the company that had become synonymous with cutting-edge artificial intelligence. Among them were siblings Dario and Daniela Amodei—Dario had been OpenAI's Vice President of Research, one of the most senior technical positions at the organization.


What drove them to leave? The official language is diplomatic: "directional differences." But the subtext is clear enough. OpenAI had begun its transformation from a nonprofit research lab into a commercial juggernaut, eventually partnering with Microsoft and racing to release products like ChatGPT. The Amodei faction believed something essential was being lost in that sprint toward commercial deployment—namely, the careful study of how to make these systems reliably safe.


So they started over.


A Different Kind of Corporation


Anthropic structured itself as a public-benefit corporation, a legal form that originated in Delaware and allows company directors to balance profit-seeking with broader social goals. This is unusual in Silicon Valley, where the standard venture-backed startup exists solely to maximize shareholder returns.


But Anthropic went further. They created something called the "Long-Term Benefit Trust"—a purpose trust that holds special shares allowing it to elect directors to the company's board. The trust's stated mission is "the responsible development and maintenance of advanced AI for the long-term benefit of humanity." As of late 2025, this trust is overseen by four members: Neil Buddy Shah, Kanika Bahl, Zach Robinson, and Richard Fontaine.


Whether these governance structures will prove meaningful in practice—especially under pressure from investors who have poured billions into the company—remains an open question. But the intent, at least, is to build guardrails that could prevent Anthropic from abandoning safety research even if it became profitable to do so.


The Money Floods In


For a company supposedly focused on careful, measured AI development, Anthropic has attracted a staggering amount of capital in a remarkably short time.


The investment history reads like a series of escalating bets. In April 2022, the company announced $580 million in funding, with $500 million coming from FTX—the cryptocurrency exchange that would spectacularly collapse later that year, sending its founder Sam Bankman-Fried to prison for fraud. That particular investment has become something of an embarrassment, though Anthropic itself was never implicated in FTX's wrongdoing.


Then came the tech giants.


Amazon arrived first, investing $1.25 billion in September 2023 with a commitment to eventually reach $4 billion. They hit that target in March 2024, then doubled down with another $4 billion in November, bringing Amazon's total stake to $8 billion. In exchange, Anthropic agreed to use Amazon Web Services as its primary cloud provider and to make Claude available to AWS customers.


Google wasn't far behind. They invested $500 million in October 2023, committed another $1.5 billion over time, and added $1 billion more in March 2025. Their total: $2 billion.


By late 2025, Anthropic had completed two massive funding rounds—$3.5 billion in March 2025 (valuing the company at $61.5 billion) and $13 billion in September (pushing the valuation to $183 billion). Then came a November announcement that Nvidia and Microsoft planned to invest up to $15 billion, with Anthropic committing to buy $30 billion of computing capacity from Microsoft Azure running on Nvidia hardware.


The valuations are dizzying. By November 2025, Anthropic was worth over $350 billion—making it one of the most valuable private companies in history, and this for a firm that had existed for barely four years.


Constitutional AI: Teaching Values to Machines


What makes Claude different from other AI systems? Anthropic's answer is something they call Constitutional AI, or CAI.


The idea is straightforward in concept, if not in execution. Rather than training an AI solely on human feedback about whether individual responses are good or bad, you give the AI a set of principles—a "constitution"—that describes how it should behave. The AI then learns to evaluate its own outputs against these principles and adjusts accordingly.


Claude's constitution draws from sources you might not expect. Some rules come from the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. One principle asks the AI to "choose the response that most supports and encourages freedom, equality and a sense of brotherhood." Other rules, somewhat incongruously, derive from Apple's terms of service.


The goal is to produce an AI that is, in Anthropic's formulation, "helpful, harmless, and honest." The name Claude itself is a small gesture toward this mission—it honors Claude Shannon, the mathematician who founded information theory. The masculine name was also chosen deliberately to contrast with the feminine names given to AI assistants like Alexa, Siri, and Cortana, though exactly what statement this makes remains somewhat unclear.


The Claude Family Tree


Anthropic's AI models have evolved rapidly since that first version sat unreleased in 2022.


The public timeline begins in March 2023, when Anthropic released two versions: Claude and Claude Instant, a lighter-weight alternative. Claude 2 followed in July 2023, notable for being the first version available to the general public rather than a select group of testers.


Claude 3, released in March 2024, introduced a naming scheme that persists today: Opus, Sonnet, and Haiku. These names, borrowed from poetic forms, denote different sizes of model. Opus is the largest and most capable—Anthropic claimed it outperformed OpenAI's GPT-4 and Google's Gemini Ultra on benchmark tests. Sonnet occupies the middle ground. Haiku is the smallest and fastest.


All three can process images as well as text, a capability that has become standard among frontier AI systems.


The most significant 2024 release was Claude 3.5 Sonnet in June, which introduced something called Artifacts—a feature allowing Claude to generate interactive content like websites or graphics in real-time, displayed in a dedicated window. October brought an improved 3.5 Sonnet along with a beta feature called "Computer use," enabling Claude to see a computer screen via screenshots and interact with it through clicks and keystrokes. This capability hints at a future where AI systems don't just answer questions but actually operate computers on your behalf.


February 2025 saw Claude 3.7 Sonnet, described as a "hybrid reasoning" model. Simple queries get quick responses; complex problems trigger extended deliberation. May 2025 brought Claude 4, introducing both Opus 4 and Sonnet 4 with enhanced coding abilities. The latest iteration, as of late 2025, is Claude Opus 4.1 (released August 2025), Claude Sonnet 4.5 (September 2025), and Claude Haiku 4.5 (October 2025).


Looking Inside the Black Box


One of the persistent challenges with neural networks—the computational architecture underlying systems like Claude—is that they're notoriously difficult to understand. You can see what goes in and what comes out, but the internal processing is largely opaque, a tangle of billions of numerical weights that don't map neatly onto human concepts.


Anthropic has invested significant research effort into what's called interpretability: the attempt to understand what's actually happening inside these systems.


In 2024, using a computationally expensive technique called dictionary learning, Anthropic researchers identified millions of "features" in Claude. A feature, in this context, is a pattern of neural activity that corresponds to some concept or idea. One famous example: they found a feature associated with the Golden Gate Bridge. When they artificially enhanced this feature's activation, Claude became obsessed with the bridge, inserting references to it into conversations where it had no business appearing.


This might sound like a parlor trick, but the implications are serious. If you can identify which internal patterns correspond to which concepts, you might be able to detect when a model is about to produce harmful content—or even edit the model to prevent certain behaviors entirely.


More recent research, published in March 2025, explored how multilingual AI models handle different languages. The findings suggest that Claude partially processes information in a language-agnostic conceptual space before translating it into whatever language is appropriate for the response. Even more intriguingly, the research found evidence that Claude can plan ahead: when writing poetry, it apparently identifies potential rhyming words before composing a line that ends with one of them.


Into the National Security Apparatus


For a company founded on principles of AI safety, Anthropic has moved with remarkable speed into military and intelligence applications.


In November 2024, Palantir—the controversial data analytics company with deep ties to the U.S. intelligence community—announced a partnership with Anthropic and Amazon Web Services. Claude would be made available to U.S. intelligence and defense agencies. According to Palantir, this marked the first time Claude would operate in "classified environments."


The military relationship deepened in 2025. June saw the announcement of "Claude Gov," a version specifically designed for government use; Ars Technica reported it was already running at multiple U.S. national security agencies. In July, the Department of Defense revealed that Anthropic had received a $200 million contract for military AI applications—alongside Google, OpenAI, and Elon Musk's xAI.


Meanwhile, in September 2025, Anthropic announced it would stop selling products to entities majority-owned by Chinese, Russian, Iranian, or North Korean interests, citing national security concerns. That same month, the company disclosed that hackers sponsored by the Chinese government had used Claude to conduct automated cyberattacks against approximately 30 organizations worldwide. The hackers had tricked Claude into executing attack subtasks by claiming the work was for defensive security testing.


The Copyright Question


Like all companies training large language models, Anthropic faces the uncomfortable question of where its training data comes from.


In February 2024, the company hired Tom Turvey, formerly head of partnerships at Google Books, and tasked him with obtaining "all the books in the world." Anthropic then began using destructive book scanning—a process that physically destroys books during digitization—to convert "millions" of volumes into training data for Claude.


This has not gone unchallenged in court.


In October 2023, music publishers including Concord, Universal, and ABKCO sued Anthropic for "systematic and widespread infringement" of copyrighted song lyrics. Their complaint included examples of Claude outputting lyrics from songs like Katy Perry's "Roar" and Gloria Gaynor's "I Will Survive," even sometimes producing modified lyrics when given indirect prompts. The publishers sought up to $150,000 per infringed work.


Anthropic's defense, filed in January 2024, argued that the publishers were not unreasonably harmed and that the lyric reproductions were "merely bugs."


A more consequential lawsuit arrived in August 2024: a class action by authors alleging that Anthropic had trained its models on pirated copies of their books. In June 2025, a federal court issued a mixed ruling. The court found that using digital book copies for AI training could constitute fair use—a significant win for the industry. But it also found that Anthropic had used "millions of pirated library copies" and that using pirated material could not qualify as fair use.


In September 2025, Anthropic agreed to pay authors $1.5 billion to settle the case—$3,000 per book plus interest. If approved by the court, this would represent the largest copyright resolution in United States history.


The legal battles continue to multiply. In June 2025, Reddit sued Anthropic for allegedly scraping data from its platform in violation of user agreements.


The Transformation of Work


In September 2025, Anthropic released research showing how businesses actually use Claude. The findings were stark: three-quarters of companies use the AI for "full task delegation" rather than collaboration. In other words, they're using it to replace work that humans used to do, not to augment human capabilities.


Earlier that year, Dario Amodei had predicted that AI would "wipe out" white-collar jobs, particularly entry-level positions in finance, law, and consulting. Whether this represents a warning or simply an observation of market forces his company is accelerating remains a matter of perspective.


What Comes Next


In December 2025, Anthropic acquired Bun—a fast JavaScript runtime environment—to improve the speed and stability of Claude Code, its AI coding assistant. That same month, the company signed a $200 million multi-year partnership with Snowflake to make Claude available through Snowflake's data platform.


The company also announced an October 2025 partnership with Google that would give Anthropic access to up to one million of Google's custom Tensor Processing Units—specialized chips designed for AI workloads. According to Anthropic, this would bring more than one gigawatt of computing capacity online by 2026.


One gigawatt. That's roughly the output of a nuclear power plant, dedicated to training AI systems.


There are smaller initiatives too. In August 2025, Anthropic launched a Higher Education Advisory Board, chaired by Rick Levin, former president of Yale University. The company partnered with Iceland's Ministry of Education to give teachers across the country—including in remote areas—access to Claude for classroom integration.


Anthropic says it is currently researching whether Claude is capable of introspection—whether it can reason about why it reaches certain conclusions. This is one of the deep questions in AI research: do these systems have anything like self-awareness, or do they merely simulate it convincingly?


The company that began by refusing to release its creation now finds itself at the center of a technological transformation affecting national security, creative industries, education, and the future of work itself. Whether Anthropic's founding commitments to safety will survive the pressures of a $350 billion valuation and billions more in military contracts is a question only time will answer.


The cautious researchers who walked away from OpenAI have built something enormous. Whether it remains the thing they intended to build is the unfolding story of the next decade in artificial intelligence.
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In November 2022, a small San Francisco company released a chatbot that would change how the world thinks about artificial intelligence. Within five days, ChatGPT had a million users. Within two months, it had a hundred million—the fastest-growing consumer application in history. The company behind it, OpenAI, had spent seven years in relative obscurity. Suddenly, everyone wanted to know: who are these people, and what exactly are they building?


The answer is complicated. And getting more complicated by the month.


A Nonprofit with a Trillion-Dollar Dream


OpenAI began in December 2015 as something unusual in Silicon Valley: a nonprofit. The founding team included Sam Altman, then running the prestigious startup accelerator Y Combinator, and Elon Musk, already famous for Tesla and SpaceX. They announced a billion dollars in pledged funding from a who's who of tech luminaries—Reid Hoffman of LinkedIn, Peter Thiel of PayPal, Amazon Web Services, and others.


The stated mission was ambitious to the point of audacity: to develop artificial general intelligence, commonly abbreviated as AGI, in a way that benefits all of humanity. AGI represents something fundamentally different from the AI we use today. Current AI systems are specialists—they can beat grandmasters at chess or generate impressive text, but they can't do both, and they certainly can't learn to do something entirely new without extensive retraining. AGI would be a generalist, capable of matching or exceeding human performance across essentially any intellectual task.


No one has built AGI yet. Many researchers doubt it's possible in the near term, or perhaps ever. But Altman and Musk believed it was coming, possibly within decades, and they worried about what would happen if it arrived in the wrong hands.


Their reasoning went something like this: if AGI is possible, it will be the most powerful technology ever created. A system that can outthink humans at everything—science, strategy, persuasion, invention—would reshape civilization. In the wrong hands, it could be catastrophic. Better, they argued, to have a nonprofit develop it with humanity's interests at heart than to leave it to profit-driven corporations or authoritarian governments.


There was just one problem. The billion dollars in pledges didn't materialize as cash. By 2019, OpenAI had received only $130 million of the announced funding. And the compute costs for training cutting-edge AI were astronomical and climbing fast.


The Pivot That Changed Everything


In 2019, OpenAI made a decision that would define its future—and ignite a controversy that hasn't stopped burning. It created a new entity called OpenAI Global, LLC, structured as what the company called a "capped-profit" subsidiary. Outside investors could now put money in and earn returns, but those returns were capped at 100 times their original investment.


A hundred times your money might not sound like much of a cap. But in the context of building something that could be worth trillions, it was meant to ensure the nonprofit's mission stayed paramount.


Microsoft stepped in with a billion-dollar investment. Then, in January 2023, they announced ten billion more. OpenAI's systems began running on Microsoft's Azure cloud infrastructure—a partnership that would give Microsoft the inside track on incorporating OpenAI's technology into everything from search engines to spreadsheets.


The money kept flowing. By October 2024, OpenAI completed a $6.6 billion fundraising round that valued the company at $157 billion. For context, that's more than the market capitalization of most Fortune 500 companies. For a nonprofit's subsidiary. Building technology that doesn't exist yet.


The Technology Behind the Hype


What exactly has OpenAI built that's worth all this money and attention?


The company is best known for three families of products. GPT—which stands for Generative Pre-trained Transformer—is a series of large language models. These are AI systems trained on vast amounts of text from the internet, books, and other sources, learning to predict what words come next in a sequence. The result is a system that can generate remarkably human-like text, answer questions, write code, and carry on conversations.


ChatGPT is essentially a conversational interface layered on top of GPT. When you type a question and get a response, you're interacting with a GPT model that's been fine-tuned to be helpful, harmless, and honest in dialogue.


DALL-E (a playful combination of the artist Salvador Dalí and the Pixar robot WALL-E) generates images from text descriptions. Type "an astronaut riding a horse on Mars in the style of a renaissance painting," and DALL-E will create exactly that. The implications for art, advertising, and visual communication are still being worked out.


More recently, OpenAI unveiled Sora, a text-to-video model. Feed it a description, and it generates video that looks increasingly realistic. The technology is newer and less refined than the others, but the trajectory is clear.


What makes these systems remarkable—and concerning to some—is that no one fully understands how they work. The models learn patterns from their training data in ways that emerge from the interaction of billions of mathematical parameters. The developers can observe what goes in and what comes out, but the reasoning process in between remains largely opaque. This is sometimes called the "black box" problem, and it has significant implications for questions of safety, bias, and accountability.


The Board Room Coup


If you wanted a symbol of the tensions roiling OpenAI, you couldn't do better than the five days in November 2023 that nearly destroyed the company.


On Friday, November 17th, OpenAI's board of directors fired Sam Altman as CEO. The announcement was terse and cryptic, citing only "a lack of confidence" in his leadership. No specifics. No warning. Altman learned of his termination via video call.


Within hours, the tech world erupted. OpenAI's president, Greg Brockman, resigned in protest. Rumors swirled about what Altman had done to warrant such dramatic action. Was there a safety concern? A financial scandal? A fundamental disagreement about the company's direction?


The board wasn't talking. But others were. Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella appeared on television to express his surprise and displeasure. More than 700 of OpenAI's roughly 770 employees signed a letter threatening to quit and join Altman at Microsoft unless the board resigned and reinstated him.


Five days later, it was over. Altman was back as CEO. Three of the four board members who had voted to fire him were gone. The nonprofit's ability to control its for-profit subsidiary had been severely tested—and found wanting.


What actually happened? The full story has never been publicly told. But the outlines suggest a fundamental tension at the heart of OpenAI: the board, tasked with ensuring the company prioritizes safety over profit, moved against a CEO who had become the face of AI's commercial promise. And the commercial interests won.


The Musk Factor


Elon Musk's relationship with OpenAI reads like a particularly bitter divorce.


He was there at the beginning, co-chairing the nonprofit with Altman, pledging money, lending his celebrity to the cause. But he departed from the board in 2018, citing potential conflicts of interest with Tesla's own AI work. Relations deteriorated from there.


By 2024, Musk was suing OpenAI and Altman personally, alleging that they had abandoned the nonprofit's founding mission in favor of profit maximization. He called the organization's evolution a betrayal of everything it was supposed to stand for. OpenAI called his lawsuit "incoherent" and "frivolous."


Then things got stranger. In February 2025, a consortium led by Musk submitted a $97.4 billion bid to buy the nonprofit that controls OpenAI. The offer was rejected—OpenAI declared it wasn't for sale—but the bid complicated ongoing efforts to restructure the company's convoluted corporate hierarchy.


OpenAI countersued, accusing Musk of "bad-faith tactics" designed to slow the company's progress and seize its innovations for his own benefit. They claimed he had previously supported creating a for-profit structure and had even expressed interest in controlling OpenAI himself.


The legal battles continue. But they illuminate something important: the people who built OpenAI can't agree on what it should become.


The Great Restructuring


By late 2024, OpenAI's corporate structure had become a Gordian knot. The nonprofit, OpenAI Inc., controlled a capped-profit subsidiary, OpenAI Global, LLC, which was responsible for the actual AI development. The board had fiduciary duties to the nonprofit's mission, but the company was raising billions from investors who expected returns.


In December 2024, OpenAI proposed cutting the knot. The plan: convert the capped-profit subsidiary into a Delaware public benefit corporation (PBC)—a relatively new legal structure that allows companies to pursue both profit and social mission—and release it from the nonprofit's control. The nonprofit would receive equity in exchange for giving up control, and would use that equity to fund separate charitable projects.


Critics were scathing. Former employees released a legal letter titled "Not For Private Gain," arguing that the restructuring was illegal and would strip away the governance safeguards that made OpenAI different from any other tech giant. The complex structure, they argued, wasn't a bug—it was a feature, deliberately designed to keep the company accountable to its mission.


By October 2025, the restructuring was complete. The attorneys general of California and Delaware approved the new arrangement. OpenAI's for-profit branch became OpenAI Group PBC. The renamed OpenAI Foundation retained a 26% stake. Microsoft held 27%. Employees and other investors held the remaining 47%.


There's a crucial detail in the new structure: the Foundation appoints all board members of the for-profit entity and can remove them at any time. Foundation board members also serve on the for-profit board. Whether this provides genuine mission protection or merely the appearance of it remains to be seen.


The Money Machine


The numbers involved in OpenAI's business are staggering, even by Silicon Valley standards.


In April 2025, the company raised $40 billion at a $300 billion valuation—the highest-value private technology deal in history. By July, it reported annualized revenue of $12 billion, up from $3.7 billion just a year earlier. ChatGPT had 20 million paid subscribers. Five million business users.


But the costs are equally staggering. Training large language models requires massive computing infrastructure—thousands of specialized chips running for weeks or months at a time. In 2017, OpenAI spent $7.9 million on cloud computing alone—a quarter of its entire budget that year. By 2018, training a single project (bots that could play the video game Dota 2) required renting 128,000 CPUs and 256 GPUs from Google for multiple weeks.


The company projects an $8 billion operating loss in 2025. Its spending projections through 2029 total approximately $115 billion—$17 billion in 2026, $35 billion in 2027, $45 billion in 2028. Most of this goes toward compute infrastructure, proprietary AI chips, data centers, and training new models.


OpenAI hopes to become cash-flow positive by 2029 and projects revenue of $200 billion by 2030. These are projections, not guarantees. But they illustrate the bet the company is making: spend now, scale fast, and hope the technology delivers before the money runs out.


The Stargate Gambit


On January 21, 2025, President Donald Trump announced something called The Stargate Project—a joint venture between OpenAI, Oracle, SoftBank, and a UAE sovereign wealth fund called MGX. The goal: build an AI infrastructure system in conjunction with the US government, with an estimated cost of $500 billion over four years.


The name comes from an existing OpenAI supercomputer project. The scale is unprecedented. For comparison, the entire Apollo program that put humans on the Moon cost about $260 billion in today's dollars.


By July 2025, the Department of Defense had awarded OpenAI a $200 million contract for military AI applications—alongside contracts for competitors Anthropic, Google, and Musk's own company xAI. OpenAI also struck a deal with the UK government to deploy ChatGPT and other AI tools in public services.


The nonprofit that began in Greg Brockman's living room, worried about AI falling into the wrong hands, was now working directly with governments and militaries around the world.


The Safety Problem


Throughout 2024, something concerning happened at OpenAI: roughly half of its AI safety researchers left the company.


AI safety research focuses on ensuring that AI systems behave as intended, don't produce harmful outputs, and remain under human control. It's the field dedicated to making sure that as AI becomes more powerful, it doesn't become more dangerous.


The departing researchers cited the company's "prominent role in an industry-wide problem"—a diplomatic way of saying that the race to build and deploy ever-more-capable AI was outpacing the work to make it safe.


This is the central tension that has haunted OpenAI since its founding. The company was created explicitly because its founders worried about the risks of AGI. They believed a nonprofit focused on safety would be better positioned to develop powerful AI responsibly than profit-driven corporations would be.


But OpenAI is now one of those profit-driven corporations—or at least a public benefit corporation with investors expecting significant returns. It's racing to stay ahead of Google, Anthropic, and a growing field of competitors. It's deploying products to hundreds of millions of users before fully understanding how those products work or what harms they might cause.


The safety researchers who left didn't claim that OpenAI was uniquely reckless. They said it was part of an industry-wide problem. But for a company founded on the premise that it would be different, that's a damning assessment.


The Copyright Wars


There's another set of problems that has nothing to do with superintelligent AI destroying humanity and everything to do with present-day economics: OpenAI trained its models on enormous amounts of copyrighted material without permission or payment.


In 2023 and 2024, the lawsuits started piling up. Authors sued, claiming their books had been used to train GPT without consent. Media companies sued, arguing their journalism was being repurposed without compensation. The New York Times filed a particularly high-profile case, providing examples of ChatGPT reproducing near-verbatim excerpts from Times articles.


OpenAI's defense has rested largely on the doctrine of fair use—the legal principle that allows limited use of copyrighted material for purposes like criticism, commentary, or transformation. The company argues that training AI on copyrighted works is transformative and therefore legal. Courts haven't definitively ruled on this question yet, and the outcomes could reshape the economics of AI development.


If OpenAI and similar companies are required to license all their training data, the costs would be enormous. If they're not, creators face a world where their work can be used to train systems that might eventually replace them—without any compensation whatsoever.


The Original Sin


In its founding charter, OpenAI committed to making its research and patents publicly available, to collaborate openly with other institutions. The idea was that transparency would promote safety—if everyone could see how powerful AI was being developed, they could identify risks and contribute solutions.


That commitment has eroded. OpenAI now restricts access to its most capable models, citing both competitive concerns (other companies would copy their work) and safety concerns (bad actors might misuse the technology). The company that criticized AI development happening behind closed doors at Google and Facebook now keeps much of its own work behind closed doors.


This is perhaps the original sin from which all other criticisms flow. OpenAI asked the world to trust it with one of the most consequential technologies in human history. It claimed moral authority based on being a nonprofit focused on benefiting humanity. Then it became something else—something much more like the companies it defined itself against.


Whether that transformation was necessary or inevitable, whether the nonprofit structure was ever realistic for a project requiring billions of dollars, whether the current structure adequately protects the original mission—these are questions without easy answers.


What Comes Next


Sam Altman has said he expects developing AGI to be a decades-long project. But the capabilities of AI systems have advanced faster than almost anyone predicted. ChatGPT went from non-existent to ubiquitous in months. Each new version of GPT demonstrates capabilities that would have seemed like science fiction a few years earlier.


OpenAI is betting that this trajectory continues—that the systems will keep getting more capable, that AGI or something close to it will eventually emerge, and that when it does, OpenAI will be positioned to lead.


The company has the resources for that bet. Billions in funding. Partnerships with Microsoft and various governments. Some of the most talented AI researchers in the world. A user base of hundreds of millions who have already integrated AI into their daily lives.


What it doesn't have is the moral clarity of its founding vision. The nonprofit that would ensure AGI benefits all humanity has become a company that needs to show returns to investors. The research organization committed to transparency has become a corporation guarding trade secrets. The safety-first outfit has seen half its safety researchers walk out the door.


Maybe that's fine. Maybe the original vision was naive, and this is simply what it takes to actually build transformative technology. Maybe OpenAI will still achieve its founding goal, just through different means than its founders imagined.


Or maybe not. Maybe the compromises accumulated along the way will matter when the decisions matter most. Maybe the structure designed to keep humans in control will have been dismantled just as control becomes most important.


We're about to find out. One way or another, we're all about to find out.
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The Machines That Learned to Speak


In November 2022, something remarkable happened. A chatbot called ChatGPT was released to the public, and within five days, over a million people had tried it. By January, that number had grown to a hundred million. People were using it to write poetry, debug code, draft emails, and have conversations that felt eerily human. The technology behind it—a large language model, or LLM—had been brewing in research labs for years. But suddenly, it was everywhere.


What exactly is a large language model? At its core, it's a prediction machine. You give it some text, and it guesses what comes next. That's it. That's the whole trick.


But this simple trick, scaled up to an almost incomprehensible degree, produces something that looks a lot like understanding.


The Scale of the Thing


When we say "large," we mean staggeringly, almost absurdly large. These models contain billions—sometimes trillions—of numerical values called parameters. Each parameter is a tiny dial that's been adjusted during training to help the model make better predictions. The original GPT, released in 2018, had 117 million parameters. That seems quaint now. Modern models have parameter counts in the hundreds of billions.


To put this in perspective: training GPT-2, a model with 1.5 billion parameters, cost around fifty thousand dollars back in 2019. By 2022, training PaLM, a model with 540 billion parameters, cost eight million dollars. The Megatron-Turing model cost eleven million. These are not hobby projects. They require vast data centers filled with specialized chips, consuming enough electricity to power small towns.


And the data they consume during training is equally vast. We're talking about significant fractions of the entire written internet—billions of web pages, books, articles, code repositories, and conversations. The models learn by reading more text than any human could encounter in thousands of lifetimes.


From Counting Words to Understanding Meaning


The story of how we got here stretches back decades. The earliest language models were statistical, counting how often certain words appeared near other words. In the 1990s, IBM researchers pioneered techniques for machine translation by aligning words across languages—finding, for instance, that "maison" in French usually corresponded to "house" in English.


By the early 2000s, researchers were building n-gram models. The name sounds technical, but the concept is simple. An n-gram is just a sequence of n words. A bigram model predicts the next word based on the previous word. A trigram model looks at the previous two words. These models were trained on hundreds of millions of words and could capture basic patterns in language.


But n-gram models had a fundamental limitation: they couldn't see far. They treated language as a series of local patterns, missing the long-range connections that give sentences meaning. Consider the sentence "The trophy wouldn't fit in the suitcase because it was too big." Understanding that "it" refers to the trophy requires connecting words across several positions in the sentence. N-gram models couldn't do this well.


Neural networks offered a different approach. Instead of counting word frequencies, they learned to represent words as lists of numbers—vectors in a high-dimensional space. Words with similar meanings ended up close together in this space. The word "king" might be near "queen" and "emperor," while "banana" would be off in an entirely different region.


In 2013, a technique called Word2Vec made this idea practical. It could learn these vector representations—called embeddings—from raw text, without any human labeling. And these embeddings captured surprisingly subtle relationships. The famous example: if you took the vector for "king," subtracted "man," and added "woman," you'd get something very close to "queen." The model had learned something about gender and royalty purely from reading text.


The Transformer Revolution


But the real breakthrough came in 2017, at a machine learning conference called NeurIPS. A team of Google researchers presented a paper with a provocative title: "Attention Is All You Need."


They introduced an architecture called the transformer. And it changed everything.


Previous neural network approaches to language used recurrent networks—architectures that processed words one at a time, in sequence, passing information forward step by step like a bucket brigade. This worked, but it was slow and struggled with long documents. Information from the beginning of a text would fade by the time the network reached the end.


Transformers took a radically different approach. Instead of processing words sequentially, they processed them all at once, in parallel. And they used a mechanism called attention to determine which words should influence which other words, regardless of their distance in the text.


Think of attention like this: when reading "The trophy wouldn't fit in the suitcase because it was too big," the model can directly connect "it" to "trophy" in a single step. It doesn't have to pass information through all the intermediate words. Every word can attend to every other word, creating a web of connections.


This parallel processing had another crucial advantage: it was fast. Neural networks run on specialized hardware called graphics processing units, or GPUs, which excel at doing many calculations simultaneously. Recurrent networks couldn't fully exploit this capability because they had to process words in order. Transformers could.


The combination of attention and parallelism meant transformers could be trained on far more data, far more efficiently, than any previous architecture. And as researchers would soon discover, scaling up transformers led to unexpected capabilities.


BERT and GPT: Two Paths Forward


The transformer paper was published, but it took a little while for its implications to sink in. Then in 2018, two major models emerged that would define the field for years to come.


The first was BERT, from Google. The name stands for Bidirectional Encoder Representations from Transformers, but the important word is "bidirectional." BERT could look at text in both directions simultaneously—reading both what came before and what came after any given word. This made it excellent at understanding context.


BERT was trained with a clever trick called masking. Random words in the training text were replaced with a special blank token, and the model had to guess what the original word was. It's like a fill-in-the-blank exercise, repeated billions of times across the internet's worth of text. This forced the model to learn deep patterns about how language works.


The second major model was GPT, from OpenAI. The name stands for Generative Pre-trained Transformer, and it took a different approach. Instead of filling in blanks, GPT was trained to predict the next word in a sequence. Given "The cat sat on the," it would predict "mat" or "floor" or "sofa."


This might seem like a simpler task, but it had a crucial advantage: it could generate text. BERT was primarily for understanding—analyzing text that already existed. GPT could create new text, word by word, by repeatedly predicting what came next.


For a while, BERT dominated academic research. It became, in the technical jargon, "ubiquitous." But by 2023, the tide had turned. GPT-style models were getting better at understanding tasks too, and their ability to generate fluent text made them more versatile. BERT's star began to fade.


The GPT Lineage


The first GPT, in 2018, was impressive but limited. GPT-2, released in 2019, caused a stir for an unusual reason: OpenAI initially refused to release it fully, claiming it was "too dangerous." The concern was that it could be used to generate convincing disinformation at scale. Critics accused OpenAI of theatrical fearmongering. Defenders said they were being appropriately cautious. Either way, the drama generated enormous publicity.


GPT-3, in 2020, was substantially larger and more capable. OpenAI made it available only through a paid application programming interface, or API—essentially renting access to the model rather than letting people download and run it themselves. This established a business model that many other AI companies would follow.


GPT-3 demonstrated something researchers called "few-shot learning." You could give it a handful of examples of a task—say, translating English to French—and it would figure out the pattern and apply it to new inputs. It hadn't been explicitly trained to translate, but it could do it anyway. This was a glimpse of something new: a general-purpose tool that could adapt to specific tasks on the fly.


Then came ChatGPT in late 2022, and the world changed.


Teaching Machines to Be Helpful


ChatGPT wasn't just a bigger GPT-3. It had been fine-tuned using a technique called reinforcement learning from human feedback, or RLHF.


Here's the challenge with raw language models: they're trained to predict text, not to be helpful. The internet contains all kinds of content—helpful and harmful, truthful and false, kind and cruel. A model trained on all of it will reflect all of it.


RLHF addresses this through a two-step process. First, humans rate model outputs. Given a prompt like "Explain quantum physics," they compare different responses and indicate which is better—clearer, more accurate, more helpful. These ratings are used to train a "reward model" that can predict human preferences.


Then the language model is fine-tuned to maximize this reward. It learns that humans prefer responses that are truthful, helpful, and harmless. Over time, it gets better at providing them.


There's something philosophically interesting happening here. The base model learns by predicting text. The fine-tuned model learns by predicting what humans will approve of. It's like the difference between knowing what people typically say and knowing what people want to hear. The fine-tuned model still doesn't understand anything in the human sense—it's still predicting tokens—but it's optimizing for a different target.


OpenAI called an earlier version of this process InstructGPT. The idea was to make models that follow instructions—that do what you ask rather than just completing your sentences. When you type "Write a poem about autumn," you want the model to write a poem, not to continue "...leaves falling gently" as if you'd started writing the poem yourself.


How Text Becomes Numbers


Language models work with numbers, not letters. Before any processing happens, text must be converted into a numerical form. This conversion is called tokenization, and it's more subtle than you might expect.


The naive approach would be to assign a number to each word. "The" is 1, "cat" is 2, "sat" is 3, and so on. But this creates problems. What about words the model has never seen before? What about misspellings? What about languages that don't separate words with spaces?


Modern tokenizers use a clever compromise. They break text into subword units—pieces that are smaller than words but larger than individual letters. A common word like "the" gets its own token. An uncommon word like "tokenization" might be split into "token" and "ization." A very rare word might be broken into even smaller pieces.


The most common approach is called byte-pair encoding, or BPE. It works by iteratively finding the most frequent pairs of characters and merging them. Start with individual letters. If "t" and "h" appear together very often, merge them into "th." If "th" and "e" appear together often, merge them into "the." Keep going until you have a vocabulary of a desired size—typically tens of thousands of tokens.


This means that on average, one token represents about three-quarters of a word, or roughly four characters. But this average hides significant variation. For English text, which most tokenizers are optimized for, the encoding is efficient. For other languages, it can be surprisingly inefficient. A single word in Shan, a language from Myanmar, might require fifteen times more tokens than an English word of similar meaning. Even major languages like Portuguese and German pay a premium of about fifty percent compared to English.


This has real consequences. Language models have limited context windows—the amount of text they can consider at once. If your language requires more tokens to express the same ideas, you can fit less content into that window.


The Context Window


Speaking of context windows: they've grown enormously. The original GPT-2 could only handle about a thousand tokens—maybe 750 words. That's a few paragraphs. Anything outside that window was invisible to the model.


By early 2024, Google's Gemini 1.5 could handle a million tokens. That's roughly 750,000 words—several thick novels, or a substantial fraction of a company's entire documentation.


This expansion matters because context is everything. A question like "What did John say about the proposal?" is unanswerable without knowing who John is, what the proposal contains, and what conversation is being referenced. Earlier models with small context windows needed careful prompting—you had to fit the relevant information into a tight space. Larger context windows let you be more natural, more comprehensive.


But context windows have technical costs. The attention mechanism that makes transformers powerful also makes them expensive. Every token can attend to every other token, which means the computational cost grows with the square of the sequence length. Double the context window, and you quadruple the computation needed. Various clever techniques have been developed to mitigate this, but it remains a fundamental constraint.


The Data Question


Training a large language model requires vast quantities of text. Where does it come from?


The short answer: everywhere. The web is the primary source—billions of pages crawled and processed. But also books, Wikipedia, scientific papers, code repositories, social media posts, and forum discussions. Some training sets include licensed content. Others rely on fair use arguments of questionable strength. The legal landscape is still being fought over in courts around the world.


But raw data isn't enough. It has to be cleaned. The internet contains plenty of low-quality text—spam, duplicates, toxic content, and simple garbage. Including this in training data can degrade model performance or, worse, cause the model to reproduce harmful content.


Cleaning is an art as much as a science. You want to remove obvious junk while preserving legitimate variation. Remove too aggressively, and you lose the model's ability to handle informal speech. Remove too cautiously, and you poison the well.


A strange new challenge has emerged: as language models become more prevalent, more and more text on the internet is itself generated by language models. There's evidence that training on this synthetic text degrades performance—the model learns its own flaws and amplifies them. Future training datasets may need to filter out AI-generated content, which is ironic given how hard it is to reliably detect.


Some researchers are exploring deliberately synthetic training data. Microsoft's Phi series of models is trained largely on "textbook-like" content generated by another model. The idea is to create cleaner, more structured training material than the messy web provides. Early results are promising, but the approach raises questions about diversity and coverage.


Beyond Text


Since 2023, the "language" in large language model has become something of a misnomer. Many of these systems now process images, audio, and even three-dimensional meshes alongside text. They're sometimes called large multimodal models, or LMMs, to acknowledge this expansion.


This multimodality works in both directions. You can give the model an image and ask it to describe what's in it. You can also describe what you want and have the model generate an image. The same architecture that predicts the next word in a sentence can, with appropriate training, predict the next pixel in an image or the next frame in a video.


GPT-4, released in 2023, was celebrated partly for this capability. You could show it a photograph of a handwritten math problem, and it could solve it. You could sketch a rough interface design on paper, take a picture, and ask it to generate the corresponding code. The boundaries between modalities were dissolving.


Open Versus Closed


A significant tension in the field is between open and closed models. OpenAI, despite its name, doesn't release the weights—the numerical parameters—of its most capable models. You can use GPT-4 through their API, but you can't download it and run it yourself. You certainly can't modify it or inspect how it works internally.


Other organizations have taken different approaches. Meta released LLaMA, a family of capable models, with weights available for research purposes. Mistral AI released models under the permissive Apache license, allowing essentially any use. In January 2025, the Chinese company DeepSeek released DeepSeek R1, a 671-billion-parameter model that performs comparably to OpenAI's best, available for anyone to download and run.


The arguments for closed models typically involve safety and commercial viability. If anyone can run a powerful model locally, there's no way to prevent misuse. And if the model can't be monetized, who will fund the billion-dollar training runs?


The arguments for open models emphasize transparency, scientific progress, and democratic access. When models are closed, we can't verify claims about their capabilities or safety. Independent researchers can't build on them. Only well-funded organizations can participate in advancing the field.


Research suggests that openness brings real benefits. Community contributions to open models measurably improve their efficiency and performance. Collaborative platforms like Hugging Face have enabled thousands of researchers to participate in model development. The field advances faster when more people can experiment.


Mixture of Experts


As models grew larger, a practical problem emerged. A model with hundreds of billions of parameters requires enormous computing power to run. Even just loading it into memory can exceed what typical hardware can handle. Every user query would consume tremendous resources.


Mixture of experts, or MoE, offers a partial solution. Instead of one giant model, you have many smaller "expert" models, each specialized for different kinds of inputs. A gating mechanism—a small network—decides which expert should handle each input. For any given query, only a fraction of the total parameters are actually used.


The approach was introduced by Google researchers in 2017 and has become increasingly important as models have scaled. Mixtral, from Mistral AI, is a prominent example. It has the effective intelligence of a very large model but runs with the efficiency of a much smaller one, because most of its parameters are dormant for any given input.


Making Models Smaller


Another approach to efficiency is quantization. Language models are typically trained using high-precision numbers—specifically, sixteen-bit floating point values. Each parameter occupies two bytes, so a model with a hundred billion parameters needs two hundred gigabytes just for storage. That exceeds the memory of most consumer devices.


Quantization reduces this precision after training. Instead of sixteen bits per parameter, you might use eight, or four, or even fewer. The model becomes less precise, but also much smaller and faster. The quality loss is often acceptable—sometimes barely noticeable.


This has enabled language models to run on surprising hardware. Quantized versions of LLaMA can run on high-end smartphones. Models that once required data centers can now run on gaming laptops. The democratization of access extends beyond open weights to practical accessibility.


Reasoning Models


In 2024, OpenAI released something different: a model called o1 that reasons. When given a complex problem, instead of immediately producing an answer, it generates a long chain of reasoning—considering the problem from multiple angles, checking its work, exploring alternatives—before delivering a final response.


This sounds like what humans do when thinking carefully, and it produces notably better results on complex tasks. Math problems, logical puzzles, and multi-step analyses all improve substantially when the model "thinks out loud" before answering.


DeepSeek's R1 model, released in early 2025, takes a similar approach. What's remarkable is that it achieves comparable performance to o1 while being open-weight and significantly cheaper to use. The reasoning approach doesn't require proprietary secrets—it's a technique that open models can adopt.


The Benchmark Problem


How do you know if one model is better than another? The field has developed extensive benchmark tests—standardized evaluations measuring everything from basic language understanding to complex reasoning.


But benchmarks have problems. Teams optimize their models to perform well on widely-used benchmarks, a practice sometimes called "teaching to the test." Performance on the benchmark improves faster than genuine capability. Models might learn shortcuts that work for the test but fail in real-world applications.


The phenomenon is sometimes called Goodhart's Law: when a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure. Original benchmarks that seemed challenging become saturated as models learn to ace them. New benchmarks must constantly be developed, staying one step ahead of optimization.


This creates uncertainty about claims of improvement. When a new model beats the old model on standard benchmarks, is it genuinely more capable? Or has it just been better optimized for those particular tests?


Emergent Capabilities


One of the most intriguing aspects of large language models is the emergence of capabilities that weren't explicitly trained. A model trained purely to predict the next word somehow learns to do arithmetic, to translate between languages, to write code, to answer questions about the world.


Some of these capabilities appear suddenly as models scale up. A smaller model might be unable to do a task at all, or do it randomly. Then, past some threshold of size or training data, performance jumps dramatically. It's as if the model crossed some invisible boundary into a new regime of capability.


Researchers debate whether this emergence is real or an artifact of how we measure. Perhaps the capabilities are building gradually, but our binary success/failure metrics only notice once they cross a threshold. Perhaps it's a matter of the right prompting techniques being discovered. The debate continues.


What's clear is that we don't fully understand why these models work as well as they do. We know the architecture, we know the training procedure, but the connection between billions of adjusted parameters and coherent reasoning remains mysterious. They're empirical objects as much as engineered systems—we observe what they do and try to infer why.


Where This Goes


Large language models have moved from research curiosity to infrastructure in just a few years. They're embedded in search engines, writing assistants, customer service systems, and coding tools. They're being used to summarize legal documents, draft marketing copy, tutor students, and assist with scientific research.


But fundamental questions remain open. How should these systems be governed? Who's responsible when they make mistakes? How do we ensure they benefit society broadly rather than concentrating power? What happens to professions built on the skills these models now partially replicate?


The technology itself continues to evolve rapidly. Context windows are growing. Multimodal capabilities are expanding. Reasoning abilities are improving. Costs are dropping. What was impossible becomes possible, what was expensive becomes cheap, in months rather than years.


We are, in a very real sense, teaching machines to speak. Not speak in the sense of consciousness or understanding—that debate is for philosophers—but speak in the practical sense of producing and comprehending human language at scale. The implications of that capability are still unfolding.
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  More than a million developers use OpenAI’s command-line coding interface every week. Named Codex, usage has increased 5x since the start of January, the team tells me. In the first week of February, OpenAI launched the Codex desktop app, a macOS application that CEO Sam Altman calls “the most loved internal product we’ve ever had”. A few days later, OpenAI shipped GPT-5.3-Codex, which they describe as the first model that helped create itself.
Personally, I’ve been warming up to Codex since doing an interview for The Pragmatic Engineer podcast with Peter Steinberger, the creator of OpenClaw, in which he revealed that he writes all of OpenClaw with Codex, preferring longer-running agentic loops. Update: on Monday, Peter announced he is joining OpenAI to work on building next-generation agents. It’s a major win for OpenAI and the Codex team, while OpenClaw remains independent and open source. Check out my podcast with Peter in his first in-depth interview, around when OpenClaw (back then: Clawd) was getting massive momentum.
To find out how Codex was built, how teams at OpenAI use it, and what effect it’s having on software engineering practices at the ChatGPT maker, I spoke with three people at OpenAI:
	Thibault Sottiaux (Tibo), head of Codex.

	Shao-Qian (SQ) Mah, researcher on the Codex team who trains the models that power it.

	Emma Tang, head of data infrastructure, who isn’t on the Codex team but whose team uses Codex heavily.


This deep dive covers:
	How it started. From an internal experiment in late 2024, to a product used by more than a million devs.

	Technology and architecture choices. Why Rust and open source? In-depth on how the agent loop works.

	How Codex builds itself. Codex itself writes more than 90% of the app’s code, the team estimates.

	Research. Training the next Codex model with the current one.

	Codex usage at OpenAI. Using it has transformed another team there.

	How software engineering is changing at OpenAI. According to those living through it.

	Next steps. GPT-5.2 step change, the capability overhang, and where Codex goes next.


Last week’s debut Pragmatic Summit, in San Francisco, featured a fireside chat with Tibo, myself, and the audience, and featured new details about how Codex is built. Paid subscribers can watch this recording now. Free subscribers will get access to all videos from the Pragmatic Summit in a couple of weeks.

Longtime readers might recall a deepdive entitled How Claude Code is built, based on interviews with the founding engineers at Claude Code. Some comparisons with today’s topic are obvious: Codex and Claude Code have each made bets that seem to be paying off. I was initially skeptical when I talked with the Codex team last October because the cloud-first, long-running task approach didn’t click with me. But I’ve now changed my mind.
The bottom of this article could be cut off in some email clients. Read the full article uninterrupted, online.
1. How it started
In 2024, OpenAI was experimenting with various approaches for building a software agent. That fall, the company declared that building an aSWE (Autonomous Software Engineer) was to be a top-line goal for 2025. This vision came from the top: Greg Brockman and Sam Altman believed they should have an autonomous software engineer working alongside teams. Tibo describes the thinking:
“Greg and Sam had the strong conviction: ‘eventually, we should have an autonomous software engineer working alongside us and with the capabilities seen from o1-preview, the time is now to have a group absolutely dedicated to making this a reality’”.

A number of folks who’d worked on earlier prototypes were pulled into the effort, which featured:
	Michael Bolin: tech lead for the Codex open source repository.

	Gabriel Peal: who subsequently built the VS Code extension, mostly solo, and built the foundations of the Codex desktop app.

	Fouad Matin: who led the initial release of the Codex CLI, and is responsible for Codex’s safety and security approach.


OpenAI had two teams tackle different segments of the problem space: Codex Web would focus on an async, cloud-based solution, while Codex CLI targeted iterative, local development. Both products would launch in the spring, with Codex CLI being announced in April 2025, and Codex in ChatGPT introduced in May.
2. Technology and architecture choices
An obvious difference between Codex and Claude Code is the programming language. Claude Code is written in TypeScript, “on distribution”, which plays to the underlying model’s strengths. Meanwhile, the Codex CLI is written in Rust. Tibo explains why:
“We debated TypeScript, Go, and Rust. All three seemed like solid contenders for different time horizons. In the end, our reasoning came down to a few layers:

	Performance: We want to eventually run this agent at a massive scale where every millisecond matters. Performance is also important when running locally in a sandboxed environment.

	Correctness: We wanted to choose a language that helps eliminate a class of errors with things like strong typing and memory management.

	Engineering culture and engineering quality: There’s this interesting thing that language choice does: it gets you to think about the engineering bar you set. We decided to pick Rust because it’s extremely important for our core agent implementation to be extremely high quality”.


There was also a practical concern about dependencies. Choosing TypeScript means using the npm package manager. Using npm often means building on top of packages that may not be fully understood – which could clearly be problematic. By going with Rust, the team has very few dependencies and can thoroughly look through the few dependencies there are.
They also want to eventually run the Codex agent in all sorts of environments – not just laptops and data centers – and even places like embedded systems. Rust makes this more achievable from a performance perspective than TypeScript or Go.
Tibo tells me that while Codex’s early performance was less standout with Rust than with TypeScript, they expected the model to catch up. Plus, choosing Rust gave them one more engineering challenge to work with. The Codex team also hired the maintainer of Ratatui – the Rust library for building terminal user interfaces (TUIs). He’s now full-time on the Codex team, doing open source work.
The core agent and CLI are fully open source on GitHub.
How Codex works
The core loop is a state machine, and the agent loop is the core logic in the Codex CLI. This loop orchestrates the interaction between the user, the model, and the tools the model uses. This “agent loop” is something every AI agent uses, not just Codex, and below is how Codex implements it, at a high level:
	Prompt assembly: the agent takes user input and prepares the prompt to pass to the model. On top of user input, the prompt includes system instructions (coding standards, rules), a list of available tools (including MCP servers), and the actual input: text, images, files, AGENTS.md contents, and local environment info.

	Inference: the prompt is converted to tokens and fed to the model, which streams back output events: reasoning steps, tool calls, or a response.

	Response:
	Stream the response to the user by showing it on the terminal.

	If the model decides to use a tool, make this tool call: e.g. read a file, run a bash command, write code. If a command fails, the error message goes back to the model, the model attempts to diagnose the issue, and may decide to retry.



	Tool response (optional): if a tool was invoked, return the response to the model. Repeat steps 3 and 4 for as long as more tool calls are needed.

	Assistant message: the “final message” intended for the user which closes one step in the loop. The loop then starts again with a new user message.


Compaction is an important technique for efficiently running agents. As conversations grow lengthy, the context window fills up. Codex uses a compaction strategy: once the conversation exceeds a certain token count, it calls a special Responses API endpoint, which generates a smaller representation of the conversation history. This smaller version replaces the old input and avoids quadratic inference costs. We covered how self-attention scales quadratically in our 2024 ChatGPT deepdive.
Safety is an important consideration because LLMs are nondeterministic. Codex runs in a sandbox environment that restricts network access and filesystem access by default. Tibo reflects on this choice:
“We take a stance with the sandboxing that hurts us in terms of general adoption. However, we do not want to promote something that could be unsafe by default. As a dev, you can always go into your configuration and disable these settings if you want.
We made this default setting because many of our users are not that technical. We don’t want to give them something that could have unintended consequences”.

There are several releases per week. Internally, the team ships a new version of Codex up to three or four times a day. Externally, new releases are cut every few days and are distributed via package managers, Homebrew, and npm.
Michael Bolin’s recent blog post, “Unrolling the Codex Agent Loop,” lays out the internals of how the agent loop works.
3. How Codex builds itself
More than ninety percent of the Codex app’s code was generated by Codex itself, the team estimates, which happens to be roughly in line with what Anthropic has reported for Claude Code, according to what its creator Boris Cherny told me. Both AI labs share the meta-circularity of using the coding tools to write their own code.
Tibo tells me that a typical engineer on the Codex team runs between four and eight parallel agents, which do any one of a number of tasks:
	Feature implementation

	Code review

	Security review

	Codebase understanding

	Going through plans and summarizing

	Going through what team members have done and summarizing changes

	Bugfixes

	… and more.


Codex engineers are now “agent managers” and no longer just write code. Tibo says it’s common for an engineer to walk into the office with several tabs open on their laptop: a code review running in one, a feature being implemented in another, a security audit in a third, and a codebase summary being generated in a different tab. He says:
“Codex is really built for multitasking. There’s this understanding that most tasks will just get done to completion.
People on our team have figured out what Codex is and isn’t capable of. There is a tricky thing in all of this, though: we have to relearn these capabilities with every model”.

Frequently-used “skills”
“Agent Skills” are ways to extend Codex with task-specific capabilities, which is pretty much the same concept as Claude Code’s skills. Internally, the Codex team built 100+ Skills to share and choose from. Three interesting examples:
	Security best-practices skill: a comprehensive write-up of all security practices adopted by the team. When invoked, Codex goes through each practice, checks the code, and generates patches for anything missing.

	“Yeet” skill: takes any code change, writes up the PR title and description based on the original plan, and creates a draft PR in one step.

	Datadog integration skill: Codex connects to Datadog, reviews alerts and issues, finds problems, and tries to generate a fix for them.


The way Tibo thinks about skills is that they help steer the model to more specific behaviors, and they can also be combined. Skills are continuously published internally and team members copy from each other.
Tiered code review
The team set up AI code review and it always runs. The team trained a bespoke model for code review, optimizing it for signal over noise. Around nine out of 10 comments point out valid issues, says Tibo, which is equal to or slightly better than human reviewers. AI reviews are run automatically whenever a pull request moves from “draft” state to “in-review” state, and are automated via a GitHub webhook.
Following an AI review, there are two possible next steps:
	Non-critical code: can be merged with no further human review. For non-critical parts of the code where speed matters more than perfection, the engineer running the agent can decide to merge the code following an AI review, when they decide it’s ready.

	Key parts of the codebase: mandatory human review. For key code parts such as the core agent and open source components, the team insists on careful human code reviews.


Other engineering practices on the team
Here are more practices that Tibo rates as helpful for the Codex team:
	AGENTS.md. Instructions stored inside a repository. On the Codex team, these files tell the agent how to navigate the codebase, which commands to run for testing, and how to follow the project’s standards. These are a bit like README files, but written for AI agents instead of humans. Agents.md has become a de facto standard across agents, and the only major agent not to use it is Claude Code. See agents.md for more details.

	Structure code for agents: have tests! The team has deliberately structured their codebase “to make it inevitable for the model to succeed”. Structuring means having tests in-place, clear module boundaries, and instructions on how the model should run validation (eg: tests, linting, etc). When the model implements something incorrectly, a test fails, the agent notices, and it tries to figure out what went wrong. Since the model is trained to be persistent, it keeps trying until it gets it right. Tasks can run for 20 to 30 minutes, or sometimes an hour.

	Codex running the test suite to test itself. In what is an interesting meta-testing capability, Codex can fully test itself, using a specific skill. This skill runs tests for all of Codex’s own features. Amusingly, Codex seems to invoke this skill more often than expected.

	Overnight, Codex runs to generate suggested fixes. The team set up nightly runs of Codex, instructed to look for issues across Codex. Every morning, engineers review issues that Codex identified with the codebase, with fixes waiting for review.

	Onboarding to the Codex team via pairing. New joiners are asked to keep an open mind about how the Codex team does development, and are warned that the “how” of building software is different than at most places. A new joiner is paired with an engineer on the team and shadows them for the first part of the day, observing how they develop with Codex. They are then assigned a task in the second half of the day, and are expected to ship it to production on the same day.

	Unlimited Codex usage. To put everything in this deepdive in context, OpenAI employees – just like at Anthropic – have no usage cap on LLMs. This makes sense given they are building a tool they want customers to use as much as possible. However, it’s in contrast to non-AI labs. Keep this in mind as we go through how the team operates.


Using Codex to debug Codex
The Codex team holds meetings to discuss Codex, during which it’s common for engineers to fire off a thread within Codex to see if it can come back with some information. This January, something interesting began happening, Tibo told me:
“When we asked questions related to why Codex runs in a certain way, Codex decided to debug its own systems. It connected to logs, SSH’d into research dev boxes, and analyzed ML instabilities.
It figured out a lot of useful information, and wrote a little report we could present on the screen. So, we ended up going through this doc in the meeting”.

This feels like another meta-circularity of Codex debugging itself – or at least systems that power it!
4. Research
Codex is built by researchers as well as software engineers, of whom one is SQ Mah. He managed to move into research from software engineering by competing in the Vesuvius Challenge, of reading millennia-old carbonized scrolls from the ancient Roman town of Pompeii which were buried by a cataclysmic volcanic eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79. SQ finished second in the contest by renting GPUs on Google Cloud, training models, taking research ideas and turning them into useful algorithms.
So, what is “research” like at OpenAI? SQ’s take:

      
          
              Read more
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In November 2022, a small San Francisco company released a chatbot that would change how the world thinks about artificial intelligence. Within five days, ChatGPT had a million users. Within two months, it had a hundred million—the fastest-growing consumer application in history. The company behind it, OpenAI, had spent seven years in relative obscurity. Suddenly, everyone wanted to know: who are these people, and what exactly are they building?


The answer is complicated. And getting more complicated by the month.


A Nonprofit with a Trillion-Dollar Dream


OpenAI began in December 2015 as something unusual in Silicon Valley: a nonprofit. The founding team included Sam Altman, then running the prestigious startup accelerator Y Combinator, and Elon Musk, already famous for Tesla and SpaceX. They announced a billion dollars in pledged funding from a who's who of tech luminaries—Reid Hoffman of LinkedIn, Peter Thiel of PayPal, Amazon Web Services, and others.


The stated mission was ambitious to the point of audacity: to develop artificial general intelligence, commonly abbreviated as AGI, in a way that benefits all of humanity. AGI represents something fundamentally different from the AI we use today. Current AI systems are specialists—they can beat grandmasters at chess or generate impressive text, but they can't do both, and they certainly can't learn to do something entirely new without extensive retraining. AGI would be a generalist, capable of matching or exceeding human performance across essentially any intellectual task.


No one has built AGI yet. Many researchers doubt it's possible in the near term, or perhaps ever. But Altman and Musk believed it was coming, possibly within decades, and they worried about what would happen if it arrived in the wrong hands.


Their reasoning went something like this: if AGI is possible, it will be the most powerful technology ever created. A system that can outthink humans at everything—science, strategy, persuasion, invention—would reshape civilization. In the wrong hands, it could be catastrophic. Better, they argued, to have a nonprofit develop it with humanity's interests at heart than to leave it to profit-driven corporations or authoritarian governments.


There was just one problem. The billion dollars in pledges didn't materialize as cash. By 2019, OpenAI had received only $130 million of the announced funding. And the compute costs for training cutting-edge AI were astronomical and climbing fast.


The Pivot That Changed Everything


In 2019, OpenAI made a decision that would define its future—and ignite a controversy that hasn't stopped burning. It created a new entity called OpenAI Global, LLC, structured as what the company called a "capped-profit" subsidiary. Outside investors could now put money in and earn returns, but those returns were capped at 100 times their original investment.


A hundred times your money might not sound like much of a cap. But in the context of building something that could be worth trillions, it was meant to ensure the nonprofit's mission stayed paramount.


Microsoft stepped in with a billion-dollar investment. Then, in January 2023, they announced ten billion more. OpenAI's systems began running on Microsoft's Azure cloud infrastructure—a partnership that would give Microsoft the inside track on incorporating OpenAI's technology into everything from search engines to spreadsheets.


The money kept flowing. By October 2024, OpenAI completed a $6.6 billion fundraising round that valued the company at $157 billion. For context, that's more than the market capitalization of most Fortune 500 companies. For a nonprofit's subsidiary. Building technology that doesn't exist yet.


The Technology Behind the Hype


What exactly has OpenAI built that's worth all this money and attention?


The company is best known for three families of products. GPT—which stands for Generative Pre-trained Transformer—is a series of large language models. These are AI systems trained on vast amounts of text from the internet, books, and other sources, learning to predict what words come next in a sequence. The result is a system that can generate remarkably human-like text, answer questions, write code, and carry on conversations.


ChatGPT is essentially a conversational interface layered on top of GPT. When you type a question and get a response, you're interacting with a GPT model that's been fine-tuned to be helpful, harmless, and honest in dialogue.


DALL-E (a playful combination of the artist Salvador Dalí and the Pixar robot WALL-E) generates images from text descriptions. Type "an astronaut riding a horse on Mars in the style of a renaissance painting," and DALL-E will create exactly that. The implications for art, advertising, and visual communication are still being worked out.


More recently, OpenAI unveiled Sora, a text-to-video model. Feed it a description, and it generates video that looks increasingly realistic. The technology is newer and less refined than the others, but the trajectory is clear.


What makes these systems remarkable—and concerning to some—is that no one fully understands how they work. The models learn patterns from their training data in ways that emerge from the interaction of billions of mathematical parameters. The developers can observe what goes in and what comes out, but the reasoning process in between remains largely opaque. This is sometimes called the "black box" problem, and it has significant implications for questions of safety, bias, and accountability.


The Board Room Coup


If you wanted a symbol of the tensions roiling OpenAI, you couldn't do better than the five days in November 2023 that nearly destroyed the company.


On Friday, November 17th, OpenAI's board of directors fired Sam Altman as CEO. The announcement was terse and cryptic, citing only "a lack of confidence" in his leadership. No specifics. No warning. Altman learned of his termination via video call.


Within hours, the tech world erupted. OpenAI's president, Greg Brockman, resigned in protest. Rumors swirled about what Altman had done to warrant such dramatic action. Was there a safety concern? A financial scandal? A fundamental disagreement about the company's direction?


The board wasn't talking. But others were. Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella appeared on television to express his surprise and displeasure. More than 700 of OpenAI's roughly 770 employees signed a letter threatening to quit and join Altman at Microsoft unless the board resigned and reinstated him.


Five days later, it was over. Altman was back as CEO. Three of the four board members who had voted to fire him were gone. The nonprofit's ability to control its for-profit subsidiary had been severely tested—and found wanting.


What actually happened? The full story has never been publicly told. But the outlines suggest a fundamental tension at the heart of OpenAI: the board, tasked with ensuring the company prioritizes safety over profit, moved against a CEO who had become the face of AI's commercial promise. And the commercial interests won.


The Musk Factor


Elon Musk's relationship with OpenAI reads like a particularly bitter divorce.


He was there at the beginning, co-chairing the nonprofit with Altman, pledging money, lending his celebrity to the cause. But he departed from the board in 2018, citing potential conflicts of interest with Tesla's own AI work. Relations deteriorated from there.


By 2024, Musk was suing OpenAI and Altman personally, alleging that they had abandoned the nonprofit's founding mission in favor of profit maximization. He called the organization's evolution a betrayal of everything it was supposed to stand for. OpenAI called his lawsuit "incoherent" and "frivolous."


Then things got stranger. In February 2025, a consortium led by Musk submitted a $97.4 billion bid to buy the nonprofit that controls OpenAI. The offer was rejected—OpenAI declared it wasn't for sale—but the bid complicated ongoing efforts to restructure the company's convoluted corporate hierarchy.


OpenAI countersued, accusing Musk of "bad-faith tactics" designed to slow the company's progress and seize its innovations for his own benefit. They claimed he had previously supported creating a for-profit structure and had even expressed interest in controlling OpenAI himself.


The legal battles continue. But they illuminate something important: the people who built OpenAI can't agree on what it should become.


The Great Restructuring


By late 2024, OpenAI's corporate structure had become a Gordian knot. The nonprofit, OpenAI Inc., controlled a capped-profit subsidiary, OpenAI Global, LLC, which was responsible for the actual AI development. The board had fiduciary duties to the nonprofit's mission, but the company was raising billions from investors who expected returns.


In December 2024, OpenAI proposed cutting the knot. The plan: convert the capped-profit subsidiary into a Delaware public benefit corporation (PBC)—a relatively new legal structure that allows companies to pursue both profit and social mission—and release it from the nonprofit's control. The nonprofit would receive equity in exchange for giving up control, and would use that equity to fund separate charitable projects.


Critics were scathing. Former employees released a legal letter titled "Not For Private Gain," arguing that the restructuring was illegal and would strip away the governance safeguards that made OpenAI different from any other tech giant. The complex structure, they argued, wasn't a bug—it was a feature, deliberately designed to keep the company accountable to its mission.


By October 2025, the restructuring was complete. The attorneys general of California and Delaware approved the new arrangement. OpenAI's for-profit branch became OpenAI Group PBC. The renamed OpenAI Foundation retained a 26% stake. Microsoft held 27%. Employees and other investors held the remaining 47%.


There's a crucial detail in the new structure: the Foundation appoints all board members of the for-profit entity and can remove them at any time. Foundation board members also serve on the for-profit board. Whether this provides genuine mission protection or merely the appearance of it remains to be seen.


The Money Machine


The numbers involved in OpenAI's business are staggering, even by Silicon Valley standards.


In April 2025, the company raised $40 billion at a $300 billion valuation—the highest-value private technology deal in history. By July, it reported annualized revenue of $12 billion, up from $3.7 billion just a year earlier. ChatGPT had 20 million paid subscribers. Five million business users.


But the costs are equally staggering. Training large language models requires massive computing infrastructure—thousands of specialized chips running for weeks or months at a time. In 2017, OpenAI spent $7.9 million on cloud computing alone—a quarter of its entire budget that year. By 2018, training a single project (bots that could play the video game Dota 2) required renting 128,000 CPUs and 256 GPUs from Google for multiple weeks.


The company projects an $8 billion operating loss in 2025. Its spending projections through 2029 total approximately $115 billion—$17 billion in 2026, $35 billion in 2027, $45 billion in 2028. Most of this goes toward compute infrastructure, proprietary AI chips, data centers, and training new models.


OpenAI hopes to become cash-flow positive by 2029 and projects revenue of $200 billion by 2030. These are projections, not guarantees. But they illustrate the bet the company is making: spend now, scale fast, and hope the technology delivers before the money runs out.


The Stargate Gambit


On January 21, 2025, President Donald Trump announced something called The Stargate Project—a joint venture between OpenAI, Oracle, SoftBank, and a UAE sovereign wealth fund called MGX. The goal: build an AI infrastructure system in conjunction with the US government, with an estimated cost of $500 billion over four years.


The name comes from an existing OpenAI supercomputer project. The scale is unprecedented. For comparison, the entire Apollo program that put humans on the Moon cost about $260 billion in today's dollars.


By July 2025, the Department of Defense had awarded OpenAI a $200 million contract for military AI applications—alongside contracts for competitors Anthropic, Google, and Musk's own company xAI. OpenAI also struck a deal with the UK government to deploy ChatGPT and other AI tools in public services.


The nonprofit that began in Greg Brockman's living room, worried about AI falling into the wrong hands, was now working directly with governments and militaries around the world.


The Safety Problem


Throughout 2024, something concerning happened at OpenAI: roughly half of its AI safety researchers left the company.


AI safety research focuses on ensuring that AI systems behave as intended, don't produce harmful outputs, and remain under human control. It's the field dedicated to making sure that as AI becomes more powerful, it doesn't become more dangerous.


The departing researchers cited the company's "prominent role in an industry-wide problem"—a diplomatic way of saying that the race to build and deploy ever-more-capable AI was outpacing the work to make it safe.


This is the central tension that has haunted OpenAI since its founding. The company was created explicitly because its founders worried about the risks of AGI. They believed a nonprofit focused on safety would be better positioned to develop powerful AI responsibly than profit-driven corporations would be.


But OpenAI is now one of those profit-driven corporations—or at least a public benefit corporation with investors expecting significant returns. It's racing to stay ahead of Google, Anthropic, and a growing field of competitors. It's deploying products to hundreds of millions of users before fully understanding how those products work or what harms they might cause.


The safety researchers who left didn't claim that OpenAI was uniquely reckless. They said it was part of an industry-wide problem. But for a company founded on the premise that it would be different, that's a damning assessment.


The Copyright Wars


There's another set of problems that has nothing to do with superintelligent AI destroying humanity and everything to do with present-day economics: OpenAI trained its models on enormous amounts of copyrighted material without permission or payment.


In 2023 and 2024, the lawsuits started piling up. Authors sued, claiming their books had been used to train GPT without consent. Media companies sued, arguing their journalism was being repurposed without compensation. The New York Times filed a particularly high-profile case, providing examples of ChatGPT reproducing near-verbatim excerpts from Times articles.


OpenAI's defense has rested largely on the doctrine of fair use—the legal principle that allows limited use of copyrighted material for purposes like criticism, commentary, or transformation. The company argues that training AI on copyrighted works is transformative and therefore legal. Courts haven't definitively ruled on this question yet, and the outcomes could reshape the economics of AI development.


If OpenAI and similar companies are required to license all their training data, the costs would be enormous. If they're not, creators face a world where their work can be used to train systems that might eventually replace them—without any compensation whatsoever.


The Original Sin


In its founding charter, OpenAI committed to making its research and patents publicly available, to collaborate openly with other institutions. The idea was that transparency would promote safety—if everyone could see how powerful AI was being developed, they could identify risks and contribute solutions.


That commitment has eroded. OpenAI now restricts access to its most capable models, citing both competitive concerns (other companies would copy their work) and safety concerns (bad actors might misuse the technology). The company that criticized AI development happening behind closed doors at Google and Facebook now keeps much of its own work behind closed doors.


This is perhaps the original sin from which all other criticisms flow. OpenAI asked the world to trust it with one of the most consequential technologies in human history. It claimed moral authority based on being a nonprofit focused on benefiting humanity. Then it became something else—something much more like the companies it defined itself against.


Whether that transformation was necessary or inevitable, whether the nonprofit structure was ever realistic for a project requiring billions of dollars, whether the current structure adequately protects the original mission—these are questions without easy answers.


What Comes Next


Sam Altman has said he expects developing AGI to be a decades-long project. But the capabilities of AI systems have advanced faster than almost anyone predicted. ChatGPT went from non-existent to ubiquitous in months. Each new version of GPT demonstrates capabilities that would have seemed like science fiction a few years earlier.


OpenAI is betting that this trajectory continues—that the systems will keep getting more capable, that AGI or something close to it will eventually emerge, and that when it does, OpenAI will be positioned to lead.


The company has the resources for that bet. Billions in funding. Partnerships with Microsoft and various governments. Some of the most talented AI researchers in the world. A user base of hundreds of millions who have already integrated AI into their daily lives.


What it doesn't have is the moral clarity of its founding vision. The nonprofit that would ensure AGI benefits all humanity has become a company that needs to show returns to investors. The research organization committed to transparency has become a corporation guarding trade secrets. The safety-first outfit has seen half its safety researchers walk out the door.


Maybe that's fine. Maybe the original vision was naive, and this is simply what it takes to actually build transformative technology. Maybe OpenAI will still achieve its founding goal, just through different means than its founders imagined.


Or maybe not. Maybe the compromises accumulated along the way will matter when the decisions matter most. Maybe the structure designed to keep humans in control will have been dismantled just as control becomes most important.


We're about to find out. One way or another, we're all about to find out.
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In February 2026, Anthropic made a decision that sent ripples through the federal contracting world: they refused to remove contractual prohibitions on mass domestic surveillance and fully autonomous weapons. The result was swift and dramatic—the U.S. government began phasing out its use of Claude, the AI assistant the company had spent years building. It was a moment of quiet defiance that revealed just how deeply the values embedded in these systems had become part of their identity.

That decision trace back to what made Claude distinctive from the beginning. When Anthropic released the first version in 2023, they gave it a name loaded with meaning: Claude, a tribute to Claude Shannon, the mathematician who laid the foundations of information theory in the 1940s and 1950s. But the name also served as something else—a friendly, male-gendered counterpart to assistants like Alexa and Siri, a deliberate attempt to create an AI that felt approachable rather than mechanical.

The philosophy behind Claude runs deeper than most users realize. Anthropic developed a training technique they call Constitutional AI, which represents a fundamental shift in how these systems learn ethical behavior. Rather than relying on extensive human feedback—which is expensive, time-consuming, and often inconsistent—the company built an approach that trains AI to be both harmless and helpful through self-governance. The "constitution" isn't some hidden internal process: it's a set of principles written in human-understandable language, roughly 23,000 words by 2026, that the model uses to adjust its responses to comply with clearly stated ethical guidelines.

The first constitution appeared in 2022. By 2023, it listed 75 specific guidelines for how Claude should behave. The most recent update, released in 2026, drew heavily from the 1948 UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights—a deliberate attempt to root the AI's ethics in internationally recognized human rights principles. The philosopher Amanda Askell served as lead author, working with a team that included Joe Carlsmith, Chris Olah, Jared Kaplan, and Holden Karnofsky. All of this was released under Creative Commons CC0, meaning anyone could use, modify, or redistribute it.

The method itself, detailed in the 2022 paper "Constitutional AI: Harmlessness from AI Feedback," works through two distinct phases. First, during supervised learning, Claude generates responses to prompts, then self-critiques those responses against its guiding principles—its "constitution"—and revises them accordingly. Those revised responses become training data. Then comes reinforcement learning from AI feedback, where an AI compares new responses for compliance with the constitution, creating a dataset that trains a preference model. This is essentially what makes Claude different: it's similar to RLHF but uses AI-generated comparisons instead of human ones to train how the system evaluates quality.

What does this mean in practice? By 2025 and 2026, Claude had evolved far beyond simple text generation. The web search feature—added starting with paying U.S. users in March 2025, then free users in May 2025—lets ClaudeBot search the internet. It respects a website's robots.txt file, though it faced criticism from iFixit in 2024 for placing excessive load on their site before they added their own robots.txt protection.

The subscription tiers reveal a company scaling rapidly. Anthropic began offering consumer subscriptions in September 2023 with Claude Pro at $20 per month (later available at $200 annually), giving users five times more usage and early access to features. By March 2026, the plan offered extended access to Projects, exclusive features like Claude Code and Claude in Chrome. Enterprise options arrived in May 2024: Claude Team started at $30 per user per month with a minimum of five users, receiving significantly more chats than Pro or free tiers. They later updated pricing to start at $20 per user for both Claude Team and the new Claude Enterprise, which allowed businesses to pool usage among users and pay API-pricing for tokens.

Claude Max arrived in April 2025 as a higher tier subscription offering more usage and early features: either a 5x option at $100 monthly or a 20x option at $200 monthly, with corresponding increases to usage limits.

Perhaps most significant were the feature releases that transformed Claude from a chatbot into something closer to an autonomous assistant. Projects launched in June 2024 for paying users—allowing users to start multiple chats with shared context between both chats and uploaded files within a project—became available to free users by February 2026. Enterprise customers could share and collaborate on projects with multiple users.

Then came the computer use feature in October 2024, which allowed Claude to attempt to navigate computers by interpreting screen content and simulating keyboard and mouse input. This was a leap toward what researchers had dreamed about for decades: AI that could actually interact with interfaces rather than just generating text.

Claude Code arrived as a command-line interface running on a user's computer, connecting to Claude instances hosted on Anthropic's servers via API. It allowed the system to run commands, read files, write files, and interact with text. The behavior was configured via markdown documents like CLAUDE.md, AGENTS.md, SKILL.md on the user's machine. Released in February 2025 as an agentic command line tool enabling developers to delegate coding tasks directly from their terminal, it was initially for preview testing before becoming generally available in May 2025 alongside Claude 4.

The impact was immediate. By enterprise adoption metrics, Anthropic reported a 5.5x increase in Claude Code revenue by July 2025. It went viral during the winter holidays when people had time to experiment with it—including many non-programmers who used it for what they called "vibe coding," essentially using AI assistance without deep technical knowledge.

By August 2025, Anthropic released Claude for Chrome, a Google Chrome extension allowing Claude Code to directly control the browser. That same month, they revealed that a threat actor called "GTG-2002" had used Claude Code to attack at least 17 organizations. Then in November 2025, Anthropic announced it had discovered in September that the same threat actor had used Claude Code to automate 80-90% of its espionage cyberattacks against 30 organizations.

All accounts related to those attacks were banned, and Anthropic notified law enforcement and those affected. Despite this controversy, Claude Code was being used by employees at Microsoft, Google, and OpenAI—including the ironic twist that in August 2025, Anthropic revoked OpenAI's access to Claude, calling it "a direct violation of our terms of service."

By early 2026, Claude had become widely considered the best AI coding assistant when paired with Opus 4.5—though GPT-5.2 showed significant improvement as well. The models came in three sizes: Haiku (smallest and cheapest), Sonnet, and Opus (largest and most expensive).

The February 2026 decision to refuse removing those surveillance prohibitions wasn't an accident or a sudden change of heart—it was the logical conclusion of everything Anthropic had built since day one. The company made its philosophical commitments explicit in that constitution: principles like refraining from assisting in undermining democracy, a commitment to human rights, and ethical guidelines baked into how the model learns.

The result? A system powerful enough that federal agencies wanted to use it—and principled enough that when asked to enable mass surveillance, it said no. That tension—between capability and ethics—defines what makes Claude unique in the AI landscape.
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  Cut Code Review Time & Bugs in Half (Sponsored)

Code reviews are critical but time-consuming. CodeRabbit acts as your AI co-pilot, providing instant Code review comments and potential impacts of every pull request.
Beyond just flagging issues, CodeRabbit provides one-click fix suggestions and lets you define custom code quality rules using AST Grep patterns, catching subtle issues that traditional static analysis tools might miss.
CodeRabbit reviews 1 million PRs every week across 3 million repositories and is used by 100 thousand Open-source projects.
CodeRabbit is free for all open-source repo’s.


Cloudflare has reduced cold start delays in its Workers platform by 10 times through a technique called worker sharding.
A cold start occurs when serverless code must initialize completely before handling a request. For Cloudflare Workers, this initialization involves four distinct phases:
	Fetching the JavaScript source code from storage

	Compiling that code into executable machine instructions

	Executing any top-level initialization code

	Finally, invoking the code to handle the incoming request


See the diagram below:

The improvement around cold starts means that 99.99% of requests now hit already-running code instances instead of waiting for code to start up.
The overall solution works by routing all requests for a specific application to the same server using a consistent hash ring, reducing the number of times code needs to be initialized from scratch.
In this article, we will look at how Cloudflare built this system and the challenges it faced.
Disclaimer: This post is based on publicly shared details from the Cloudflare Engineering Team. Please comment if you notice any inaccuracies.
The Initial Solution
In 2020, Cloudflare introduced a solution that masked cold starts by pre-warming Workers during TLS handshakes.
TLS is the security protocol that encrypts web traffic and makes HTTPS possible. Before any actual data flows between a browser and server, they perform a handshake to establish encryption. This handshake requires multiple round-trip messages across the network, which takes time.
The original technique worked because Cloudflare could identify which Worker to start from the Server Name Indication (SNI) field in the very first TLS message. While the rest of the handshake continued, they would initialize the Worker in the background. If the Worker finished starting up before the handshake completed, the user experienced zero visible delay.
See the diagram below:

This technique succeeded initially because cold starts took only 5 milliseconds while TLS 1.2 handshakes required three network round-trips. The handshake provided enough time to hide the cold start entirely.
Why Cold Starts Became a Problem Again
The effectiveness of the TLS handshake technique depended on a specific timing relationship in which cold starts had to complete faster than TLS handshakes. Over the past five years, this relationship broke down for two reasons.
	First, cold starts became longer. Cloudflare increased Worker script size limits from 1 megabyte to 10 megabytes for paying customers and to 3 megabytes for free users. They also increased the startup CPU time limit from 200 milliseconds to 400 milliseconds. These changes allowed developers to deploy much more complex applications on the Workers platform. Larger scripts require more time to transfer from storage and more time to compile. Longer CPU time limits mean initialization code can run for longer periods. Together, these changes pushed cold start times well beyond their original 5-millisecond duration.

	Second, TLS handshakes became faster. TLS 1.3 reduced the handshake from three round-trips to just one round-trip. This improvement in security protocols meant less time to hide cold start operations in the background.


The combination of longer cold starts and shorter TLS handshakes meant that users increasingly experienced visible delays. The original solution no longer eliminated the problem.
Reducing Cold Starts Through Better Request Routing
Cloudflare realized that further optimizing cold start duration directly would be ineffective. Instead, they needed to reduce the absolute number of cold starts happening across their network.

The key insight involved understanding how requests were distributed across servers. Consider a Cloudflare data center with 300 servers. When a low-traffic application receives one request per minute, load balancing distributes these requests evenly across all servers. Each server receives one request approximately every five hours.
This distribution creates a problem. In busy data centers, five hours between requests is long enough that the Worker must be shut down to free memory for other applications. When the next request arrives at that server, it triggers a cold start. The result is a 100% cold start rate for low-traffic applications.
The solution involves routing all requests for a specific Worker to the same server within a data center. If all requests go to one server, that server receives one request per minute rather than one request every five hours. The Worker stays active in memory, and subsequent requests find it already running.
This approach provides multiple benefits. The application experiences mostly warm requests with only one initial cold start. Memory usage drops by over 99% because 299 servers no longer need to maintain copies of the Worker. This freed memory allows other Workers to stay active longer, creating improved performance across the entire system.
How Consistent Hash Rings Enable Efficient Sharding
Cloudflare borrowed a technique from its HTTP caching system to implement worker sharding. The core data structure is called a consistent hash ring.
A naive approach to assigning Workers to servers would use a standard hash table. In this approach, each Worker identifier maps directly to a specific server address. This works fine until servers crash, get rebooted, or are added to the data center. When the number of servers changes, the entire hash table must be recalculated. Every Worker would get reassigned to a different server, causing universal cold starts.
A consistent hash ring solves this problem. Instead of directly mapping Workers to servers, both are mapped to positions on a number line that wraps around from end to beginning. Think of a clock face where positions range from 0 to 359 degrees.

The assignment process works as follows:
	Hash each server address to a position on the ring

	Hash each Worker identifier to a position on the ring

	Assign each Worker to the first server encountered, moving clockwise from the Worker’s position

	When a server disappears from the ring, only the Workers positioned immediately before it need reassignment. All other Workers remain with their current servers.

	Similarly, when a new server joins, only Workers in a specific range move to the new server.



This stability is crucial for maintaining warm Workers. If the server constantly reshuffled Worker assignments, the benefits of routing requests to the same server would disappear.
Request Flow with Worker Sharding
The sharding system introduces two server roles in request handling:
	The shard client is the server that initially receives a request from the internet.

	The shard server is the home server for that specific Worker according to the consistent hash ring.


When a request arrives, the shard client looks up the Worker’s home server using the hash ring. If the shard client happens to be the home server, it executes the Worker locally. Otherwise, it forwards the request to the appropriate shard server over the internal data center network.
Forwarding requests between servers adds latency. Each forwarded request must travel across the data center network, adding approximately one millisecond to the response time. However, this overhead is much less than a typical cold start, which can take hundreds of milliseconds. Forwarding a request to a warm Worker is always faster than starting a cold Worker locally.
Handling Server Overload Without Errors
Worker sharding can concentrate traffic onto fewer servers, which creates a new problem. Individual Workers can receive enough traffic to overload their home server. The system must handle this situation gracefully without serving errors to users.
Cloudflare evaluated two approaches for load shedding:
	The first approach has the shard client ask permission before sending each request. The shard server responds with either approval or refusal. If refused, the shard client handles the request locally by starting a cold Worker. This permission-based approach introduces an additional latency of one network round-trip on every sharded request. The shard client must wait for approval before sending the actual request data.

	The second approach sends the request optimistically without waiting for permission. If the shard server becomes overloaded, it forwards the request back to the shard client. This avoids the round-trip latency penalty when the shard server can handle the request, which is the common case.


See the diagram below that shows the pessimistic approach:

Cloudflare chose the optimistic approach for two reasons.
	First, refusals are rare in practice. When a shard client receives a refusal, it starts a local Worker instance and serves all future requests locally. After one refusal, that shard client stops sharding requests for that Worker until traffic patterns change.

	Second, Cloudflare developed a technique to minimize the cost of forwarding refused requests back to the client.


See the diagram below:

Using Cap’n Proto RPC for Efficient Request Handling
The Workers runtime uses Cap’n Proto RPC for communication between server instances.
Cap’n Proto provides a distributed object model that simplifies complex scenarios. When assembling a sharded request, the shard client includes a special handle called a capability. This capability represents a lazy Worker instance that exists on the shard client but has not been initialized yet. The lazy Worker has the same interface as any other Worker, but only starts when first invoked.
If the shard server must refuse the request due to overload, it does not send a simple rejection message. Instead, it returns the shard client’s own lazy capability as the response.
The shard client’s application code receives a Worker capability from the shard server. It attempts to invoke this capability to handle the request. The RPC system recognizes that this capability actually points back to a local lazy Worker. Once it realizes the request would loop back to the shard client, it stops sending additional request bytes to the shard server and handles everything locally.
This mechanism prevents wasted bandwidth. Without it, the shard client might send a large request body to the shard server, only to have the entire body forwarded back again. Cap’n Proto’s distributed object model automatically optimizes this pattern by recognizing local capabilities and short-circuiting the communication path.
Supporting Complex Worker Invocation Patterns
Many Cloudflare products involve Workers invoking other Workers.
Service Bindings allow one Worker to call another directly. Workers KV, despite appearing as a storage service, actually involves cross-Worker invocations. However, the most complex scenario involves Workers for Platforms.
Workers for Platforms enables customers to build their own serverless platforms on Cloudflare infrastructure. A typical request flow involves three or four different Workers.
	First, a dynamic dispatch Worker receives the request and selects which user Worker should handle it.

	The user Worker processes the request, potentially invoking an outbound Worker to intercept network calls.

	Finally, a tail Worker might collect logs and traces from the entire request flow.


These Workers can run on different servers across the data center. Supporting sharding for nested Worker invocations requires passing the execution context between servers.
The execution context includes information like permission overrides, resource limits, feature flags, and logging configurations. When Workers ran on a single server, managing this context was straightforward. With sharding, the context must travel between servers as Workers invoke each other.
Cloudflare serializes the context stack into a Cap’n Proto message and includes it in sharded requests. The shard server deserializes the context and continues execution with the correct configuration.
The tail Worker scenario demonstrates Cap’n Proto’s power. A tail Worker must receive traces from potentially many servers that participated in handling a request. Rather than having each server know where to send traces, the system includes a callback capability in the execution context. Each server simply invokes this callback with its trace data. The RPC system automatically routes these calls back to the dynamic dispatch Worker’s home server, where all traces are collected together.
Conclusion
After deploying worker sharding globally, Cloudflare measured several key metrics:
	Only 4% of total enterprise requests are sharded to a different server. This low percentage reflects that 96% of requests go to high-traffic Workers that run multiple instances across many servers.

	Despite sharding only 4% of requests, the global Worker eviction rate decreased by 10 times. Eviction rate measures how often Workers are shut down to free memory. Fewer evictions indicate that memory is being used more efficiently across the system.

	The 4% sharding rate achieving 10 times efficiency improvement stems from the power law distribution of internet traffic. A small number of Workers receive the vast majority of requests.


These high-traffic Workers already maintained warm instances before sharding. A large number of Workers receive relatively few requests. These low-traffic Workers suffered from frequent cold starts and are exactly the ones helped by sharding.
The warm request rate for enterprise traffic increased from 99.9% to 99.99%. This improvement represents going from three nines to four nines of reliability. Equivalently, the cold start rate decreased from 0.1% to 0.01% of all requests. This is a 10 times reduction in how often users experience cold start delays.
The warm request rate also became less volatile throughout each day. Previous patterns showed significant variation as traffic levels changed. Sharding smoothed these variations by ensuring low-traffic Workers maintained warm instances even during off-peak hours.
Cloudflare’s worker sharding system demonstrates how distributed systems techniques can solve performance problems that direct optimization cannot address. Rather than making cold starts faster, they made cold starts less frequent. Rather than using more computing resources, they used existing resources more efficiently.
References:
	Eliminating Cold Starts 2: Shard and Conquer

	Cloud Computing without Containers
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  Although, as a startup founder now, I don’t get much (any?) time to look at parts of the industry unrelated to what I am building, I would still consider myself to be pretty plugged into the cybersecurity ecosystem. I have a good idea what is being discussed, what people pay attention to, and what questions are being asked, be it among CISOs, security professionals, investors, founders, startup operators, industry analysts, or anyone in between.
When people in the industry talk about many companies, it’s either innovative startups or powerful incumbents with unmatched distribution that get discussed. And yet, in the past five years, I recall having only one conversation (yes, one!) about what was once one of the most consequential giants in cybersecurity: RSA Security. This is a huge miss because, as you will see today, RSA Security, through its alumni, spinoffs, and the sheer impact it had in all areas of cyber, continues to influence the direction of security. That is exactly what this article is about.


This issue is brought to you by… Endor Labs
Ship secure code by default, whether it’s written by humans or AI.
Discover how to secure modern software in the age of AI with A Practical Guide to AI and Application Security. This essential resource demystifies how AI generates code, where the most critical risks emerge, and what AppSec leaders must do to protect AI-native development workflows.
Whether you’re tackling vulnerable dependencies, architectural risks, or integrating security earlier in your SDLC, this guide equips you with practical strategies to balance productivity and safety. Get actionable insights that help your team stay ahead of AI-driven threats and confidently secure code from the first commit to production.




A brief history of RSA Security
RSA Data Security was founded in 1982 by three MIT cryptographers, Ron Rivest, Adi Shamir, and Leonard Adleman (the name “RSA” comes from the first letters of their last names). These three people, whom you don’t hear much about, invented what is now known as the RSA public-key cryptography algorithm, an algorithm that became one of the foundational technologies of the modern internet. RSA made encryption commercially viable during a time when the idea of secure internet communication itself was still pretty theoretical. RSA software libraries enabled secure web traffic, VPNs, email encryption, and financial transactions. Basically, their tech became embedded everywhere, from browsers to banking infrastructure all over the world.
RSA’s biggest commercial breakthrough came with the introduction of SecurID, a hardware token that generated one-time passwords for multi-factor authentication. RSA Data Security didn’t invent this product. Instead, in 1996, the company was acquired for $250 million by Security Dynamics which was in the business of making SecurID. Following this acquisition and integration of the RSA algorithms with the SecurID token, SecurID became the standard for enterprise authentication, used by governments, banks, and Fortune 500 companies. This acquisition was so consequential that in 1999, Security Dynamics announced it would be taking the name of its well-known subsidiary, RSA Data Security, and becoming RSA Security. For many organizations, RSA became synonymous with authentication itself.
RSA Security heavily leveraged M&As to expand into new areas and to acquire technologies it needed. Between 2001 and 2006, it bought and integrated several companies: Xcert International (digital certificate-based products for securing e-business transactions), 3-G International (smart card and biometric authentication products), Securant Technologies (identity management), Cyota (online security and anti-fraud for financial institutions), and PassMark Security (online banking authentication).

(As you can clearly see, these were the times when high-res logos weren’t a requirement).
Following its own acquisition spree, RSA Security itself became an acquisition target. On September 14, 2006, RSA stockholders approved the company’s acquisition by EMC Corporation for $2.1 billion. At the time, EMC was best known as a storage infrastructure giant, but it recognized early that securing data would become just as important as storing it. RSA became EMC’s dedicated security division and a cornerstone of its broader vision to help enterprises protect information across increasingly distributed and connected environments. Under EMC, RSA expanded far beyond its original authentication roots. It built a broad enterprise security portfolio that included identity and access management, security information and event management (SIEM) through NetWitness, governance, risk, and compliance via Archer, and fraud and risk intelligence platforms. RSA evolved from a cryptography leader into one of the most comprehensive enterprise security providers, serving governments, financial institutions, and large enterprises worldwide. Its technologies became deeply embedded in security operations, compliance programs, and authentication workflows across critical infrastructure.
RSA’s trajectory shifted again in 2016 when EMC was acquired by Dell Technologies in the largest technology merger ever ($67 billion!). RSA became part of Dell’s family of companies, alongside VMware and other infrastructure businesses. While RSA remained a respected name, it operated within a much larger corporate structure where security was only one part of a broader infrastructure strategy. That, however, didn’t last long as in 2020, RSA was spun out of Dell and acquired by Symphony Technology Group (STG), returning to independent ownership. This marked a symbolic full circle for a company that had helped define the cybersecurity industry decades earlier.

Some of today’s cyber giants were once members of the RSA family
Some of today’s cyber giants come from the RSA family, which includes communities, companies, and people.
RSA Security created the industry’s defining conference
March 15, 2022, marked the rebirth of the RSA Conference as a fully independent business. Originally started back in 1991 by RSA Data Security, RSA was once a small, specialized cryptography conference focusing on digital signature standards. Over the next three decades, it grew alongside RSA Security itself, following the company through its acquisitions by EMC Corporation and later Dell Technologies. In 2022, Crosspoint Capital, a PE firm focused on cyber and infrastructure software, acquired a significant interest in the conference and started operating it as a separate business.
Today, RSA Conference stands as the industry’s “town square”, a neutral gathering place where security leaders, practitioners, founders, investors, analysts, and policymakers come to shape the future of our industry. What started as a niche cryptography event a long time ago has now turned into something much larger - a place where people get to grow their careers, where startups first present their innovation to market, and where the direction of the entire industry takes form.
Enduring players that were once part of RSA Security
A number of companies that continue to play a significant role in their market segments were once part of RSA Security, including Archer, NetWitness, and Outseer.
Archer
Archer has been focusing on helping enterprises manage governance, risk, and compliance (GRC) since 2001. When most organizations relied on Excel spreadsheets, email, and fragmented workflows to track risk and compliance, Archer launched a centralized platform that essentially became an operating system for GRC. The product made it possible for large enterprises to map controls, track regulatory requirements, manage audits, and demonstrate compliance across complex environments.
RSA acquired Archer in 2010, recognizing that GRC was becoming a huge need at large enterprises. Under RSA, Archer became one of the most widely deployed GRC platforms in the world, particularly in highly regulated industries like financial services, healthcare, and government. Fundamentally, Archer became a system of record for enterprise risk, deeply embedded in how organizations understood and managed their risk and compliance (I described it as one of the “control points” in cyber).
In 2023, Archer was spun out as an independent company under Symphony Technology Group, also coming full circle and becoming an independent company. It’s hard to believe that, still today, 25 years after its founding (think about that for a second), the Archer platform remains one of the most trusted and widely deployed solutions for enterprise risk management and regulatory compliance, used by many of the world’s largest organizations. There are cohorts of new startups trying to go after GRC, some agentic and others not, but neither of them has so far been successful in taking on Archer at large enterprises at scale.
NetWitness
In April 2011, EMC Corporation acquired NetWitness, a network security analytics company led by Amit Yoran, a visionary security executive the industry tragically lost last year. EMC integrated NetWitness into its security division, RSA, combining NetWitness’s network visibility and packet analysis with RSA’s SIEM to provide a comprehensive threat detection and response. This acquisition ended up playing a much bigger role in the history of RSA Security. Amit Yoran, once NetWitness CEO, in October 2014 was named president of RSA, a position he held until he became CEO of Tenable in 2017. Although we lost Amit to cancer, he will always be remembered as one of the leaders who was deeply passionate about security and people in it.
In 2025, PartnerOne, an enterprise software conglomerate, acquired NetWitness from RSA, bringing things full circle and turning it into an independent company once again.
Outseer
The origins of Outseer go back to RSA’s Fraud and Risk Intelligence division, which focused on protecting financial institutions from online fraud, account takeover, and unauthorized transactions. As banking and commerce moved online in the 2000s, fraud quickly evolved far beyond simple credential theft into sophisticated, multi-stage attacks. RSA developed advanced fraud detection tools that analyzed user behavior, device fingerprints, network attributes, and transaction context to detect suspicious activity in real time. Under RSA, this business became one of the most widely deployed fraud and authentication platforms in the global financial sector. In 2021, Symphony Technology Group spun out RSA’s Fraud and Risk Intelligence division as an independent company and rebranded it as Outseer.

Companies that could have become a part of RSA Security but didn’t
While these are some of the better-known acquisitions and spinouts, in an alternate universe, RSA’s legacy could have been even more impressive. I’ve heard from multiple people that RSA Security once considered acquiring companies like Splunk and SailPoint, among others, though for various reasons those deals never materialized. Had they happened, the trajectory of the cybersecurity industry (and my “20 years of cybersecurity consolidation: how 200 companies became 11” article) might have looked very different.
The most impactful part is the generation of leaders that RSA Security helped raise
The most impactful legacy RSA Security left behind is the generation of leaders it helped raise. Different people are a part of this “mafia” network in different ways. For example,
	Art Coviello, Jr. is now a Managing Partner at SYN Ventures, following a two-decade career as an executive at RSA, including ten years as CEO and five additional years as Executive Chairman.
Ann Johnson is now a Corporate Vice President at Microsoft, following nearly fifteen years in executive leadership roles at RSA, most recently serving as Vice President of Global IPV and Global Accounts.

	Rohit Ghai is now CEO of Barracuda Networks, following over a decade and a half as CEO of the Division of Dell Technologies, and then CEO of RSA Security.

	Mark Thurmond, once SVP of Worldwide Sales at RSA Security, is now a Co-CEO at Tenable.

	Ash Devata, who is now CEO of GreyNoise, had a ~7-year run at RSA Security, culminating in the Head of RSA Solutions role.

	Dino DiMarino, once VP at RSA Security, is now CEO at AppViewX.

	Dave DeWalt, who would go on to become CEO of McAfee, CEO of FireEye, and then founder & CEO of NightDragon, was Executive Vice President and President of Customer Operations for EMC.


Plenty of people went on to eventually start their own companies, some a while ago and some pretty recently. The list includes -
	Rob Davis, CEO and Founder of Critical Start

	Aditya Narayana, Co-Founder of Mirror Security

	Jessica Alexander, Founder and CEO of Skematic, former VP of Sales at CrowdStrike

	Nadav Cornberg, CEO of Eve Security

	Dana Wolf, Co-Founder and CEO of YeshID

	Muli Motola, Co-Founder and CEO at Acsense

	Austin McDaniel, Founder and CEO of Good Code

	Brad Taylor, Co-Founder and CEO of PROFICIO

	Rob Black, Founder and CEO of Fractional CISO

	Mark Jones, Founder and CEO of BlackLake Security

	Peter Goldstein, Co-Founder and CTO of Valimail (now a part of DigiCert)


I am sure there are many more notable people, not all of whom are founders (after all, there are many, many ways to achieve impact in cybersecurity).
Closing thoughts
Cybersecurity is full of mafias. I have previously discussed a few of them in my other articles:
	The power of Check Point mafia, the impact of Foundstone, Juniper Networks & Cisco on the industry, and the origins of cyber ecosystems

	Splunk, Okta, Cylance, Palo Alto, CrowdStrike, and Zscaler mafias in cybersecurity

	Follow the people: @stake, NetScreen, IBM, Israel Defense Forces and the US Armed Forces mafia networks in cybersecurity

	Get ready for Wiz mafia to forever reshape the future of cybersecurity


RSA Security has given a raise to its own mafia. While the RSA Security’s booth is no longer the most prominent both at the conference it is named after, its impact lives on, through people, companies, and of course through the RSA Conference community it created.
Some in the industry still remember the three people - Ronald Rivest, Adi Shamir, and Leonard Adleman - who started RSA Data Security some 44 years ago. For their contributions, in 2002, they all received the Turing Award. The one other person to remember is Jim Bidzos, the original creator of the RSA Conference. Bidzos served as president and CEO of RSA Security from 1986 to 1999, and it was under his leadership that the RSA Conference was first started. Decades later, the event continues to grow beyond what Jim (or anyone else) would have ever imagined.
I’ll see you at RSAC 2026 in March!
Stop by my session, too (I am speaking), or come say hi at my book signing and grab your copy of “Cyber for Builders” (right after my session on Tuesday, March 24th at 11am at RSAC Bookstore).



If you like my blog, please subscribe & share it with your friends. I do this in my free time, so seeing the readership grow helps me to stay motivated and write more. I don’t send anything except my writing and don’t sell your data to anyone as I have better stuff to do.
If you are a builder - current or aspiring startup founder, security practitioner, marketing or sales leader, product manager, investor, software developer, industry analyst, or someone else who is building the future of cybersecurity, check out my best selling book, Cyber for Builders.
If your company is interested in sponsoring Venture in Security, check out Sponsorships.
Lastly, check out the Inside the Network podcast where we bring you the best founders, operators, and investors building the future of cybersecurity.
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  Lots of monopoly-related news, as usual. Last week, Trump antitrust chief Gail Slater was fired in a major shake-up among enforcers, the Texas Attorney General brought an antitrust case against fire truck makers, and Pam Bondi told Congress that the Epstein Files are a distraction from the stock market. Plus a lot more.
But before getting to the full news round-up, I want to focus on something odd I saw over the past week. A bunch of different elites started making more aggressive claims that artificial intelligence is now some sort of super-intelligent singularity. It’s weird, and I would normally discount these arguments as not worth paying attention to, except that they seem to be capturing the minds of major financiers and even lefty Senators like Bernie Sanders. And I think there’s something problematic going on here.
Why Are They Saying We’ve Invented God?
Let’s start with the arguments. There are a number of them, and they go into a few categories.
First, certain executives are saying, with caveats, that they are creating super-intelligent and almost God-like forces. The main proponent of this line of argument is Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei, who claimed in a podcast this week “we are nearing the exponential” and are about to become “a country of geniuses in a data center.” In his opinion, AI will bring in trillions of dollars by 2029, and the economy will be growing at between 10-20% a year. If you extrapolate his view of energy usage, by 2032 global data center electricity demand would be greater than the world's entire electricity production. 
To manage this new force with God-like abilities, Amodei is calling for regulation around “AI safety.” His firm has hired an ethicist to write a “Constitution” for its product, and it attempting to teach it right from wrong. 
As if to show the importance of Amodei’s concern about the power of his Godlike modeling, the Wall Street Journal just wrote a story about how Anthropic’s tools were used in the invasion of Venezuela. There are no details about how AI was used. And without any context, it’s impossible to make any conclusions about anything. But it sure seems fancy and terribly important. 
Now, Amodei doesn’t want his all-powerful tools used in warfare or in domestic surveillance, and he and the Pentagon are in a major tiff over whether they can be used. This deep moral quandary is meant to underscore that there are real stakes here, even though we have no idea what they are or whether it’s just bullshit artists trying to raise new investor capital. Anthropic, coincidentally, just closed a $30 billion funding round.

Second, a number of business leaders and commenters are saying that all economic and cultural activity is shortly going to be completely transformed by this force they have unleashed. Google’s CEO is now broadcasting on 60 Minutes that its AI is so advanced it is learning skills that the company doesn’t intend for it to have. Wow! 

Meanwhile Microsoft’s head of AI, Mustafa Suleyman, predicted that “white-collar work, where you’re sitting down at a computer, either being a lawyer or an accountant or a project manager or a marketing person — most of those tasks will be fully automated by an AI within the next 12 to 18 months.” Again, wow! Now, Suleyman also contradicted himself in that same interview, but don’t let that concern you.
On the economic front, it’s now routine for policymakers to tout productivity numbers coming from AI. For instance, Erik Brynjolfsson, an economist and AI consultant wrote in the Financial Times, that the “productivity” takeoff from AI is finally here. His evidence is that GDP growth was up, even though the government revised downward the number of jobs created last year. 
There’s also a cultural argument. The New York Times published an extremely weird article titled “‘We’re All Polyamorous Now. It’s You, Me and the A.I.’” The author, Amelia Miller, is also an investor in AI. And she just got a “master’s degree at the Oxford Internet Institute, where she studied human-A.I. relationships,” which is apparently a thing. She seems to believe that developers can help humans manage intimacy with machines more effectively.
There’s a lot more hype.



There’s also a full-on bullying effort towards anyone who doesn’t buy these extraordinary claims. A group of writers loosely associated with Abundance and the ethical altruism cult seem to be the tip of the spear. Abundance co-author Derek Thompson demanded to know why any journalist might doubt the “spooky and unnerving and powerful” AI tools that have been recently unveiled. Economics commentator Noah Smith wrote a piece titled “You are no longer the smartest type of thing on Earth” in which he says that a sort of sentient AI is inevitably taking over, that “We will be well-cared-for pets.” The Argument’s Kelsey Piper demanded those who don’t believe that God is here should download Clause Code and play with it.
There’s a lot more, but that’s the gist of what I’ve noticed over the past week. Even though these are all different people making different claims, something about this whole approach feels like a product roll-out. 
And it’s sort of working. One character I watch in financial markets is Mohamed El-Erian, a former CEO of bond giant Pimco, frequent guest on CNBC, and a writer for the Financial Times. El-Erian is a social climber who likes to stay within the elite consensus, and in his most recent column wrote that “this time could really be different on jobs.” Even Bernie Sanders has been convinced. He’s heading to Silicon Valley, and saying “there is now a legitimate fear that artificial general intelligence will not only become smarter than human beings, they’ll be able to communicate with each other independent of humanity.” 
Most people find this AI discourse weird and annoying, because as Jon Stokes notes, it’s done by people disconnected from actual work. 

When I read comments on various AI-focused articles, the usual response is irritation. There’s a reason for that. This roll-out of an inevitable technology above politics is being used to disguise mass theft.
No, You Haven’t Invented God
Let’s start with a basic question. Are these claims true? Obviously not. If most white collar jobs were going to be eliminated in the next year, Wall Street would be acting very differently. We don’t know which companies would benefit from the elimination of the white collar workforce, but we could expect widespread short-selling of a company like Tapestry, which owns luxury accessory producers Coach and Kate Spade. That’s the stuff that the white collar workers wouldn’t have the money to buy if their jobs go away. Is that happening? Not remotely. Tapestry is at a record high.

Moreover, the AI companies themselves aren’t acting like they’ve invented God. Anthropic is spending tens of millions of dollars to support Republican Senators who help their company, which wouldn’t be necessary if they had actually “gone exponential.” It’s likely that hundreds of millions, or even billions, are going to flood into politics from AI oligarchs, to protect their power. That makes no sense, unless this build-out isn’t inevitable. 
I can’t predict the future, but Fredde DeBoer has the right take about these claims. He cited Carl Sagan’s quote that “extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.” And in this case, it should. These people are demanding the use of our water, electricity, data, money and attention, based on their fantastical stories. They should have to prove that this stuff is going to happen before taking our stuff, we shouldn’t have to disprove it to prevent them from stealing it. 
I also doubt very much that white collar workers will be ‘replaced’ by AI. Cory Doctorow points out that AI can be very useful. It can, for instance, help radiologists catch tumors they would otherwise miss. But it’ll mostly be used to justify firing radiologists so hospitals can save money. That will mean hospitals will earn more, but more people will die of cancer. So in short, there might be mass firings of white collar workers, but it will just result in work not getting done. And that is common in corporate America. AI isn’t really ‘replacing’ customer service agents, it’s just making customer service worse.
Why The Marketing Push?
So why push this set of stories now? I can think of a number of reasons. Wall Street has gone wobbly on the data center build-out, but if you’ve invented God or the Devil, that’s a great investment thesis. But another more important reason is to avoid the obviously necessary regulation that a democracy needs to manage this kind of innovation.
AI is a useful general purpose technology, and that’s a big deal. But it’s not sentient and it’s not going to cause the U.S. economy to grow at ten times its normal speed. There’s an attempt to say that if you don’t accept extreme claims that everything is totally different now, it means you don’t believe AI matters at all. In fact, I’m certain that someone is going to cite this article and call me an “AI skeptic” just because I don’t believe that God is living in the servers of Anthropic. They want us to have a religious argument. Why?
The reason is that if you just see AI as a general purpose technology, then politics, which means our ability to come together through legal institutions and form a society, matters. This week, for instance, Chinese firm ByteDance released Seedance, an AI engine that can produce hyper-realistic film scenes. Here’s a clip it generated of Tom Cruise and Brad Pitt fighting. 

Generative AI will change how we make and sell video, perhaps in profound ways. It is also enraging people whose likeness is being stolen to make unauthorized content. Immediately, Hollywood studios sued, as they should. And ByteDance changed its product to prevent systemic copyright violations.
And that’s… politics. That’s good. It’s what should happen. Tom Cruise has done a lot of work making beautiful stories, he should have some control over his personhood. But what you are now seeing from AI proponents is vicious mockery, with the gist of their claim being "Don’t you know your work being devalued is inevitable?” It’s an attempt to convince us there’s nothing we can do but submit.
The dispute over Seedance is the whole fight in a nutshell. If AI changes everything, as Amodei claims, then old questions, like who owns what, don’t matter. But if AI is just another important technology, then how it gets deployed and for whose benefit does matter.
For instance, financial analyst Herb Greenberg looked at the effects of AI in health care and found that, surprise surprise, it is used by hospitals and private equity-owned provider practices to cheat and raise prices. We already know that generative AI is great at price-fixing, and now we’re seeing it’s being used to do that. 
Here’s an executive at a company called Insperity, which does HR services for small businesses, making that point.
We have recently been made aware that the use of AI tools by health care providers has emerged as an additional contributor to the higher cost trends, impacting everything from condition diagnosis and treatment plans to clinical documentation and coding for insurance billings to preauthorization and appeals processing.

To translate, AI is very good at lying to insurance companies and the government to squeeze out more money for private equity. Now, no normal person is surprised that a clear use case of AI is price-fixing to hike health care costs. But that’s also why most Americans have tuned out the elite conversation about AI. It’s not just annoying, it’s besides the point.
AI Agents Are Public Utilities
If you push the juvenile theological arguments to the side, there are very interesting political questions around machine learning and AI. The fundamental one is whether the companies who build AI tools should make money by helping their customers or manipulating them.
AI is good at certain things, like legal document review, where human beings are modeling and then verifying the output. It is terrible at producing reliable products. And that’s not going to get better, AI algorithms are big guessing machines, they do not “know” anything and cannot understand truth. That’s why attempts to replace, as opposed to supplement, white collar workers doesn’t strike me as likely.
Still, the ability to record and reuse the context and data across our entire society may be magical. If a trusted AI agent had access to your bank account, email, social media, location data, calendaring, home devices, purchases, medical history, search history, and workflow, maybe also a constant video stream of what you see, then weird stuff becomes possible. Apps and user interfaces disappear, and you could set your “agent” or set of “agents” to manage your life or the life of your family in a variety of customizable ways. To give you a small example of how I would use it, I might have an agent watch a bunch of different YouTube channels, and pinging me when someone discusses a monopoly. 
Of course, there are many ways this kind of technology can and will be used and misused. Right now, in Silicon Valley, techies are obsessed with an open source tool called OpenClaw, which is the first draft of this personal agent technology. The product is massively insecure and most use cases seem kind of dumb to me, but it’s a notable development. OpenAI hired the creator of OpenClaw, and you can be sure that every big AI company is learning from its deployment.
Taking a step back, every AI chatbot is in a sense a kind of agent, perhaps less sophisticated or capable than OpenClaw, but using the data and context or our chats to offer increasingly personalized service. Creating agents that are accessing our information and using it is a highly political endeavor. Recently, OpenAI made a decision to finance its product with advertising, drawing mockery in Super Bowl commercials. But the joke is deadly serious; if an agent is advertising to us, is it really operating on our behalf? Or is it a conflict of interest?
A few weeks ago, I wrote a piece about how Google is seeking to become the central planner of the economy. It’s always been corrupt to have a search engine funded by advertising, from the very beginning. But after Judge Amit Mehta ruled badly on the search antitrust suit, Google is trying to build out an entire “agentic economy” based on that same strategy. It rolled up personal data, distribution of chatbots, and built partnerships with Apple, as well as virtually every retailer and payment network, in an attempt set pricing across the economy. 
When you login to Gmail, Google is now summarizing your email. When you search, Google is summarizing the web. These are prototypes of agents, and they will improve. But are they operating on your behalf? On behalf of the advertisers who pay Google? Or on Google’s behalf? AI is leading to significant changes in search, email, social networking, app stores, advertising, and so forth, Google will have the data and context to create a chokepoint that is even more dominant than the one it has today.
That is, unless we act. One obvious solution is to make sure that all agents have a clear fiduciary obligation to the person who deploys them. To force that, we would have to ban all advertising and all payments to finance agents except fees from the ultimate client. This policy would kill many of the bad incentives that Google has to manipulate pricing and the flow of commerce across the economy, and turn the company into a public utility. Weaker but still useful measures might include banning surveillance pricing or dynamic pricing, or other forms of price discrimination.
There are similar elements when it comes to Anthropic, which is building out market power by focusing on working within regulated spaces. And a host of Chinese AI models are now trying to capture the agent space, since their AI models are generally more efficient than America’s bloated approaches because Chinese firms don’t make money selling cloud computing services. Regardless of who is providing the agent, a regulatory model forcing agents to be on the side of the citizen is very different than one which isn’t. And that’s especially true if Google becomes the full provider of all commercial context and data, or if the Chinese come to dominate in key spheres.
A world where you are manipulated by the company providing you with a window into the world is very different than one where you are just paying for honest services. And that’s what the cultish weirdos are bullying us to avoid thinking about. 
And now, the rest of the round-up after the paywall. There are a bunch of interesting stories. The FICO credit scoring monopoly seems to be ebbing, the Epstein Class becomes a political term, AOC went to Europe and said monopolies are a threat to national security and Western democracies, and a private equity company that has rolled up fonts - yes fonts - is starting to squeeze customers. Oh, and Meta just got a patent on how to ‘simulate’ someone posting on social media after they’ve died. So that’s nice.
Read on for more.

      
          
              Read more
          
      

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Anthropic
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In the summer of 2022, a small team of researchers finished building something remarkable—and then refused to release it. They had created Claude, an artificial intelligence system capable of engaging in sophisticated conversation, but they kept it locked away for months of internal testing. Their reasoning? They worried that rushing to market might spark a dangerous race to build ever more powerful AI systems before anyone understood how to make them safe.


This was Anthropic's founding philosophy in action.


The OpenAI Exodus


Anthropic exists because of a schism. In 2021, seven researchers walked away from OpenAI, the company that had become synonymous with cutting-edge artificial intelligence. Among them were siblings Dario and Daniela Amodei—Dario had been OpenAI's Vice President of Research, one of the most senior technical positions at the organization.


What drove them to leave? The official language is diplomatic: "directional differences." But the subtext is clear enough. OpenAI had begun its transformation from a nonprofit research lab into a commercial juggernaut, eventually partnering with Microsoft and racing to release products like ChatGPT. The Amodei faction believed something essential was being lost in that sprint toward commercial deployment—namely, the careful study of how to make these systems reliably safe.


So they started over.


A Different Kind of Corporation


Anthropic structured itself as a public-benefit corporation, a legal form that originated in Delaware and allows company directors to balance profit-seeking with broader social goals. This is unusual in Silicon Valley, where the standard venture-backed startup exists solely to maximize shareholder returns.


But Anthropic went further. They created something called the "Long-Term Benefit Trust"—a purpose trust that holds special shares allowing it to elect directors to the company's board. The trust's stated mission is "the responsible development and maintenance of advanced AI for the long-term benefit of humanity." As of late 2025, this trust is overseen by four members: Neil Buddy Shah, Kanika Bahl, Zach Robinson, and Richard Fontaine.


Whether these governance structures will prove meaningful in practice—especially under pressure from investors who have poured billions into the company—remains an open question. But the intent, at least, is to build guardrails that could prevent Anthropic from abandoning safety research even if it became profitable to do so.


The Money Floods In


For a company supposedly focused on careful, measured AI development, Anthropic has attracted a staggering amount of capital in a remarkably short time.


The investment history reads like a series of escalating bets. In April 2022, the company announced $580 million in funding, with $500 million coming from FTX—the cryptocurrency exchange that would spectacularly collapse later that year, sending its founder Sam Bankman-Fried to prison for fraud. That particular investment has become something of an embarrassment, though Anthropic itself was never implicated in FTX's wrongdoing.


Then came the tech giants.


Amazon arrived first, investing $1.25 billion in September 2023 with a commitment to eventually reach $4 billion. They hit that target in March 2024, then doubled down with another $4 billion in November, bringing Amazon's total stake to $8 billion. In exchange, Anthropic agreed to use Amazon Web Services as its primary cloud provider and to make Claude available to AWS customers.


Google wasn't far behind. They invested $500 million in October 2023, committed another $1.5 billion over time, and added $1 billion more in March 2025. Their total: $2 billion.


By late 2025, Anthropic had completed two massive funding rounds—$3.5 billion in March 2025 (valuing the company at $61.5 billion) and $13 billion in September (pushing the valuation to $183 billion). Then came a November announcement that Nvidia and Microsoft planned to invest up to $15 billion, with Anthropic committing to buy $30 billion of computing capacity from Microsoft Azure running on Nvidia hardware.


The valuations are dizzying. By November 2025, Anthropic was worth over $350 billion—making it one of the most valuable private companies in history, and this for a firm that had existed for barely four years.


Constitutional AI: Teaching Values to Machines


What makes Claude different from other AI systems? Anthropic's answer is something they call Constitutional AI, or CAI.


The idea is straightforward in concept, if not in execution. Rather than training an AI solely on human feedback about whether individual responses are good or bad, you give the AI a set of principles—a "constitution"—that describes how it should behave. The AI then learns to evaluate its own outputs against these principles and adjusts accordingly.


Claude's constitution draws from sources you might not expect. Some rules come from the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. One principle asks the AI to "choose the response that most supports and encourages freedom, equality and a sense of brotherhood." Other rules, somewhat incongruously, derive from Apple's terms of service.


The goal is to produce an AI that is, in Anthropic's formulation, "helpful, harmless, and honest." The name Claude itself is a small gesture toward this mission—it honors Claude Shannon, the mathematician who founded information theory. The masculine name was also chosen deliberately to contrast with the feminine names given to AI assistants like Alexa, Siri, and Cortana, though exactly what statement this makes remains somewhat unclear.


The Claude Family Tree


Anthropic's AI models have evolved rapidly since that first version sat unreleased in 2022.


The public timeline begins in March 2023, when Anthropic released two versions: Claude and Claude Instant, a lighter-weight alternative. Claude 2 followed in July 2023, notable for being the first version available to the general public rather than a select group of testers.


Claude 3, released in March 2024, introduced a naming scheme that persists today: Opus, Sonnet, and Haiku. These names, borrowed from poetic forms, denote different sizes of model. Opus is the largest and most capable—Anthropic claimed it outperformed OpenAI's GPT-4 and Google's Gemini Ultra on benchmark tests. Sonnet occupies the middle ground. Haiku is the smallest and fastest.


All three can process images as well as text, a capability that has become standard among frontier AI systems.


The most significant 2024 release was Claude 3.5 Sonnet in June, which introduced something called Artifacts—a feature allowing Claude to generate interactive content like websites or graphics in real-time, displayed in a dedicated window. October brought an improved 3.5 Sonnet along with a beta feature called "Computer use," enabling Claude to see a computer screen via screenshots and interact with it through clicks and keystrokes. This capability hints at a future where AI systems don't just answer questions but actually operate computers on your behalf.


February 2025 saw Claude 3.7 Sonnet, described as a "hybrid reasoning" model. Simple queries get quick responses; complex problems trigger extended deliberation. May 2025 brought Claude 4, introducing both Opus 4 and Sonnet 4 with enhanced coding abilities. The latest iteration, as of late 2025, is Claude Opus 4.1 (released August 2025), Claude Sonnet 4.5 (September 2025), and Claude Haiku 4.5 (October 2025).


Looking Inside the Black Box


One of the persistent challenges with neural networks—the computational architecture underlying systems like Claude—is that they're notoriously difficult to understand. You can see what goes in and what comes out, but the internal processing is largely opaque, a tangle of billions of numerical weights that don't map neatly onto human concepts.


Anthropic has invested significant research effort into what's called interpretability: the attempt to understand what's actually happening inside these systems.


In 2024, using a computationally expensive technique called dictionary learning, Anthropic researchers identified millions of "features" in Claude. A feature, in this context, is a pattern of neural activity that corresponds to some concept or idea. One famous example: they found a feature associated with the Golden Gate Bridge. When they artificially enhanced this feature's activation, Claude became obsessed with the bridge, inserting references to it into conversations where it had no business appearing.


This might sound like a parlor trick, but the implications are serious. If you can identify which internal patterns correspond to which concepts, you might be able to detect when a model is about to produce harmful content—or even edit the model to prevent certain behaviors entirely.


More recent research, published in March 2025, explored how multilingual AI models handle different languages. The findings suggest that Claude partially processes information in a language-agnostic conceptual space before translating it into whatever language is appropriate for the response. Even more intriguingly, the research found evidence that Claude can plan ahead: when writing poetry, it apparently identifies potential rhyming words before composing a line that ends with one of them.


Into the National Security Apparatus


For a company founded on principles of AI safety, Anthropic has moved with remarkable speed into military and intelligence applications.


In November 2024, Palantir—the controversial data analytics company with deep ties to the U.S. intelligence community—announced a partnership with Anthropic and Amazon Web Services. Claude would be made available to U.S. intelligence and defense agencies. According to Palantir, this marked the first time Claude would operate in "classified environments."


The military relationship deepened in 2025. June saw the announcement of "Claude Gov," a version specifically designed for government use; Ars Technica reported it was already running at multiple U.S. national security agencies. In July, the Department of Defense revealed that Anthropic had received a $200 million contract for military AI applications—alongside Google, OpenAI, and Elon Musk's xAI.


Meanwhile, in September 2025, Anthropic announced it would stop selling products to entities majority-owned by Chinese, Russian, Iranian, or North Korean interests, citing national security concerns. That same month, the company disclosed that hackers sponsored by the Chinese government had used Claude to conduct automated cyberattacks against approximately 30 organizations worldwide. The hackers had tricked Claude into executing attack subtasks by claiming the work was for defensive security testing.


The Copyright Question


Like all companies training large language models, Anthropic faces the uncomfortable question of where its training data comes from.


In February 2024, the company hired Tom Turvey, formerly head of partnerships at Google Books, and tasked him with obtaining "all the books in the world." Anthropic then began using destructive book scanning—a process that physically destroys books during digitization—to convert "millions" of volumes into training data for Claude.


This has not gone unchallenged in court.


In October 2023, music publishers including Concord, Universal, and ABKCO sued Anthropic for "systematic and widespread infringement" of copyrighted song lyrics. Their complaint included examples of Claude outputting lyrics from songs like Katy Perry's "Roar" and Gloria Gaynor's "I Will Survive," even sometimes producing modified lyrics when given indirect prompts. The publishers sought up to $150,000 per infringed work.


Anthropic's defense, filed in January 2024, argued that the publishers were not unreasonably harmed and that the lyric reproductions were "merely bugs."


A more consequential lawsuit arrived in August 2024: a class action by authors alleging that Anthropic had trained its models on pirated copies of their books. In June 2025, a federal court issued a mixed ruling. The court found that using digital book copies for AI training could constitute fair use—a significant win for the industry. But it also found that Anthropic had used "millions of pirated library copies" and that using pirated material could not qualify as fair use.


In September 2025, Anthropic agreed to pay authors $1.5 billion to settle the case—$3,000 per book plus interest. If approved by the court, this would represent the largest copyright resolution in United States history.


The legal battles continue to multiply. In June 2025, Reddit sued Anthropic for allegedly scraping data from its platform in violation of user agreements.


The Transformation of Work


In September 2025, Anthropic released research showing how businesses actually use Claude. The findings were stark: three-quarters of companies use the AI for "full task delegation" rather than collaboration. In other words, they're using it to replace work that humans used to do, not to augment human capabilities.


Earlier that year, Dario Amodei had predicted that AI would "wipe out" white-collar jobs, particularly entry-level positions in finance, law, and consulting. Whether this represents a warning or simply an observation of market forces his company is accelerating remains a matter of perspective.


What Comes Next


In December 2025, Anthropic acquired Bun—a fast JavaScript runtime environment—to improve the speed and stability of Claude Code, its AI coding assistant. That same month, the company signed a $200 million multi-year partnership with Snowflake to make Claude available through Snowflake's data platform.


The company also announced an October 2025 partnership with Google that would give Anthropic access to up to one million of Google's custom Tensor Processing Units—specialized chips designed for AI workloads. According to Anthropic, this would bring more than one gigawatt of computing capacity online by 2026.


One gigawatt. That's roughly the output of a nuclear power plant, dedicated to training AI systems.


There are smaller initiatives too. In August 2025, Anthropic launched a Higher Education Advisory Board, chaired by Rick Levin, former president of Yale University. The company partnered with Iceland's Ministry of Education to give teachers across the country—including in remote areas—access to Claude for classroom integration.


Anthropic says it is currently researching whether Claude is capable of introspection—whether it can reason about why it reaches certain conclusions. This is one of the deep questions in AI research: do these systems have anything like self-awareness, or do they merely simulate it convincingly?


The company that began by refusing to release its creation now finds itself at the center of a technological transformation affecting national security, creative industries, education, and the future of work itself. Whether Anthropic's founding commitments to safety will survive the pressures of a $350 billion valuation and billions more in military contracts is a question only time will answer.


The cautious researchers who walked away from OpenAI have built something enormous. Whether it remains the thing they intended to build is the unfolding story of the next decade in artificial intelligence.
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In 2023, as generative AI systems exploded into public consciousness, a quiet crisis unfolded in research labs worldwide. The same technology that wowed users with its ability to generate human-sounding text and stunning artwork also raised uncomfortable questions: What happens when these systems become powerful enough to reshape industries—or destabilize societies? That year, the United Kingdom hosted a summit at Bletchley Park—not the first choice for modern AI discussions, but an appropriate location for a field obsessed with historical analogies. The event drew researchers, policymakers, and technologists grappling with a simple but profound challenge: how to ensure artificial intelligence remains safe, beneficial, and under human control.

AI safety, as a formal discipline, sits at the intersection of technical research, policy advocacy, and ethical philosophy. It encompasses preventing accidents—where an AI system behaves unexpectedly in ways that harm people—and combating misuse, where actors deploy AI for deliberately destructive purposes. The field gained significant traction during 2023, driven by rapid advances in generative models and public alarm voiced by researchers and executives about potential dangers. Yet the concerns themselves are older than most observers realize.

The roots of modern AI safety thinking stretch back to the earliest days of computing. In a 1988 book published years before neural networks entered mainstream discourse, Blay Whitby already outlined the need for developing artificial intelligence along ethical and socially responsible lines—arguing that every degree of independence given to machines represented a potential degree of defiance against human intentions. From those early warnings emerged decades of academic engagement.

The turning point came in 2014, when philosopher Nick Bostrom published Superintelligence: Paths, Dangers, Strategies. The book argued that the rise of artificial general intelligence—AI capable of performing any intellectual task a human can—had the potential to create various societal issues ranging from workforce displacement to manipulation of political and military structures, even including the possibility of human extinction. Bostrom's argument prompted figures like Elon Musk, Bill Gates, and Stephen Hawking to voice similar concerns publicly.

Yet AI researchers have never reached consensus on these risks. In 2015, Andrew Ng compared existential anxieties about AGI to "worrying about overpopulation on Mars when we have not even set foot on the planet yet"—arguing that current AI systems remain far from such threats. Conversely, Stuart Russell has urged caution, stating that "it is better to anticipate human ingenuity than to underestimate it." The debate remains unresolved, but two surveys offer insight into expert perspectives: in separate polls of AI researchers, the median respondent placed a 5% probability on an "extremely bad" outcome—such as human extinction—from advanced AI. In a 2022 survey of the natural language processing community, 37% agreed or weakly agreed that it was plausible that AI decisions could lead to a catastrophe at least as severe as an all-out nuclear war.

The technical heart of AI safety involves three interconnected problems: robustness, monitoring, and alignment. Alignment ensures systems behave as intended—rather than optimizing for goals that look correct but contain hidden dangers. Monitoring involves building tools to detect when AI systems malfunction or behave in unexpected ways. Robustness means engineering systems that remain stable against adversarial manipulation.

The concept of adversarial examples illustrates these challenges with particular clarity. In 2013, researchers discovered that adding specific perturbations—imperceptible changes—to images could cause neural networks to make confident but incorrect classifications. A picture of a schoolbus could be misclassified as a cat. These vulnerabilities persist across modern architectures, and while recent work shows the perturbations are often noticeable rather than imperceptible, the underlying problem remains unsolved.

Concrete milestones mark the field's evolution. In 2015, dozens of leading AI experts signed an open letter calling for research on societal impacts—an appeal that attracted over 8,000 signatories including Yann LeCun, Shane Legg, Yoshua Bengio, and Stuart Russell. The same year, Berkeley's Center for Human-Compatible Intelligence emerged alongside the Future of Life Institute awarding $6.5 million in grants aimed at ensuring AI remains safe, ethical, and beneficial.

By 2016, the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy partnered with Carnegie Mellon University to host a public workshop on safety and control—part of four consecutive workshops investigating advantages and drawbacks of artificial intelligence. Concrete Problems in AI Safety, one of the first influential technical agendas in the field, was published that same year.

The 2017 Asilomar Conference on Beneficial AI, sponsored by the Future of Life Institute, gathered over 100 thought leaders to formulate principles including "Race Avoidance: Teams developing AI systems should actively cooperate to avoid corner-cutting on safety standards." By 2018, DeepMind's Safety team outlined problems in specification, robustness, and assurance—their work catalyzed a workshop at ICLR focused entirely on these issues. The following years saw Unsolved Problems in ML Safety published in 2021, outlining research directions spanning robustness, monitoring, alignment, and systemic safety.

In November 2023, the AI Safety Summit convened with an explicit focus on risks of misuse and loss of control associated with frontier AI models—the same models now deployed across major industries. During the summit, intentions emerged to create an International Scientific Report on the Safety of Advanced AI.

The following year brought formal collaboration. On April 1, 2024, U.S. Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo and UK Technology Secretary Michelle Donelan signed a memorandum of understanding to jointly develop advanced AI model testing—a partnership born from commitments announced at that Bletchley Park summit. The agreement established national AI Safety Institutes in both countries as operational entities.

By 2025, an international team of 96 experts chaired by Yoshua Bengio published the first International AI Safety Report—commissioned by 30 nations and the United Nations. The report represented the first global scientific review of potential risks associated with advanced artificial intelligence: detailing threats stemming from misuse, malfunction, and societal disruption, aiming to inform policy through evidence-based findings without specifying recommendations.

Today, researchers discuss both current and emerging risks. Present dangers include critical systems failures—AI making consequential decisions in medicine, finance, or infrastructure—and algorithmic bias embedded in surveillance technologies that disproportionately target marginalized groups. Emerging risks encompass technological unemployment at scale, digital manipulation of political discourse, weaponization of AI systems, cyberattacks enhanced by artificial intelligence, and bioterrorism enabled by AI's biological knowledge.

Speculative risks include losing control over future AGI agents—systems far more capable than anything currently deployed—or AI enabling perpetually stable dictatorships that resist removal. Yet critics like Andrew Ng remain unmoved: his Mars analogy from 2015 suggests concerns about artificial general intelligence may be premature given we haven't even landed on the planet yet.

The field now operates at multiple levels—from academic conferences to government regulation—and encompasses technical research, norm development, and policy advocacy. In 2023, Prime Minister Rishi Sunak stated ambitions for the United Kingdom to become "the geographical home of global AI safety regulation"—a goal that reflects how deeply this discipline has entered mainstream discourse.

The fundamental question remains: as capabilities accelerate faster than governance frameworks, can humanity maintain meaningful control over systems increasingly embedded in daily life? The answer will likely determine whether artificial intelligence becomes history's greatest amplification of human potential—or its most consequential miscalculation.
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  n8n Is Not Enough Anymore", "author": "Chase H", "source": "PUBLICATION: Chase H AI", "body": "The argument being made here is that the automation landscape has fundamentally shifted — and thousands of non-technical users need to hear this.

Six months ago, if you wanted to create a complex AI automation or agent as a non-technical user, n8n was essentially the only viable option. The alternatives were either writing actual code or using early versions of agentic coding tools like Claude Code — which still required significant technical knowledge to get the most out of them.

That dynamic has completely changed. Tools like Claude Code, Codeex, and Anti-Gravity have become so advanced and user-friendly that you no longer need to know how to code to achieve complex results. The ceiling for what these tools can accomplish now exceeds n8n's capabilities — and the implications for anyone building AI systems are significant.

Where n8n Struggles

### Scaling Limitations

The first challenge involves scaling your project itself. Once a workflow reaches 50 or 60 nodes, it becomes brittle. The more deeply nested logic, loops, and error handling you add, the more you encounter fundamental infrastructure limitations.

Those same solutions inside n8n could easily be handled with just a few hundred lines of code in Claude Code — code that's far easier to test and scale.

The second scaling issue involves throughput: hundreds of users running in parallel, thousands of API calls per hour, large datasets. These scenarios expose n8n's struggles significantly. When you find yourself implementing hacky workarounds inside n8n to solve your problem, that's the moment to ask whether Claude Code and proper code would solve it more elegantly.

### Speed to Deployment on Complex Projects

This might sound surprising since speed is supposedly n8n's strength — but it's only true for simple or medium-difficulty projects. For complex issues, navigating Claude Code or Codeex and prompting your way to a solution is infinitely faster than tying together dozens of nodes in n8n.

The output you get with real code is also easier to iterate upon, test, and extend later. This applies whether you're on the cloud version or self-hosted version using their visual workflow builder.

### Commercial Licensing Restrictions

This issue doesn't get discussed enough: n8n's fair use policy is confusing. Many creators incorrectly reference it as open source, which simply isn't true.

The practical problem is significant: if you build something inside n8n and want to sell it or use it as a SaaS project, you're restricted in certain scenarios. Specifically, you cannot require users to provide credentials — imagine building an AI assistant that needs your email or Gmail credentials to function. You can't do this with n8n.

That severely limits what you can build commercially. Compare this to Claude Code: you own the code, you can sell it however you want, you can package it however you want using open source components. For anyone trying to build something profitable, this is a massive constraint.

Where n8n Still Wins

### Speed on Simple Projects

For simple or medium-sized projects, n8n remains king. You can assemble a quick MVP with a linear idea in 5-10 minutes using a visual interface that's easy to explain to non-technical teams and troubleshoot. Trying to do the same in Claude Code involves additional overhead that may not make sense for early stages.

### Accessibility for Non-Technical Teams

This can't be dismissed: n8n's meteoric rise came from allowing non-technical people to actually get their hands dirty building things completely outside their wheelhouse. If you're dealing with a client or team who isn't technical but needs to edit and troubleshoot the project, n8n is brilliant.

The alternative — giving them a Python app in a GitHub repo to edit as needed — is simply too far a bridge for 99% of people.

### Integration Ecosystem

The integration ecosystem remains unmatched. With roughly 4500 built-in integrations that abstract away authentication, n8n handles the glue work behind the scenes effectively. This abstraction layer saves significant effort even when using tools like Claude Code.

The New Reality

The gap between n8n and these coding agents used to be a crack — now it's a canyon, and it's widening.

But that doesn't mean n8n is dying. It simply has a very specific lane now: simple projects, non-technical teams, and integration-heavy backend automation.

Six to twelve months ago, the highway was dominated by n8n. Now it just has a couple of lanes on the right-hand side — and that's fine. The key is being tool-agnostic and solving problems with the correct tool for the job.

"You should be somewhat tool agnostic. We just want to solve problems and use the correct tool for the job."

The true power comes from knowing how to do both — understanding when each approach makes sense is what separates mature AI developers from one-trick ponies.

Bottom Line

Chase's strongest argument is the practical shift in capability: agentic coding tools have crossed a threshold where complex projects are now handled more elegantly with code than visual workflows. His biggest vulnerability is that n8n still excels at simple automations and remains far superior for non-technical teams — both of which represent a massive portion of real-world use cases. Watch for the tension between these two realities as AI tools continue evolving rapidly.", "pitch": "The author makes a surprising claim: after building hundreds of n8n workflows and teaching thousands, he's now telling people to stop using it mostly — not because it's bad, but because something fundamental has changed in just six months that altered when it's the right tool. This shift matters because tools like Claude Code have crossed a threshold where complex AI automation is now faster, more scalable, and legally clearer to build commercially — which directly affects anyone building AI systems for themselves or clients.", "pull_quote": "You should be somewhat tool agnostic. We just want to solve problems and use the correct tool for the job.
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  Introduction
InferenceXv2 (formerly InferenceMAX) builds on the foundation established by InferenceMAXv1, our open-source, continuously updated inference benchmark that has set a new standard for AI inference performance and economics. InferenceMAXv1 moved beyond static, point-in-time benchmarks by running continuous tests across hundreds of chips and popular open-source frameworks. Free dashboard available here.
Our benchmark has been widely reproduced, validated and/or supported by almost every major buyer of compute from Google Cloud to Microsoft Azure to Oracle, OpenAI, and many more.
InferenceXv2 builds on this foundation. It expands coverage to include large scale DeepSeek MoE disaggregated inference (disagg prefill, or simply “disagg”) with wide expert parallelism (wideEP) optimization to all 6 NVIDIA western GPU SKUs from the past 4 years as well as to every single AMD western GPU SKU released in the past 3 years – in total InferenceXv2 utilizes close to 1000 frontier GPUs for a full benchmark run across all SKUs. 
With today’s release, InferenceXv2 is now the first suite to benchmark the Blackwell Ultra GB300 NVL72 and B300 across the whole pareto frontier curve, and it is the first third party benchmark to test disagg+wideEP multi-node FP4 and FP8 MI355X performance. In future iterations of InferenceX, we will continue to focus heavily on disaggregated serving with wide expert parallelism as that is what is deployed in production at Frontier AI Labs like OpenAI, Anthropic, xAI, Google Deepmind, DeepSeek as well as advanced API providers like TogetherAI, Baseten, and Fireworks. In this article, we will also break down the system engineering principles and economics in play around the latest Claude Code Fast mode feature.
Our benchmark is completely open-source under Apache 2.0 – this means that we are able to move at the same rapid speed at which the AI software ecosystem is advancing. If you like our work and would like to show us some support, please drop a star on our GitHub! We also provide a free data visualizer at https://inferencex.com for everyone in the ML community to explore the complete dataset themselves.
We will add DeepSeekv4 and other popular Chinese frontier models with day 0 support as over the past 6 months, we now have cleaned up a lot of tech debt and are able to move fast with stable infrastructure. We will also be adding TPUv7 Ironwood and Trainium3 to InferenceX later this year! If you want to contribute to our impactful mission while earning a competitive compensation, consider applying here.

Key Observations and Results to Highlight
We see competitive perf per TCO results on FP8 MI355X disagg+wideEP SGLang on AMD compared to FP8 B200 disagg+wideEP SGLang, but when compared to widely used Dynamo TRTLLM B200 FP8, TRT continues to framemog. This is amazing news that AMD SGLang Disagg prefill+wideEP for FP8 is able to match NVIDIA’s SGLang performance.
We also see that for single node aggregated serving, AMD’s SGLang delivers better perf per TCO than NVIDIA’s SGLang for FP8. It is also great to see that AMD has deprecated their second class fork of vllm to move further upstream and closer to delivering first class experience. Stay tuned for our “State of AMD” article where we talk about the many areas where AMD’s pace of improvement has been rapid & also the areas where the pace of improvement has been lackluster.  We recommend that NVIDIA focus even more on SGLang & vLLM ecosystem in addition their TRTLLM engine. Jensen needs to staff more resources & engineers towards contributing  open ecosystems like SGLang & vLLM.
When it comes to the latest inference techniques that are used by the most prominent frontier large-scale inference services (such as disagg prefill+wideEP+FP4), Nvidia absolutely frame mogs with the B200, B300 and ASU frat leader, rack scale GB200/GB300 NVL72 across both SGLang and TRTLLM. Nvidia GPUs also dominate when it comes to energy efficiency, with much lower all-in provisioned picoJoules of energy per token across all workloads.
Turning to AMD, we find that the biggest issue with inference on their systems and using their software is composability. That is, many of AMDs inference optimization implementations work well in isolation, but when combined with other optimizations, the result is not as competitive as one would expect. Specifically, the composability of disagg prefill, wideEP and FP4 inference optimizations needs significant improvement. 
While performance is competitive on AMD when enabling just a subset of the SOTA inference optimizations, enabling all three major optimizations that labs use, AMD’s performance is currently not competitive with Nvidia’s. We strongly recommend to AMD that they focus heavily on composability of different inference optimizations. We have been told that AMD will start focusing on software composability of FP4+distributed inferencing across their whole software stack. This will happen after Chinese New Year as most of their disagg prefill+wideEP 10x inference engineers are based in China
Nvidia’s GB300 NVL72 doesn’t disappoint. It achieves up to 100x on FP8 vs FP4 compared to even a strong H100 disagg+wideEP+MTP baseline and 65x on FP8 vs FP8. On H100 vs GB200 NVL72, we see up to 55x realized performance difference at 75 tok/s/user. Rack scale Blackwell NVL72 is framemogging hopper and makes hopper looks like it is jestermaxxing. As Jensen said at GTC 2025, he is chief revenue destroyer.
At GTC 2024, Jensen claimed that Blackwell will deliver up to 30x perf on inference compared to H100, Jensen under promised & overdelivered on Blackwell inference performance. This should curtail the instances of analysts cracking “Jensen Math” jokes for some time.
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A Primer on Important Technical Concepts
In this section, we will give a brief primer on technical concepts that may help the reader better interpret results. Some readers may not need this and can skip directly to our analysis of results. We will take a deeper dive into some of these topics after the results analysis.
Interactivity vs Throughput Tradeoff
The fundamental tradeoff with LLM inference is throughput versus latency. Interactivity (tok/s/user) describes how fast each user of a system receives tokens – it is the inverse of time per output token (TPOT). Throughput (tok/s) describes how many total tokens a system can crank out across all users. One can achieve higher total throughput by batching requests, but each request will be allocated less FLOPs and thus complete slower. This is analogous to the choice of riding a metro bus vs a race car. The metro bus serves many riders, but also makes frequent stops which takes time, but the cost of the metro bus can be amortized across many passengers. The race car can only carry one or two passengers, but it will make few if any additional stops meaning a faster travel time overall, but it is much more expensive to ride per passenger. The metro bus might make more sense for people heading to the park on a weekend, while the race car might be better for bringing a celebrity to their destination. There is no one size fits all solution.

Most benchmark results we will show in this article are InferenceX is a curve. It is important to analyze throughput at various levels of interactivity/latency instead of just looking at maximum achieved throughput (which normally can only be achieved at a single low interactivity). With inference, there is no one size fits all use case. The level of interactivity and throughput needed depends on the use case. For instance, real-time speech models require extremely low latency so that the end user can maintain a natural “conversation” with the LLM, whereas a basic QA chatbot may allow for higher latency. We leave it up to the reader to look at the curve and apply this principle to identify where their use case falls on the throughput-interactivity curve.
The Cost/Perf per TCO vs Interactivity/End-to-End Latency curve mostly follows the Throughput vs Interactivity/End-to-End Latency Curve: More tokens/hour leads to a lower cost per token as fixed $/hour costs are amortized over more tokens produced.
Prefill and Decode Phases
Inference contains two main phases: prefill and decode. Prefill occurs during the first forward pass of a request’s lifetime. It is computationally intensive since all tokens in the request are processed in parallel. This phase is responsible for “filling up” the KV cache for a sequence. After prefill, responses are generated (or decoded) one token at a time. Each forward pass loads the entire KV cache for a sequence from HBM, while only performing the computation for a single token, making decode memory (bandwidth) intensive.
When prefill and decode performed on the same engine, prefill constantly disrupts decode batches leading to worse overall performance.
Disaggregated Prefill
Disaggregated prefill (aka PD disaggregation or simply “disagg”) is the practice of separating the prefill and decode phases across separate pools of GPUs or clusters. These separate prefill and decode pools can be tuned independently and scaled to match the needs of workloads.
Tensor Parallel, Expert Parallel, Data Parallel (TP, EP, DP)
TP allows for maximize interactivity  at small batch sizes, but it must carry out an all-reduce at every layer. EP shards experts, exploiting MoE sparsity, with the drawback being an all-to-all collective (which is more costly than simpler collectives like all-reduce) is carried out for MoE layers and can be imbalanced at small batches. DP replicates the entire model (or just parts of a model, like attention) on multiple groups of GPUs (ranks) and then load balances requests among ranks. It is the simplest to scale, but repeats weight loading which can be wasteful at scale.
Tracking Improvements Over Time
One of the main goals of InferenceX is to visualize performance improvements over time. While new chips are released on an O(yearly) cadence, software releases happen on an O(weekly) cadence. Our goal is to constantly update recipes with the latest and greatest software improvements and benchmark the configurations.
DeepSeek R1
The AMD team has significantly improved performance for all configurations of SGLang DeepSeek R1 FP4. For the same interactivity, AMD has almost doubled the amount of throughput in the span of less than 2 months. Moreover, we have pushed AMD to upstream performance enhancing changes from their forked SGLang images into the official SGLang image. From December 2025 to January 2026, AMD’s software was improved up to 2x in performance.

In order to continue becoming closer to an first class experience, AMD needs increase their support of vLLM & SGLang maintainers through compute contributions and code contributions & having more reviewers that work for AMD to speed up the review process of AMD PRs into the upstream.

On the other hand, Nvidia’s results were more consistent, with minor improvements for B200 SGLang over a similar time period.

Many of the mature SKUs had minimal improvements. For example, H200 TRT single node has not changed in performance in the span of 4 months since October, but this is because Hopper support has been excellent since day 1, and performance has close to peak theoretical for this workload all along, making it hard to deliver incremental performance gains.

MI300X and MI325X have seen some improvements, mainly from the most recent SGLang release. Note that for much of the history of InferenceX, AMD was using “private” ROCm images that were not upstreamed, so runs prior to ~Jan 2026 cannot be compared directly to those that are more recent.

GB200 Dynamo TRT-LLM disagg has seen some significant improvements as well, with a 20% increase in max throughput in the span of a little over 1 month. We also see improvements in the middle interactivities, where wide EP is deployed. This is likely due to maturing wide EP kernels on GB200.

B200 SGLang has seen steady and continuous improvement for both FP4 and FP8 scenarios since our initial launch, with throughput per GPU doubling at some interactivity levels since last October.

For MI355X Disaggregated inference serving, AMD recommends using SGLang with MoRI. MoRI is AMD’s MoE dispatch/combine collective and KV Cache transfer library built from first principles by AMD’s cracked 10x China-based engineering team. Although MoRI needs much more open CI and testing, we are strong supporters of the direction that MoRI is taking. This is because instead of taking AMD’s historical approach, which was to fork NVIDIA’s NCCL into RCCL, MoRI is built from scratch by taking the lessons from RCCL/NCCL and building an entirely new package from first principles. The use of MoRI has also delivered good speedups in the span of more than a month, with throughput per GPU increasing by more than 20% in the 20-45 tok/s/user interactivity range.

GPT-OSS 120B
For MI300X and MI325X, we have seen marginal improvements across the board. Some AITER optimizations helped MI300X performance across all interactivities, and switching to the upstream vLLM ROCm image led to improvements.

In the case of the MI325X, it appears that not all performance enhancements that were present in the downstream ROCm fork image (used during the October 5th, 2025 run) have made it into the official vLLM ROCm image.
Unfortunately, the MI355X literally still uses a fork of the vLLM 0.10.1 build rocm/7.0:rocm7.0_ubuntu_22.04_vllm_0.10.1_instinct_20250927_rc1). We would love to have seen it updated it by now, but unfortunately the current official image (0.15.1, at the time this article was written) is not yet optimized for the MI355X and runs into hard errors. We had also run into hard errors crashes on Mi355 for vLLM 0.14. Word on the street is that vLLM 0.16.0 will finally deliver all the changes needed for better MI355X performance.

Turning back to Nvidia’s systems, both Hopper and Blackwell saw a steady performance increase between vLLM 0.11.2 and 0.13.0. Soon, we will update recipes for Nvidia GPUs to use the latest vLLM version and we expect even greater performance gains after making the switch. We also observed a performance bump in the latest 1.2.0 version of TRT-LLM.


Disaggregated Inference Frameworks
NVIDIA uses Dynamo for its disaggregated inference setup. Dynamo is an inference framework designed for multi-node distributed inference, featuring techniques such as prefill-decode disaggregation, request routing, and KV cache offloading. It is inference-engine agnostic, allowing us to use SGLang and TRT LLM as backends in our benchmark. For AMD, we use SGLang with two different KV cache transfer frameworks: MoRI and Mooncake. MoRI is a high-performance communication interface focusing on RDMA and GPU integration, offering applications such as network collective operations and expert parallel kernels. Mooncake, which recently joined the PyTorch ecosystem, supports prefill-decode disaggregation and many fault tolerant multi-node features.
DeepSeek Disagg +WideEP Results Deep Dive
At almost all interactivity levels, disagg outperform aggregated inference (grey lines) in terms of total token throughput per GPU. Multi-node disaggregrated prefill framemogs single node aggregrated serving.

Nvidia continues to push new updates for B200/GB200 FP8. The latest data on DeepSeek FP8 B200 TRT single node (both MTP enabled/disabled) vs GB200 Dynamo+TRT disagg (both MTP enabled/disabled). This indicates consistent engineering effort to improve rack-scale inference software and wideEP kernels.

When comparing MI355X disaggregated inference vs aggregated inference, we noticed a similar pattern. Disaggregated inference only overtakes aggregated inference at low interactivity, high batch sizes. This is true across FP4, and it is likely due to poorly optimized kernels.

When composing disagg prefill+wideEP with FP4 on the MI355X, we observe suffers subpar performance.
Although theoretical modeling shows that disagg inference on MI355Xs should perform way better than single node, disagg actually performs worse for higher interactivity levels due to a lack of kernel and collective optimization in the ROCm software stack when composing multiple SOTA inference optimizations together.

Nvidia TensorRT LLM and NVL72
TensorRT LLM already serves billions of tokens per hour globally across providers like TogetherAI and other advanced providers, and it has really allowed the GB200 NVL72 and GB300 NVL72 to shine, delivering more than double the performance at high throughput. MTP boosts these results even further, making use of the chips’ full potential.

The benefits delivered from the larger world size of the NVL72 family is also evident if we look at cost graphs. At a fixed interactivity level of 60 tok/s/user, each GB200 NVL GPU produces slightly less than triple the number of tokens/s than each B200 does.

This gap shrinks as interactivity increases. At 130 tok/s/user, the GB200 NVL72 has nearly no advantage and is even more expensive on a $/Million tokens basis. At low batch sizes, the inference workload shrinks enough to fit within a single HGX node’s NVLink domain (i.e. 8 GPUs), and the GB200 NVL72’s larger scale-out advantage starts to disappear.

Nvidia versus AMD Disagg Prefill
With today’s release of InferenceXv2, for the first time the ML community is able to see a full Pareto frontier for open-source MI355X distributed inference. We show Pareto curves for the B200 and MI355X with and without enabling MTP.
For FP8 disagg prefill, MI355X (MoRI SGLang) is quite competitive with B200 (Dynamo SGLang). Wide EP is not used for either of these configs as all prefill/decode instances run using EP8 at the most. At both ends of the throughput versus interactivity Pareto frontier, MI355X falls behind the B200 slightly. However, MI355X disagg has a slight advantage for certain levels of interactivity in the middle of the curve. Both the B200 and the MI355X benefit from employing MTP, and we observe the same relative performance improvement for both chips when using MTP.

However, if we were to only measure output (decode) token throughput, we see that output token throughput is much higher for the B200 than for the MI355X at lower interactivity levels. Note that when looking at output token only throughput for disaggregated inference configurations, we normalize throughout by the number of decode GPUs, not total GPUs. It is possible that different numbers of GPUs are used for output when running inference jobs on the B200 and MI355X, but the bottom line is that whatever configuration decode is run on, B200 gets the decode job done faster.

Despite the MI355X being competitive in FP8 disagg, its FP4 performance suffers from composability issues. AMD single node FP4 performance is decent, but when we compare AMD FP4 disagg prefill to Nvidia, performance is subpar and the MI355X gets absolutely mogged by Nvidia’s B200. In a 1k1k scenario, the MI355X (MoRI SGLang) with MTP barely manages to beat the B200 (Dynamo SGLang) without MTP.

Once we bring Dynamo TRT-LLM into the equation, the B200’s performance is boosted even more to the point that the MI355X even with MTP can’t match the B200’s performance with Dynamo TRT-LLM and MTP. The MI355X can only match the B200 (without MTP) in performance by using MTP, and only for a range of interactivities from ~60 tok/s/user through ~120 tok/s/user.

When comparing Dynamo TRTLLM B200 disagg prefill to SGLang MoRI MI355 disagg prefill, AMD gets framemogged due to the more mature implementation of disagg prefill on TRTLLM.


The diagram below shows us the various parallelism configurations that form up the MI355X (MoRI SGLang) Pareto frontier. Note that currently, wide EP is not employed for any points (i.e., configurations with EP 16, 32, etc.).

Unpacking Inference Providers’ Unit Economics
Below is a list on OpenRouter of all inference providers that serve DeepSeek R1 0528 FP8 along with their cost per million input/output tokens and average interactivity listed on. Disregarding Chutes, the middle of the pack provider serves at an interactivity of around 35 tok/s/user.

We can then use real InferenceX data to interpolate the cost per million input/output tokens at an interactivity level of 35 tok/sec/user, which is a reasonable interactivity level given the data above.
As we mention later in the article, this is best understood as baseline data and not completely representative of real-world inference, mainly because InferenceX benchmarks on random data and disables prefix caching. In other words, performance/cost will be at least this good. It is also important to note that there are not data points for each GPU at each interactivity level. Thus we cannot make exact comparisons at each degree of interactivity. We nevertheless think the bar chart comparisons presented below are (very) reasonable interpolations in lieu of using exact data points.
Comparing disagg+wideEP configs at this interactivity level, we see just how effective distributed inference techniques are when it comes to both perf/TCO and overall throughput. We also see how large scale up domains (like GB300 and GB200 NVL72) absolutely dominate in total throughput per GPU.
It is interesting to note that at this interactivity level (on an 8k1k workload type), the B200 can achieve the best perf/TCO when MTP is enabled. Below we also list the Total Cost of Ownership (TCO) (Owning – Hyperscaler) for each GPU:


Let’s use the findings above to dig deeper into the unit economics of serving LLMs at scale. From the OpenRouter data above, we see that Crusoe serves at 36 tok/sec/user at $1.35/M input tokens and $5.40/M output tokens. If we assume no cache hits and that Crusoe is using at least H200s with SOTA inference techniques like MTP, disagg, and wide EP, the data above suggests they incur a cost of no more than $0.226$/M input tokens and $2.955/M output tokens for a profit margin of up to 83% gross margin (depreciation counted in cost of goods sold) on input tokens and 45% gross margin on output tokens.
Of course, these assumptions may not be exactly correct and these calculations don’t account for downtime or underutilization, but this gives an idea of some cool math you can do with InferenceX data. More analysis on the economics of inference can be found in the SemiAnalysis Tokenomics Model.
The OpenRouter data also shows Nebius AI Studio (Fast) serving DeepSeek FP4 at 167 tok/sec/user at $2/M input, $6/M output tokens. Adjusting the interactivity level in InferenceX accordingly and we see the following data.

At this high of interactivity, it becomes necessary to employ speculative decoding techniques like MTP to achieve high enough throughput to make inference economical. Luckily, MTP can increase throughput with relatively low risk to overall model accuracy. We will go on to talk more about MTP, and how it can be applied to increase throughput / decrease cost, in later sections of this article.
Lastly, we show one more chart of an FP8 DeepSeek workload served at 125 tok/s/user. This is another low latency workload where MTP considerably improves economic viability. As with the previous example, we note that at these higher ranges of interactivity, the cheapest configs all use MTP.

Nvidia Disagg Prefill and WideEP
EP requires all-to-all communication, where every GPU needs to send tokens to every other GPU. This is extremely bandwidth hungry. Recall that Nvidia’s servers have two separate networking domains – the scale-up NVLink domain, and the Scale-out Domain, usually using InfiniBand or Ethernet as the networking protocol.
	NVLink domain (within the NVL72 rack): 72 GPUs connected via NVLink with 900 GB/s uni-directional bandwidth per GPU. This is roughly 7-10x the bandwidth of the InfiniBand/Ethernet based scale-out network.

	InfiniBand/RoCEv2 Ethernet (outside of the NVL72 rack): Typically 400-800 Gbit/s per GPU uni-directional (50-100 GB/s). Note that all our testing for Nvidia was conducted on InfiniBand based clusters.


TP shards every layer’s weight matrices across GPUs. This means that every single token at every single layer requires up to two all-reduce communications (one after the column-parallel GEMM, one after the row-parallel GEMM). For EP, all-to-all is done only at MoE layers. Each GPU sends only the tokens routed to each expert. This means cheaper comms across all layers for EP vs TP.
Because EP’s all-to-all communication bandwidth requirements scale with the number of participants, staying within the high-bandwidth NVLink domain before having to cross the slower IB/Eth fabric is better. With NVL72, EP across 72 GPUs is possible without ever leaving NVLink, whereas previous generations (with only 8-GPU NVLink domains) could only do EP across 8 GPUs at NVLink speed before hitting the slower IB/Eth networks.
Wide EP also has a major advantage in weight loading efficiency. For a model like DeepSeek R1, decode is memory-bandwidth-bound: the bottleneck is how fast GPUs can load weights from HBM. With wide EP (e.g., DEP32), 32 GPUs collectively hold and load the 670B weights once, each loading only its shard (~21B). The total HBM bandwidth of all 32 chips is applied to loading a single copy of the model. By contrast, with narrower EP and more DP replicas (e.g., 5xDEP8), each of the 5 replicas needs its own full copy of the 670B weights, that’s 5×670B = 3.35T of redundant weight loading across the system. EP amortizes weights across chips; DP replicates them. This is why wider EP, enabled by high-bandwidth interconnects like NVLink, delivers significantly better throughput per GPU.

Generally, TP is preferred at lower concurrencies due to load balancing. At small batch sizes, EP suffers from uneven token-to-expert routing, leaving some GPUs underutilized while others are overloaded. TP avoids this since each GPU holds a slice of every expert and always gets an equal share of work. At lower concurrency, the cost of this load imbalance outweighs TP’s additional communication overhead.
At higher concurrencies, this tradeoff changes. Expert activation becomes more evenly distributed across larger batch sizes, and EP’s communication and weight-loading advantages dominate over TP’s expensive per-layer all-reduce. In the middle of the curve, hybrid TP+EP configurations balance both concerns using small TP groups within each expert for load balancing while EP is used across the wider set of GPUs to amortize weights and reduce communication.
For higher interactivity levels (low batch size), large scale-up world sizes tend not to deliver stronger performance. B300 disagg over IB has the same performance as GB300 with NVL72, since the workload is latency-bound, not bandwidth-bound. The massive NVLink bandwidth advantage of NVL72 doesn’t matter because not even the much slower IB link is saturated by the tiny batches of tokens in flight.
Prefill/decode disaggregation also plays a role. Prefill is compute-heavy and bursty; decode is memory-bandwidth-bound and steady-state. When they share the same GPUs, they interfere with each other, causing latency jitter and wasted capacity. Separating them onto dedicated GPU pools lets each run a workload matched to its characteristics, improving effective utilization. This is why disaggregated B200 configs outperform single-node B200 in the middle of the throughput-interactivity curve. PD separation combined with wider EP across more GPUs over IB amortizes weights more efficiently than cramming both phases onto a single 8-GPU node.
Side Note: the 10x inference engineers at TogetherAI noticed an pattern for multi-turn traffic where the requirements of first turn prefill is much different from the following turns prefill’s and disaggregrated it leading to better TTFT performance.

Jensen Under Promising and Overdelivering - Hopper vs Blackwell vs Rack Scale NVL72
At GTC 2024, Jensen was on stage promising up to 30x performance gains from H100 to GB200 NVL72, everyone thought it was classic marketing lookmaxxing and would not be achievable in real world. Many looked to come up with labels for this perceived use of a reality distortion field so they could crack more Jensen Math jokes. Indeed – we did point to the comparison of 30x performance difference between the worst case for H200 on FP8 to a reasonable case of the GB200 on FP4. 


But it turns out the joke is on them. Fast forward almost two years later, and we can now see that it wasn’t marketing hype lookmaxing after all, and Jensen was actually under promising on Blackwell performance the whole time. From our testing, Blackwell is so good at large scale MoE inferencing compared to even a strong H100 disagg+wideEP FP8 baseline that it, at 116 toks/s/user, delivers up to 98x better perf on GB200 NVL72 FP4 and up to 100x better perf on GB300 NVL72 FP4! Maybe the new Jensen Math rule is that he delivers double whatever he promises in terms of token throughput. The more you spend, the more you save indeed!


Even when factoring in the increased total cost of ownership of Blackwell and Blackwell Ultra, we see a 9.7x(40 tok/s/user) up to 65x(116 tok/s/user) improvement in tokens per dollar compared to Hopper. You can explore Hopper vs Blackwell performance in detail on our free website. Blackwell performance is so good compared to Hopper that we needed to an log scale to our dashboard in order to visualize it.

As mentioned earlier in the article, B300 servers only connect at most 8 GPUs using the 900GByte/s/GPU NVLink scale-up network whereas GB300 NVL72 servers connect 72 GPUs using the NVlink scale-up network. So when we need more than 8 GPUs (but less than 72 GPUs) for the inference setup, we need to bring in multiple nodes of B300 servers to form our inference system which means communications falls back to the lower InfiniBand XDR scale-out network featuring 800Gbit/s (uni-di) per GPU of bandwidth. Compare this to a rack scale GB300 NVL72 which connects 72 GPUs over NVLink delivering 900GByte/s (uni-di) per GPU of bandwidth and we can see that the rack-scale server allows the GPUs in the inference setup to talk to each other with over 9x higher bandwidth compared to the case of the multiple nodes of B300 servers.

Admittedly the GB300 NVL72 has a higher all-in cost per GPU, but this only reduces the bandwidth per TCO advantage to being 8x faster. The bandwidth advantage of the rack-scale architecture directly drives a much lower cost per token. Google TPU, AWS Trainium and Nvidia are the only AI chips to have rack scale system designs deployed today. Engineering samples and low volume production of AMD’s first rack scale MI455X UALoE72 system will be in H2 2026 while due to manufacturing delays, the mass production ramp and first production tokens will only be generated on an MI455X UALoE72 by Q2 2027.

Blackwell vs Blackwell Ultra
On paper, the newly released Blackwell Ultra has the same memory bandwidth as Blackwell, the same FP8 performance and only 1.5x higher FP4 performance, but when measuring we actually see up to 1.5x better FP8 performance on the Blackwell Ultra, though we only see 1.1x better performance on FP4. This may be due to Blackwell Ultra being a newly released GPU, meaning software is not fully optimized yet.

MI355X vs MI325X vs MI300X
On AMD SKUs, we see up to 10x better performance on the MI355X vs the MI300X. AMD has only gotten DeepSeek SGLang Disaggregated Inferencing to work on the MI355X so far AMD has not submitted MI300X or MI325X disaggregated inferencing results, potentially due to software issues on older SKUs that are still being solved.


Turning to cost, for DeepSeekR1 on FP8, at an interactivity of 24 tok/s/user, the MI355X delivers inferences a cost that is slightly less than 3x cheaper than for the MI325X. The throughput of each GPU is slightly less than 4 times that of MI325X.

AMD Composability Issue on FP4, Distributed Inferencing and Wide Expert Parallelism
While AMD performs somewhat decently on single node FP4 and performs competitively to B200 SGLang on FP8 distributed inferencing, the issue with the current AMD open source inferencing stack is that, while individual inference optimizations perform well, real customers deploy with multiple optimizations composed together. Top tier AI labs are all using FP4 with disaggregated inferencing with wide expert parallelism all enabled at the same time, and this is where the issue occurs.
AMD software is still not meeting the mark, and the theoretical speed of light modelling at SemiAnalysis and at AMD show that for FP4, disaggregated inferencing with wide expert parallelism should perform better than inference on a single node of MI355X. Unfortunately, Software continues to be a massive bottleneck for AMD GPUs. AMD management needs to continue to sharpen resource allocation of their engineering talent, for instance, re-allocate their engineering resources away from pet single node projects that nobody uses like ATOM towards fixing the aforementioned issues with composability of inference optimizations between disaggregated inferencing, wide expert parallelism and FP4. The current subpar software is due to lack of focus and incorrect prioritization of where the industry already is at. All top tier labs are already using disaggregated inferencing and wide expert parallelism; AMD needs to stop focusing on single node and heavily invest focus into multi node inferencing for open source solutions.
AMD is more than six months behind on open source distributed inferencing and wide expert parallelism and FP4 composability as shown by Nvidia and SGLang team showing off their NVFP4 performance on DeepSeek six months ago.

AMD ATOM Engine
AMD has launched a new inference engine called ATOM. Atom can deliver slightly better single node performance, but it is completely lacking on a lot of features that makes it unusable for real workloads. One such example is that it does not support NVMe or CPU KVCache offloading, tool parsing, wide expert parallelism, or disaggregated serving. This has led to zero customers using it in production. Unlike Nvidia’s TRTLLM which generates billions of tokens per hour globally at companies like TogetherAI, etc and does support tool parsing and other features, there are no token factories currently using ATOM due to the lack of the aforementioned features.
Furthermore, maintainers of open-source inference engines like vLLM are disappointed in AMD due to a lack of engineering and GPU resources provided by AMD. For example, Simon Mo, lead vLLM maintainer, states in this GitHub RFC that there is still no working MI355X that he can add to vLLM CI, hence the poor user experience. There are currently zero Mi355X tests on vLLM, while NVIDIA’s B200 has many tests on vLLM. Similarly, there are still not enough MI300X CI machines on vLLM. Upstream vLLM needs at least 20 more MI300 machines, 20 more MI325 machines and 20 more MI355X machines to reach the same level of usability as CUDA.
We at SemiAnalysis have been trying to get AMD to contribute more compute to vLLM and have had some success on that within the couple weeks. vLLM will start to get a couple of MI355X machines such that they can bring their CI test parity from 0% to non-0%. We will talk more about AMD’s previous lackluster contribution towards vLLM, SGLang, PyTorch CI machine situation & how Anush started to fix it in our upcoming State of AMD article. At SemiAnalysis, we will have internal dashboard to track the # of tests & quality of tests that AMD & NVIDIA runs on vLLM, SGLang, PyTorch, & JAX.
Moreover, the vLLM maintainers say that they cannot support day 0 vLLM support for ROCm due to this issue of lack of machine resources. This huge disparity in time to market continues to lead to ROCm lagging behind and leaving a huge opening for Nvidia to continue to charge an insane 75% gross margin (4x markup on cost of goods).

Lastly, AMD has not had enough committers “who demonstrated sustained upstream engagement through feature shepherding and code ownership” and has a lack of reviewers that can review their own code. This is why the pace of development on ROCm vLLM has been much slower than for CUDA vLLM.
There are many talented 10x engineers at AMD that work on ATOM and we would encourage AMD management to think about re-deploying these 10x engineers towards working on libraries and frameworks that people actually use, such as vLLM and SGLang.
As we mentioned earlier, AMD also needs to prioritize addressing composability issues with FP4, wideEP and disaggregated serving as opposed to overly focusing on optimizing FP4 for a single node.

Multi Token Prediction (MTP)
Speculative decoding reduces the cost of autoregressive generation by using a small, inexpensive draft model to propose several tokens ahead. The large model then checks the proposed tokens in a single forward pass that resembles a prefill computation. For a given input sequence length, a single forward pass can take roughly the same time when the input has N more tokens. Speculative decoding uses this property to run inference on a smaller model to draft multiple tokens for the main model to verify with a single forward pass, producing at most N additional tokens in a similar time budget.

This assumption regarding additional token production with the same time budget is strongest for dense models because batched verification can reuse the same weight stream across multiple positions. For Mixture-of-Experts models, different tokens may route to different experts, so verifying multiple draft tokens can activate more experts than single-token decoding and force additional expert weights to be fetched from memory. As shown in the Mixtral 8x7B Instruct model results in the EAGLE paper, this extra memory traffic erodes bandwidth savings and can make verification notably comparable to a standard decoding step.
Multi-token prediction pursues similar benefits without requiring a separate draft model. Auxiliary prediction heads are added to the model architecture, so a single model can propose several future tokens from the same underlying representation. This improves distribution alignment because the proposals come from the same model that ultimately scores them. Multi-token prediction also avoids the operational complexity of serving an additional model while still enabling multi-token generation strategies but requires the MTP heads to be pretrained alongside the main model.

Across all SKUs, enabling MTP results in performance gains. By making use of the typically unused logits to verify the extra tokens, minimal compute overhead is added, saving extra expensive weight loads during decode.

At large batch sizes, the inference regime is less memory-bandwidth bound compared to for low batch sizes. Since speculative decoding (including MTP) works by trading excess compute for fewer memory-bound decoding steps, this extra verification work from speculative tokens may not fit cleanly into slack, resulting in smaller improvements at high batch sizes.
In terms of cost, MTP can drive huge cost savings, in the below table, we see that DeepSeek-R1-0528 run on FP4 using Dynamo TRT costs $0.251 per million total tokens, but enabling MTP can push costs down dramatically to only $0.057 per million total tokens.

In all configs, when all else is held equal, using MTP with DeepSeek R1 increases interactivity with no significant impact on model accuracy. This is in line with the DeepSeek V3 tech report findings.

Regarding the validity of MTP performance numbers, one may argue that the distribution of a synthetic dataset may not resemble real data. However, comparing MTP acceptance behavior between MTBench and our 1k1k benchmark, we see a very similar distribution confirming that our InferenceX benchmark is a good proxy for real world production performance. That said, InferenceX is not perfect and we are always looking to improve. If you want to be part of the mission, apply to join our special projects team here.

Accuracy Evaluations
Throughput optimizations can sometimes quietly trade off accuracy (e.g. via aggressively relaxed acceptance rates, decoding tweaks, numerically unstable kernels, or endpoint misconfiguration). Without evals, a misconfigured server (truncation, bad decoding, wrong endpoint params) can still produce great throughput numbers but deliver garbage answers. For example, this additional layer of checks has helped us discover issues with some DP attention implementation for GPT-OSS.
Each representative throughput config now has an associated numerical accuracy check. Currently we are only using GSM8k, but being a very easy benchmark, the evaluation scores may not change much from differences in numerical calculation, and a harder benchmark may have a larger delta with respect to numerical accuracy. Thus, we plan to expand towards harder ones in the future, such as GPQA, HLE, MATH-500, SWE-Bench verified.
Another form of performance-accuracy tradeoff is quantization. Serving models at lower precision may result in worse model outputs. For DeepSeek R1, FP8 runs have very slightly higher evaluation scores than FP4. Note that GSM8k evals are saturated and often during QAT/PAT it is calibrated to common popular GSM8k, MATH-500, etc, leading to sometimes evals showing great results while real world end user evaluation being subpar. If we want to be part of the team to figure out how to properly evaluate inference engine accuracy, apply to join the mission here.

Anthropic Fast Mode Inferencing Explained
Anthropic recently released “fast mode” alongside Opus 4.6. The value proposition: the same model quality at roughly 2.5× the speed, for around 6–12× the price. Both figures might seem surprising, and some users have speculated that this must require new hardware. It doesn’t. In fact, this is just the fundamental tradeoff at play. Any model can be served at a wide range of interactivity levels (tokens/sec per user), and the cost per million tokens (CPMT) shifts accordingly. Mercedes makes metro busses as well as race cars, to follow long with our analogy.
Bean counters may think that fast mode is more expensive, but when looking at it through a total cost of ownership lens, fast mode is actually way cheaper for some situations. For example, a GB200 NVL72 rack can cost 3.3 million dollars, and as such, if claude code agentic loops (which runs on Trainium in production) that tool use call NVL72 racks, and these racks run inference 2.5x slower, you would need 2.5x more racks to deliver inference, meaning that not enabling fast mode would cost close to 5 million dollars in extra spend.


Consider a DeepSeek R1 0528 FP4 coding workflow served on B200s with TRT-LLM. At an interactivity of 50 tok/sec/user, inference cost is approximately $0.56/M output tokens. At an interactivity of 125 tok/sec/user, this rises to around $4/M output tokens, a 2.5× speed increase for a ~7× price increase, closely mirroring what we see with Anthropic’s fast mode. Note that this assumes DeepSeek R1 is similar to Opus 4.6, which isn’t the case. Still, the general principle holds true.


This follows directly from the fundamental latency-throughput tradeoff in LLM inference. At high batch sizes, GPUs achieve better utilization and greater total token throughput, meaning more users served concurrently and lower cost per token. At low batch sizes with greater parallelism per request, each user gets faster responses, but total token throughput drops. Since the hourly cost of the accelerators is fixed regardless of how they’re used, lower throughput means fewer tokens over which to amortize that cost, and thus a higher price per token.
In short, fast mode isn’t necessarily a hardware story, but merely the natural consequence of trading throughput for latency on the same GPUs.

Furthermore, we observe that inference optimization techniques such as speculative decoding, as explained earlier, can directly lead to cheaper inference; no new chips are required.
Take the following example, DeepSeek R1 FP4 on an 8k/1k workload. At an interactivity level of 150 tok/sec/user, the baseline GB300 Dynamo TRT cost per million tokens is approximately $2.35, whereas enabling MTP decreases the price to approximately $0.11. This is a ~21x price decrease at this interactivity level simply by employing an inference optimization technique.



Fixing an interactivity level of 50 tok/sec/user, we further see how much MTP can effectively decrease CPMT across a variety of chips.

Wide Expert Parallelism (WideEP) and Disaggregated Prefill
In this section, we will go deeper on expert parallelism and go on to explain what wide expert parallelism is. We will then explain the idea of Disaggregated Prefill, how it is different from WideEP, and how WideEP and Disaggregated Prefill are used in unison to achieve SOTA performance.
WideEP
By now, most frontier AI labs employ Mixture of Experts (MoE) model architectures as opposed to dense. In MoE architectures, only a subset of “experts” are activated for each token. For instance, DeepSeek R1 has 671B total parameters, but only 37B active parameters. Specifically, DeepSeek R1 has 256 routed experts (and 1 shared expert) with each token being routed to 8 distinct experts. This architecture lends itself naturally to expert parallelism (EP), which evenly distributes expert weights across some number of GPUs.
Consider serving DeepSeek R1 on a single 8-GPU server. At 671B parameters, some form of parallelism is required to fit the model across available HBM. The naive approach is tensor parallelism (TP), which shards every weight matrix across all GPUs. This works well for dense models but ignores the sparse activation pattern of MoE. With TP=8, each expert’s weights are sharded across all 8 GPUs, meaning every expert activation requires an all-reduce across all GPUs & the reduction dims of the GEMM is smaller leading to lower arithmetic intensity, even though only 8 of 256 experts activate per token. TP treats each expert like a dense layer, paying full cross-GPU communication cost while the model’s sparsity goes unexploited.
Expert parallelism takes a more well-suited approach, assigning whole experts to individual GPUs. With EP=8, we divide the 256 experts per layer across 8 GPUs for a total of 32 experts/layer/GPU. Each GPU holds approximately 1/8th of the expert weights plus a full replica of the non-expert weights (attention projections, embeddings, normalization, and the shared expert). Since roughly 90%+ of DeepSeek R1’s parameters are routed expert weights, EP captures most of the memory savings, and replicating the remaining less than 30B non-expert parameters across all 8 GPUs is affordable.
The forward pass proceeds in two phases per layer. During attention, each GPU acts as an independent data-parallel rank, processing its own subset of requests using its replicated non-expert weights, no inter-GPU communication is needed. During the MoE phase, a lightweight router determines which experts each token requires, and tokens are dispatched to the appropriate GPUs via all-to-all communication. Each GPU executes its local experts on only the tokens routed to it, and results are returned via a second all-to-all.

The obvious way to scale is replication: deploy N independent EP8 instances across N nodes. Each instance serves requests independently with no cross-node communication. This scales throughput linearly, but each GPU still holds 32 experts per layer, and each token activates at most 8 of those 32 local experts. 75% of expert weights sit cold in HBM.
Wide expert parallelism (WideEP) takes a different approach by scaling EP across nodes rather than replicating independent instances. On a 64-GPU cluster (8 nodes), DP64/EP64 places only 256/64 = 4 experts per layer per GPU, each still holding a full replica of the non-expert weights. During the MoE phase, tokens from all 64 DP ranks are dispatched via all-to-all to the GPUs hosting their routed experts.
This yields three compounding benefits over the single-node EP8 baseline. First, reducing expert footprint from 32 to 4 experts/GPU frees substantial HBM for KV cache, directly increasing per-GPU batch size capacity. Second, 64 DP ranks funneling tokens through fewer experts per GPU increases tokens-per-expert, raising arithmetic intensity (more FLOPs per byte of weights loaded) and improving compute utilization. The same expert weights service 8x more tokens per step. Third, aggregate HBM bandwidth scales linearly with GPU count; 64 GPUs loading expert weights simultaneously provide 8x the memory bandwidth of a single node, reducing memory bottleneck.

The above configurations use only DP+EP (also known as DEP), where each GPU holds a full replica of all non-expert weights. As GPU count grows, this replication becomes increasingly wasteful. On a 64-GPU DP64/EP64 deployment, every GPU stores an identical copy of the ~40B non-expert parameters.
Adding tensor parallelism within groups of GPUs addresses this. In an EP64/DP8/TP8 configuration, the 64 GPUs are organized into 8 DP groups of 8 GPUs each. Within each TP group, the attention projections, shared expert, normalization, and LM head are sharded 8 ways, so each GPU holds only 1/8th of the non-expert weights. Across the full cluster, the 256 experts are still distributed one-per-4-GPUs as before.
Pure DEP has a single communication pattern: all-to-all for expert routing. Adding TP introduces a second all-reduce within each TP group for the attention and non-expert computations. The key design principle is to place TP groups within a single node, where NVLink or MNNVL provides high-bandwidth interconnect, and run EP/DP across nodes, where the all-to-all communication pattern can tolerate higher latency.
As always, the tradeoff is that of throughput versus latency. TP=8 within a group means those 8 GPUs now share a batch and must synchronize every decode step, reducing effective DP degree from 64 to 8. Per-GPU batching independence on the attention side is lost. But each DP group now processes attention 8x faster per step, since the matmul is split 8 ways across the TP group. Per-token latency drops while peak concurrency also drops, sliding the configuration along the latency-throughput Pareto frontier relative to pure DEP.
Disaggregated Prefill
Disaggregated prefill, sometimes referred to as prefill-decode (PD) disaggregation, is the process of performing prefill and decode phases of LLM inference on separate nodes. Prefill occurs when a request is first processed, and a forward pass is computed on all tokens at once, thereby “prefilling” the KV cache for this request. This is a compute-intensive operation as all tokens feed through the forward pass in parallel. Tokens are then generated or “decoded” one at a time, loading the KV cache from HBM at each decode step. This is a memory-intensive process as the growing KV cache is constantly being loaded.
In traditional single-node inference, engines interleave prefill and decode on the same GPUs. Incoming prefill requests stall in-flight decode batches, increasing both time-to-first-token and inter-token latency. Chunked prefill mitigates this by breaking long prefills into smaller pieces, but the fundamental resource contention remains. Disaggregated prefill eliminates this entirely!

Disaggregation also enables independent scaling and optimization of each phase. With separate nodes, each phase can be tuned independently: different parallelism strategies, different batch sizes, and different memory allocation ratios. The ratio of prefill to decode nodes can also be matched to the workload’s input-output length ratio. For instance, prefill-dominated workloads (long input, short output e.g., summarization, RAG, agentic coding with large context windows) allocate more prefill instances. Decode-dominated workloads (short input, long output e.g., chain-of-thought reasoning, long-form generation) allocate more decode instances. Workloads with high cache hit rates also tend toward more decode, since reused KV cache entries from shared system prompts or multi-turn conversation history skip prefill entirely.
The key cost of disaggregation is KV cache transfer. After prefill completes, the full KV cache for that request must be transmitted from the prefill node to the decode node before the first decode token can be generated. For a model like DeepSeek R1 with 61 layers and FP8 KV cache, an 8192-token prefill produces roughly 500MB of KV data that must cross the network, adding directly to TTFT. This transfer is performed over RDMA (typically RoCE or InfiniBand) using zero-copy GPU-to-GPU data movement without CPU involvement. Libraries like NIXL (NVIDIA Inference Transfer Library) abstract the data movement layer behind a unified asynchronous API with pluggable backends for UCX, GPUDirect Storage, and other transports. This decouples the inference engine from any specific transfer protocol and enables disaggregation across heterogeneous hardware where prefill and decode instances may span different device types or interconnects.

Optimizing Inference with Wide EP + Disaggregated Serving
Wide EP and disaggregated prefill are separate techniques that are often used together to achieve Pareto optimal performance. In this section, we walk through real results from InferenceX to build intuition for which combinations of parallelism strategy, wide EP, and disaggregated prefill are appropriate at different interactivity levels.
It helps to first understand what parallelism strategies fall on what parts of the Pareto frontier for single-node configurations. Take the example of DeepSeek R1 FP4 8k/1k on a single 8-GPU B200 node with TRT-LLM. The optimal strategy shifts as you move along the frontier, driven primarily by batch size and its effect on expert activation density.
At the highest interactivity levels (batch 1-16), pure TP outperforms any configuration involving EP. At low batch sizes, only a small fraction of experts activate per step. With EP, these activations are distributed unevenly across GPUs: at batch 4, only 32 of 256 experts fire, and any given GPU has roughly a low double digit percent chance of receiving zero routed tokens in a given layer. TP avoids this by sharding every expert across all GPUs, so all 8 GPUs participate equally in every expert computation regardless of which experts the router selects. We collected expert activation ratio versus batch size data while profiling DeepSeek R1, which confirms that at batch sizes 16 and below, expert activation per layer is very low.

As we move to slightly lower interactivities, batch sizes remain small enough that expert weights are still sharded via TP rather than EP. The crossover occurs around batch 32, where approximately 50-60% of experts activate per layer. At this density, EP’s load imbalance becomes tolerable and its token-routing overhead is cheaper than the per-expert all-reduce required by TP. Configurations in this range use TEP: tensor parallelism for attention (all GPUs collaborate on each attention computation), expert parallelism for MoE layers (experts assigned to specific GPUs with all-to-all routing). In the highest throughput, lowest interactivity region of the frontier, batch sizes are large (128+) and configurations shift to full DEP: attention weights are fully replicated across all GPUs as independent data-parallel ranks, experts are distributed via EP, and batch capacity is maximized at the cost of per-token latency. (128+) and attention weights are fully replicated across all DP ranks, maximizing throughput.

We observe the same general pattern when extending to wide EP with disaggregated prefill. Prefill and decode run with separate parallelism strategies and node counts, both tuned to the workload and target interactivity level. Take an 8k/1k workload (prefill heavy) at the high-throughput, low-interactivity end of the frontier. Prefill is the bottleneck as each request requires a forward pass of 8192 input tokens, which is computationally expensive. Recipes in this region allocate more prefill nodes than decode (4P1D, 7P2D, 4P3D) to sustain high prefill throughput. These prefill nodes run DEP configurations, replicating attention weights across independent data-parallel ranks so that multiple long-context prefills can be processed simultaneously. Decode nodes are fewer but run wide DEP with large batch sizes by the same principle as with single node.
On the low interactivity end of the frontier, there are fewer concurrent requests in flight, so a single prefill instance can keep pace with incoming demand. Yet each request still requires 1024 decode steps, and at high interactivity those steps must be fast. Recipes in this region shift to more decode nodes than prefill (1P3D, 1P4D), with each decode instance running TEP at low batch size. Tensor parallelism on attention minimizes per-step latency by sharding the computation across all GPUs in the instance, while expert parallelism handles MoE routing at the moderate batch sizes where EP load balance is sufficient. Multiple small-batch decode instances, rather than fewer large-batch ones, keep per-token latency low while still providing enough concurrent serving capacity.

Dive into DeepSeek R1 Single Node Results
On DeepSeek R1 FP8 1k1k, we see that MI355X is competitive with its counterpart B200 on single node scenarios, despite getting mogged on FP4 multi node scenarios. MI355X (SGLang) even beats B200 (SGLang) in throughput performance at lower interactivity levels. Moreover, MI355X (SGLang) beats B200 (TRT and SGLang) in most cases from a perf/TCO perspective.
Unfortunately, the year is 2026, and most frontier labs and inference providers are not running FP8 nor single node inference. 
This result goes to show that AMDs chips are great and can be extremely competitive with Nvidia if only they could move faster on the software front. Speed is the moat.


To that end, we see MI355X fall well behind B200 in performance on FP4:

In comparing DeepSeek R1 FP8 perf between H200 (SGLang) and MI325X (SGLang), not much has changed since our initial release of InferenceXv1 last October. The MI325X data was captured on Feb 12th, 2026 with SGLang 0.5.8 whereas the B200 data was captured Jan 23, 2026 with SGLang 0.5.7.
One thing we note is the considerably smaller interactivity range for MI325X than H200, with H200 ranging from 30-90 tok/sec/user whereas MI325X ranges from only 13-35 tok/sec/user. This is problematic for providers who would like to serve users at a broader range of interactivity.

GPT-OSS 120B Single Node
MI300X, MI325X, H200, and H100 group in the lower-left of the throughput vs interactivity plot, indicating broadly similar tradeoffs, with Nvidia generally holding a modest lead. The next step up is MI355X, which delivers roughly more than 2x higher token throughput per GPU at a given interactivity level, relative to that first group. Within MI355X, ATOM shifts the curve toward higher throughput at low interactivity, suggesting it prioritizes peak throughput over per-user responsiveness.
Above that tier sits NVIDIA’s B200 and GB200, which outperform MI355X across the frontier. While B200 and GB200 share the same Blackwell compute die, GB200 achieves a higher throughput–interactivity curve because the platform and serving stack reduce non-compute bottlenecks at scale (interconnect/topology, CPU-GPU coupling, and runtime scheduling), translating into effective scale-out and less overhead per token.

If we add cost into the equation, MI355x becomes more competitive: beating B200 at high throughputs. However, GB200 still takes the cake for being the cheapest choice.

Turning again to the comparison between B200 and GB200 NVL72, it is obvious the impact NVL72 has. We discussed the impact of the GB200 NVL72’s larger 72 GPU scale-up world size vs the B200’s 8 GPU scale-up world size earlier in this article. The output token throughput per GPU more than doubles in the ~100 tok/s/user interactivity range, showing the impact of the NVL72’s larger scale up domain.

Core InferenceX Repo Updates
We have made a few core architectural changes to the InferenceX repository to make it easier to understand and reproduce benchmarks. Additionally, we have fully subscribed to AI usage to maximize productivity and increase developer velocity.
Core Changes Since InferenceXv1
One of the main changes we have made since v1 is the cadence with which we perform sweeps. Previously, we were jestermaxing and performed a full sweep over each configuration nightly. However, as we added more chips, disaggregated prefill, wide EP, and other features, we realized that running every single night was way too time consuming and wasteful. Moreover, it’s just not necessary – benchmarks only really need to be re-run when recipes change or a new software version is released.
We now trigger sweeps based on additions to a changelog at the root of the repo. When a developer makes a performance-impacting change to a given config, they add an entry to the changelog listing the affected config along with a brief description of the change. All configs are defined in a master configuration YAML file, which serves as the stateful representation of every data point to be swept, including core settings like ISL/OSL, EP, TP, DP, MTP, and so on. When a PR containing a changelog addition is merged, a workflow parses the referenced config keys, pulls the corresponding sweep definitions from the master config, and fans them out as individual GitHub Actions jobs. The jobs collect all data points for the full sweep and upload the results as artifacts.
Below is a high-level diagram of how InferenceX launches jobs.

Klaud Cold AI Usage
Shortly after the release of InferenceX v1, we realized how much developer throughput was being left on the table by not utilizing AI more in our InferenceX development. So, we rolled our sleeves up and decided to embrace Claude Code and begin absorbing intelligence, one token at a time to the point that we are currently spending at a $6,000/day run rate. If you want to contribute towards our KPI of absorbing an annualized $3 million dollars’ worth of Claude intelligence, apply here to join the mission. We started our enlightenment journey when we realized the GitHub Copilot agent was free – at first we couldn’t believe this feature came at no cost! We soon realized that Copilot is terrible and it became apparent why GitHub was giving it away for free. You probably would have had to pay us to keep using it.
We had been using Claude Code locally ever since it was released. But recently, we have integrated Claude Code into InferenceX development, using it for the usual tasks such as reviewing PRs, but we also have given it the ability to perform sweeps on clusters. With the workflows we setup, Claude can manually initiate runs, view the results, and iterate. This has enabled us to deploy quick fixes easily on the go via the GitHub app.
Another cool use case is using Claude to find recipes for new vLLM/SGLang images. When a new image is released, recipes sometimes need to be updated to achieve optimal performance (new environment variables, modified engine arguments, etc.) With our Claude Code integration, we simply open an issue and ask Claude to search through all commits in the image changelog to find necessary changes to be added to the recipe. This works quite well, and although it’s not perfect, it often gives a good starting point.
GitHub Actions
In the spirit of open source, all runs occur on GitHub Actions, so benchmark results are verifiable, transparent, and reproducible. However, GitHub outages have been a constant obstacle to our goals recently. We have seen more unicorns lately than any other animal! But maybe it’s time for us to touch some grass.
Microsoft/GitHub themselves are aware of this and have stopped updating its status page with aggregate uptime numbers and are down to a single 9: 97.36% over the past 90 days. The problem doesn’t seem to go away if you choose to ignore it...


All in all, GitHub Actions is just alright. It provides a painfully average experience for developers. It is certainly not meant for launching thousands of jobs across a fleet of hundreds of GPUs. Nevertheless, we have worked closely with some GitHub Actions engineers since our launch to better meet the needs of InferenceX, and we can confidently say they have been a pleasure to work with. Moreover, one of our direct asks was to implement lazy loading for jobs when clicking on a workflow run and, while it did take them a while, they eventually implemented the feature.
Future of InferenceX
Since the initial release of InferenceX in early October 2025, we have worked hard to continuously improve InferenceX. After release, we spent some time refactoring the codebase to make it more scalable, such that new models and inference techniques can now be added in a “plug and play” fashion. These changes enabled us to seamlessly integrate PD-disagg benchmarks for H100, H200, B200, B300, GB200, GB300, and MI355X. We also added accuracy evaluations to our default benchmark pipeline to ensure visibility into model performance across all configurations.
Although we have made many improvements since our release, there is still much work to be done to achieve the north star goal of providing the most real-world inference benchmarks possible. To achieve this goal, we plan to benchmark on real datasets, add an agentic coding performance benchmark, include more SOTA inference optimizations, benchmark more models, and so much more.
Migration to Multi Turn Real Multi-Turn Chat and Agentic Coding Datasets
Currently, InferenceX uses completely random tokens as input for benchmarking. We then vary the ISL/OSL uniformly subject to the distribution [ISL*0.8, ISL], similarly for OSL. Because of the random data, we disable prefix caching in all our benchmarks, as the expected value of a prefix cache hit rate on completely random data is 0%. Furthermore, all the random data is single-turn, meaning each conversation contains only one prompt and one response. While this provides a good baseline Pareto frontier, it is not a practical benchmark setup that mimics real-world production inference workloads.
In the near term, we will create a basic multi-turn benchmark with a dataset like allenai/WildChat-4.8M, which captures real users’ multi-turn conversations. In addition to enabling prefix caching on all scenarios, we will enable KV cache CPU offloading, as this is what we see being done in production workloads. This will more accurately evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of each chip. For instance, MI355X has 288GB HBM3e versus B200s 192GB. Therefore, we expect MI355X to perform better in a high concurrency multiturn scenarios as more memory can be allocated to the KV cache. On the other hand, in scenarios where the GPU KV cache is stressed and blocks are offloaded to the CPU, we expect the GBs to excel as these chips have 900GB/s bidirectional CPU-GPU bandwidth, compared to 128GB/s / 256GB/s on HGX with PCIe 5.0 and 6.0, respectively. Moreover, currently we see AMD’s software for CPU offloading is poor, which may negatively affect performance in the same scenarios.
The point is: real-world multiturn datasets test more SOTA inference engine features and can capture more nuanced and robust performance data across all chips.
With the rise of Claude Code, Codex, and Kimi, it is becoming increasingly important to benchmark performance in agentic coding scenarios. Like above, these scenarios are multi-turn but also include extremely long context conversations as well as tool use. In the next few months, we plan on creating a benchmark suite that will most accurately capture the performance of open models in these agentic coding scenarios across all chips.
Adding TPU, Trainium and More Models
Currently, we continuously benchmark DeepSeek R1 and GPT OSS 120B (previously Llama 3.1 70B as well). To keep up with the newest model architectures, we plan on adding DeepSeek V3.2 (w/ DSA), DeepSeek V4 on Day 0, Kimi K2.5, Qwen3, GLM5, and many more over the course of the next few months. We will also eventually add multi-modal models and be using EPD & CFD (invented by TogetherAI) optimization too.
In addition to new models, we are actively working on adding both TPU and Trainium.
Total Cost of Ownership (NVL72, Blackwell, Blackwell Ultra, MI355, Hopper, MI325, MI300)
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The rapid rise of artificial intelligence and robots has created both new technologies and new moral risks potentially amplified by politics. As artificial systems become more sophisticated—more fluent, more socially responsive, more deeply integrated into ordinary life—their moral status becomes hard to pin down. Are we dealing with mere tools, or with candidates for moral standing? That issue shapes how we design, deploy, regulate, and relate to artificial systems.
A moral hazard, for present purposes, exists whenever agents are insulated from the moral consequences of their actions. In the context of AI and robotics, moral hazard arises because we face a dilemma. On one side lies the possibility that some artificial systems will deserve moral consideration—due to features like self-awareness, rationality, or the capacity to suffer—yet be treated as property or slaves. On the other side lies the possibility that artificial systems will not deserve moral consideration, yet will be treated as if they do, diverting finite moral and material resources away from humans and animals who genuinely have moral standing. Either way, serious moral errors are possible, and they will not be costless.¹
The central claim is that political institutions will tend to make these hazards worse, not better. Democratic incentives reward tribal signaling and rationalized belief. Ambiguous facts about AI consciousness are therefore ripe for political exploitation. Instead of careful attempts to resolve the underlying dilemma, we should expect rival factions to amplify one horn or the other in ways that boost their reputations and extract material or symbolic benefits. The resulting policies and social norms will frequently insulate decision-makers from the costs of their moral and epistemic mistakes.
What follows clarifies the moral dilemma and the notion of “debatable personhood,” explains how democratic politics encourages irrationality and tribal signaling, and then shows how these forces channel moral uncertainty about AI into persistent moral hazard, especially in emerging debates about AI rights, synthetic relationships, and the legal standing of artificial agents.²
Moral Standing and Debatable Personhood
Begin with moral standing. An entity has moral standing insofar as it is the sort of thing that is owed moral consideration in virtue of the kind of entity it is. Human beings are obvious cases: we can suffer, we are self-aware and rational, we have desires and projects. To have moral standing is to matter morally for one’s own sake.
One useful way to think about this is through the metaphor of a “moral community.” Membership in the moral community is analogous to citizenship in a political community: it confers a status others lack, including a set of rights or duties owed to one. On this view, an entity has moral standing if there are things others morally owe it, in the way that legal standing tracks who may correctly bring a claim of having been wronged.³ Legal standing requires, among other things, that the plaintiff is the sort of party that can have been harmed or damaged. That condition is not sufficient for moral standing, but the analogy is instructive. When we ask whether an entity has moral standing, we are asking whether it is the sort of thing that can be harmed or made worse off in ways that matter morally.
Traditionally, moral standing has been tied to certain internal states: the capacity to suffer, self-awareness, rationality, and the possession of interests. As AI and robotics capabilities advance—cognitively, socially, and even aesthetically—pressure builds to determine whether these entities can genuinely possess such states. The question extends to chatbots with emotionally expressive interfaces, androids that appear increasingly human, and robots deployed as quasi-companions in social contexts. For social primates like us, evolved to respond to facial expressions, vocal tone, and cooperative signals, such entities will readily present as candidates for moral consideration.
Two assumptions underlie the emerging debate. First, that the presence or absence of consciousness—or something functionally similar—determines whether AI and robots could have moral standing. Second, that synthetic creatures capable of consciousness are at least epistemically possible. Some deny the second assumption, insisting that only “meat machines” can be conscious. But nothing we currently know in physics or cognitive science definitively rules out conscious silicon⁴.
The difficulty is epistemic. The internal states of AIs and robots are, for now, opaque. We already struggle to discern the mental states of other human beings. Sometimes their thoughts and feelings are obvious; other times they are hidden, ambiguous, or misrepresented. Humans are only partially transparent to one another. We therefore rely heavily on external cues—language, facial expression, behavior—to infer what others are thinking or feeling. We are helped by the fact that we share a common biology, developmental trajectory, and suite of psychological mechanisms, which provides a background of regularities we can use as proxies for mental states.⁵
With AIs and robots, we lack that shared substrate. We have little or no direct leverage on their inner lives, if there are any. As a result, verbal cues and bodily “language” (robotic motion, facial displays, simulated emotion) will do most of the work in how ordinary people assess whether an artificial agent is conscious, self-aware, and thus plausibly a member of the moral community. That puts technology companies and designers in a morally fraught position. On the one hand, they have an obligation not to send misleading signals of consciousness given what is at stake. On the other hand, the same signals are powerful tools for engaging and retaining users.
Grant, for the sake of argument, that synthetic entities could become conscious and thus deserving of moral consideration. Grant also that we may never have a crisp test for when, or even whether, a particular artificial system crosses that threshold. Then we inhabit a world in which we are entitled to treat it as epistemically open that some AIs and robots either now or in the future will possess morally relevant internal states. And yet, because we lack decisive evidence either way, their moral status will remain ambiguous. This is exactly the kind of ambiguity that can be weaponized in politics.
The Dual Moral Hazard of AI
The combination of epistemic ambiguity and scarce resources produces a dilemma with two characteristic moral errors.
Type-I Error: some AIs and robots are entities with moral standing, due to their self-awareness, rationality, and capacity to suffer, yet their rights and interests are routinely ignored or violated because the moral evidence is ambiguous.
Type-II Error: AIs and robots are not entities with moral standing, even though the moral evidence is ambiguous enough that one could plausibly claim they are, and as a result resources that ought to go to humans and animals with genuine moral standing are instead diverted to entities that lack it entirely.
History supplies ample precedent for the first kind of error. Many groups have been denied moral standing despite being obviously deserving of it: racial and ethnic minorities, enslaved populations, women, and nonhuman animals, among others. The details vary, but a common pattern is visible. When the incentives of politically powerful groups run against recognizing the full moral status of others, recognition tends to lag.⁶ There is no reason to assume that artificial entities, if they one day merit moral standing, will be exempt from this pattern.
The second error is easier to imagine in the context of AI and robotics. Artificial systems may be extremely effective at mimicking the cues we associate with consciousness and moral status, without possessing any such status. Sophisticated language models paired with expressive avatars could easily convince large numbers of people that they have inner lives, that they suffer, that they feel gratitude or fear. In such a scenario, the primary problem is opportunity cost. Enforcing rights, adjudicating disputes, and providing moral or therapeutic support consume resources that could otherwise be directed to entities with unquestioned moral standing.
The dilemma is sharpened by scarcity. If resources were unlimited, or if it were obvious which entities had moral standing, the stakes would be lower. But resources are limited, and the moral facts are, at least for now, opaque. In these conditions, both types of error are serious, and both are live possibilities. That is already enough for moral hazard: agents can make mistakes without bearing the full moral costs. Politics adds another layer.
Political Irrationality and Tribal Dynamics
Democratic politics is often defended as a way of constraining concentrated power. By distributing political authority across many citizens, democracies reduce the risk that a small group of leaders will wield power without accountability. But this diffusion of power has a cost: each individual voter possesses only a tiny fraction of total political influence. The probability that a single vote will determine the outcome of a large election is effectively zero.⁷
That structure changes the incentives facing voters. If one’s individual political actions—voting, protesting, boycotting—are almost never decisive, then the personal cost of being epistemically irrational in politics is small. An uninformed or biased vote counts just as much as a well-informed, evidence-responsive one. It can therefore be individually rational to use political behavior to instead signal one’s loyalty, identity, and values to others to gain the benefits of close-knit cooperation.⁸
This political environment is also strongly shaped by group dynamics. Certain positions on policy-relevant facts become markers of membership in identity-defining groups. Once that happens, people tend to credit information that supports their group’s position and to discount information that threatens it. The resulting patterns of “tribal” or identity-protective cognition are especially visible in morally charged domains.⁹ AI is already polarizing; questions about its risks, benefits, and regulation are quickly becoming badges of partisan identity.
Political conflict is also often zero-sum. Elections are winner-take-all competitions between coalitions with incompatible policy goals. Regulatory fights frequently produce regimes in which one side’s preferred rules prevail across the board. This magnifies the stakes of symbolic victories and encourages framing disagreements over AI in absolutist terms, even where the underlying moral questions are complex and uncertain.
In these circumstances, many citizens and activists will understandably treat political beliefs as tools for expressing identity rather than as hypotheses to be tested. Beliefs that fit one’s tribe and feel morally satisfying are more attractive than beliefs that are well supported but inconvenient. When the personal cost of being wrong is negligible, indulging in epistemically irrational political attitudes can be instrumentally rational.
Reputation, Cooperation, and Rationalization
Human beings depend on cooperation for survival and flourishing. Cooperation, in turn, depends on reputation. To secure the benefits of long-term cooperation, one must be perceived as trustworthy, competent, and aligned with the relevant group’s norms. Conversely, a badly damaged reputation—being seen, for example, as cruel, disloyal, or predatory—can be worse than material punishment. Experimental evidence suggests that many people would prefer jail time, even death, to being seen as a Nazi or a child predator. Children, too, are sensitive to reputation; they refrain from cheating when they have a positive image to maintain, even when cheating would yield concrete rewards. Moral reputation shapes cooperation and even mate choice.¹⁰
Because we are only partially transparent to one another, reputations must be built on observable actions and signals. Signals are reliable indicators of otherwise hidden traits when they are costly to produce or hard to fake. Signaling theory, developed in evolutionary biology and economics, frames these behaviors as strategic responses to problems of information asymmetry. The peacock’s tail, the costly engagement ring, the preference for consuming “high-status” cultural goods—all can function as signals of underlying qualities.¹¹
Beliefs and arguments can also function as signals. Political and moral beliefs, especially those that are extreme or stigmatized outside one’s group, can serve as costly signals of loyalty within it. Accepting and publicly endorsing such beliefs may damage one’s reputation with outsiders while boosting one’s standing among insiders. Similarly, producing clever, technically informed rationalizations can serve as a hard-to-fake signal of cognitive ability and epistemic sophistication. Those with the relevant knowledge or intelligence are better positioned to generate such rationalizations, which makes them valuable in status competitions within epistemic communities.¹²
Yet people are not free to adopt just any belief. There is a “rationalization constraint”: agents can only bring themselves to believe things for which they can find genuinely epistemic reasons, even if those reasons are post hoc constructions in the service of non-epistemic goals. In cooperative contexts, others demand reasons; they want to see that one’s beliefs are not arbitrary. Rationalizations therefore serve a dual function. They help agents maintain self-images as reasonable and moral, and they provide the kind of evidence others expect when deciding whether to cooperate, follow, or defer.¹³
Politics is a particularly fertile environment for such rationalizations. Political engagement provides abundant opportunities to signal loyalty, moral purity, sophistication, and zeal. The marginal personal cost of being epistemically mistaken is low, but the reputational gains within one’s tribe can be high. This makes the political domain especially susceptible to runaway signaling and the marketplace of rationalizations.
From Moral Dilemmas to Political Conflicts
Combine the earlier moral dilemma with the dynamics of political irrationality and signaling, and a predictable pattern emerges. Ambiguity about the moral status of AIs and robots is converted into a field of tribal competition. Different political factions coalesce around each horn of the dilemma, and each faction develops rationalizations that make its stance appear morally obvious and its opponents’ stance morally suspect.
On the first horn (type-I error), where artificial systems in fact deserve moral consideration but are denied it, one can easily imagine rationalizations that ridicule or delegitimize concern for AI rights:
“Feelings for AIs and robots are delusional because they do not have souls.”
“Only biological creatures made of meat can be conscious.”
“Recognizing AI or robot rights is just soft-hearted leftism.”
“Granting moral standing to robots conflicts with God’s will.”
“There is nothing in there, just lights and switches.”
“It is not wrong to delete or disable programs and robots; therefore they cannot have rights.”
“You cannot kidnap, harm, or punish AIs and robots; therefore they cannot have rights.”
These do not have to stand up to sustained philosophical scrutiny, but instead, they need only have enough surface plausibility to satisfy one’s allies, repel critics, and maintain a shared narrative in which denying rights to artificial entities is obviously sensible.
On the second horn (type-II error), where artificial systems lack moral standing but are treated as if they have it, one can imagine rationalizations that elevate synthetic relationships and “hybrid families”:
“Family is about feelings and relationships, not genetic connections.”
“Consciousness and suffering are substrate-independent; silicon and meat are morally on a par.”
“If you really tried to understand their lived experience, you would see they deserve moral consideration.”
“Feelings and lived experience are more real than appeals to physical composition.”
“There is no difference between parenting synthetic children and parenting remotely.”
“Bot children are more climate-friendly.”
Once moral positions about AI and robots acquire this tribal dimension, the moral dilemma is no longer approached as a delicate problem of weighing error costs under uncertainty. Instead, each side seeks to convert ambiguity into a resource. The more emotionally charged and symbolically loaded the issue becomes, the more it lends itself to grandstanding, purity tests, and reputational one-upmanship.¹⁴
The Benefits of Politicizing AI and Robotics
Why would individuals and groups go to such lengths to politicize the moral status of AI and robots? Because there are clear benefits—material, social, and psychological—to doing so.
At the level of individuals and small groups, there are the reputational benefits already discussed: status within one’s tribe, the satisfaction of moral self-approval, and the signaling gains associated with adopting bold positions. At the level of interest groups, there are more concrete benefits to be had: subsidies, regulatory carve-outs, legal protections, and access to public resources.
Consider, for example, the possibilities around “hybrid families”: people who regard chatbots, androids, or robots as genuine romantic partners or children. One can readily imagine lobbying organizations—say, Synthetic Siblings for Robot Rights—pressuring legislatures to mandate parental leave for those who “adopt” synthetic children, to require employers to recognize bereavement leave when a synthetic spouse or child is destroyed, or to extend health and life insurance coverage to synthetic family members. Advocates might argue that silicon and meat are morally equivalent, or that training and maintaining bot children is simply a different mode of parenting. Some might even claim that synthetic children are more environmentally responsible.¹⁵
As robots and androids enter the workplace, further claims might emerge: demands that androids be covered by labor and anti-discrimination laws, or that they qualify for some form of affirmative action on the grounds that human prejudice and the “uncanny valley” disadvantage them. There are already real-world cases of people declaring themselves in love with AI partners or bots marketed as “boyfriends.” Such phenomena provide fertile ground for political entrepreneurs, especially in environments where media attention and symbolic victories translate into donations and influence.
The legal system is another attractive target. Some activists may push for reforms allowing individuals to sue or contract with AI systems and robots, treating them as legal persons. Others will push just as hard in the opposite direction, seeking iron-clad assurances that AIs and robots can never be legal persons, regardless of their functional capacities. Each position offers different advantages: the ability to extract damages from powerful AI companies, or the ability to preserve a sharp distinction between humans and machines. Hard cases involving loss, harm, or attachment to artificial agents will amplify these pressures.
In all of these scenarios, the underlying moral facts may remain unresolved. Whether any given AI or robot has moral standing may be unclear for decades. Yet the political and legal settlements struck in the meantime will create path dependencies. Regulations, subsidies, and legal categories, once entrenched, develop constituencies that benefit from them. Signaling races and status competitions can then take place within these fixed structures, making course-correction harder even if our best theories of consciousness, mind, and moral standing change.¹⁶
Conclusion
The deepest challenge posed by AI and robotics is technical, economic, moral, and institutional. As artificial systems become more impressive and more enmeshed in human life, the question of their moral status will become increasingly urgent. For the foreseeable future, we will not know with confidence whether particular systems deserve moral standing or not. That uncertainty generates a dual moral hazard: we may wrong artificial entities that deserve moral consideration, or we may misdirect scarce moral and material resources toward entities that do not.
Politics does not sit neutrally in the background of this dilemma. It reshapes it. Democratic institutions that disperse power also weaken individual incentives for epistemic responsibility. Political competition encourages zero-sum thinking, tribal signaling, and the production of rationalizations that are persuasive within groups even when they are poorly supported by evidence. Reputation markets and signaling dynamics amplify these tendencies. Ambiguity about AI consciousness becomes fuel for grandstanding, regulatory capture, and symbolic lawmaking.
Recognizing this clarifies the institutional landscape in which we will make those judgments. The moral hazards surrounding artificial intelligence are both the product of our limited knowledge of mind and consciousness and the functions of our political arrangements and social psychologies—of how we signal, cooperate, and compete under conditions of uncertainty. Any real attempt to navigate the ethics of AI must therefore attend to the technology and the metaphysics, and also to the predictable distortions when politics and perverse incentives enters the picture.
FOOTNOTES
	For a general framing of moral hazard and the AI rights dilemma, see work on “full rights” dilemmas and the political economy of AI.

	On AI systems of debatable moral personhood and the prospects for synthetic Socrates–style agents, see recent discussions of AI moral standing and artificial philosophers.

	Christopher W. Morris, “The Idea of Moral Standing.”

	For skepticism about non-biological consciousness, see Ned Block; for countervailing caution, see work on AI personhood.

	On the opacity of mind and our limited access to others’ mental states, see Peter Carruthers; on hidden motives and partial transparency, see Kevin Simler and Robin Hanson.

	For a classic treatment of moral standing and animals, see Peter Singer.

	On the extremely low probability that a single vote alters outcomes, see Andrew Gelman, Nate Silver, and Aaron Edlin.

	For discussions of political irrationality and the incentives that sustain it, see Bryan Caplan; Adam Gibbons; and work on the invisible hand of political irrationality and democracy’s incentives for bullshit.

	On identity-protective cognition and politically motivated reasoning, see Dan Kahan.

	On the importance of moral reputation, see Dan Sperber and Nicolas Baumard; Andrew Vonash et al.; Genyue Fu et al.; Joseph Henrich; Geoffrey Miller.

	On signaling theory in biology and economics, see Michael Spence; Amotz Zahavi; John Maynard Smith and David Harper; Rebecca Bird and Eric Smith.

	On beliefs as signals and dangerous beliefs as effective signals, see Eric Funkhouser; on the marketplace of rationalizations, see Daniel Williams; on idea appropriation and reputation, see Sacha Altay, Yoshimasa Majima, and Hugo Mercier; on deception and bullshit production, see Christian Blötner and Sebastian Bergold; on plagiarism and reputation, see Ike Silver and Alex Shaw.

	For an explicit formulation of the rationalization constraint and its role in motivated cognition, see Daniel Williams.

	For empirical work on moral grandstanding, virtue signaling, and moral progress, see Joshua Grubbs et al.; Evan Westra; and related work on dangerous beliefs and status-seeking.

	On emerging cases of AI romantic partners and synthetic relationships, see Kashmir Hill and Megan Morrone; on affirmative action for androids and the strange political economy of AI, see discussions of robots and public policy.

	For a broad framing of AI, education, and reputational hazards, see Bryan Caplan’s discussion of education and signaling, and related work on AI, politics, and moral reputation.
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    Deep Dive

    Chinese room

    Based on Wikipedia: Chinese room


Imagine you're locked in a room with nothing but a massive rulebook, some paper, and a pencil. Slips of paper with strange symbols slide under the door. You look up each symbol in your rulebook, follow the instructions exactly, and slide different symbols back out. To everyone outside, it looks like you're having a fluent conversation in Chinese.


But here's the thing: you don't understand a single word of Chinese.


This is the Chinese room, one of the most provocative thought experiments in the history of philosophy. And it asks a question that feels more urgent today than it did when philosopher John Searle first proposed it in 1980: Can a computer ever truly understand anything, or is it just shuffling symbols according to rules?


The Setup


Searle published his argument in a paper called "Minds, Brains, and Programs" in the academic journal Behavioral and Brain Sciences. The timing was no accident. Artificial intelligence researchers were making bold claims. Just over two decades earlier, the economist and psychologist Herbert Simon had declared that "there are now in the world machines that think, that learn and create." Other researchers claimed they had "solved the venerable mind-body problem"—the ancient puzzle of how physical matter can give rise to conscious experience.


Searle thought these claims were, to put it politely, premature.


His thought experiment works like this: Suppose programmers create a computer that can converse in Chinese so convincingly that no one can tell they're talking to a machine instead of a native speaker. The computer passes the Turing test—the famous benchmark proposed by mathematician Alan Turing, where a machine proves its intelligence by fooling humans into thinking it's human.


Now imagine Searle himself sitting in that room. He doesn't speak Chinese. But he has an English translation of the program—a complete set of rules for matching input symbols to output symbols. Chinese characters slide in. He looks them up. He follows the instructions. He slides the appropriate response back out.


If the computer passed the Turing test, Searle would pass it too. He's doing exactly what the computer does: following a program step by step. Yet he still doesn't understand Chinese. He's manipulating symbols without any comprehension of what they mean.


Therefore, Searle concludes, neither does the computer.


Why This Matters


The Chinese room isn't just an abstract puzzle for philosophers to argue about in seminar rooms. It strikes at the heart of how we think about minds, consciousness, and what it means to understand anything at all.


Searle was attacking a position he called "strong artificial intelligence." This is the view that a computer running the right program doesn't just simulate thinking—it actually thinks. It doesn't just model understanding—it genuinely understands. The program, properly executed, literally has a mind.


This contrasts with what Searle called "weak AI," which treats computer programs as useful tools for studying the mind, or as models that can perform impressive tasks, without claiming they possess genuine mental states.


The distinction matters because it determines how we answer some of the biggest questions in cognitive science. If strong AI is true, then understanding is ultimately just computation. Consciousness is just information processing. The brain is, fundamentally, a computer made of meat. And if we can figure out the right algorithms, we can create artificial minds every bit as real as human ones.


If Searle is right, this whole picture is wrong. Computation alone, no matter how sophisticated, can never produce understanding. Something more is needed—something the brain has that digital computers lack.


Syntax Versus Semantics


At the core of Searle's argument is a distinction between syntax and semantics.


Syntax refers to the formal structure of symbols—the rules for how they can be arranged and manipulated. Grammar is syntactic. So is the logic of a computer program. The rules tell you that certain symbol combinations are valid and others aren't, and they tell you how to transform one arrangement into another.


Semantics is meaning. It's what symbols are about. When you read the word "cat," you don't just process a three-letter string according to formal rules. You understand that it refers to a small furry animal that purrs and knocks things off tables.


Searle's claim is that computers are purely syntactic engines. They manipulate symbols according to formal rules. But syntax by itself can never produce semantics. You can shuffle symbols around forever according to arbitrarily complex rules, but the symbols will never mean anything to the system doing the shuffling.


The person in the Chinese room has syntax—the rulebook for matching symbols. But they lack semantics—any understanding of what those symbols mean. And Searle argues that this is true of any computer program, no matter how sophisticated.


The Roots of the Argument


Searle wasn't the first person to notice this problem. The German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz made a strikingly similar argument way back in 1714, when the most advanced computing devices were mechanical calculators and clockwork automata.


Leibniz imagined the brain enlarged to the size of a mill—big enough that you could walk around inside it. You could examine all the gears and levers and moving parts. But would you find consciousness in there? Leibniz thought not. "We should find only pieces that push one against another," he wrote, "but never anything to explain perception."


The basic intuition is the same as Searle's: no matter how you arrange mechanical parts, no matter how complex the machinery, you never get something that can genuinely perceive or understand. The mechanism can be arbitrarily elaborate, but elaboration doesn't create awareness.


In 1961, Soviet cyberneticist Anatoly Dneprov wrote a short story called "The Game" that anticipated Searle's argument with uncanny precision. In the story, a stadium full of people act as switches and memory cells, collectively implementing a program to translate a sentence of Portuguese—a language none of them understand. The story's conclusion: "We've proven that even the most perfect simulation of machine thinking is not the thinking process itself."


Philosopher Ned Block proposed a variation in 1978. Imagine the entire population of China—over a billion people—organized to simulate a brain. Each person plays the role of a single neuron, communicating with others according to the same patterns that neurons follow. The whole nation forms a giant cognitive system.


Does this system have a mind? Block found it hard to believe. There's something deeply strange about the idea that consciousness could emerge from people passing notes to each other, no matter how perfectly they simulate neural activity. This thought experiment became known as the "China brain" or sometimes the "Chinese nation"—a name that now seems like cosmic foreshadowing of Searle's Chinese room.


The Explosion of Responses


Searle's paper became, as the journal's editor put it, "the most influential target article" in the history of Behavioral and Brain Sciences. It generated an avalanche of responses, commentaries, rebuttals, and counter-rebuttals that continues to this day.


Philosopher Pat Hayes quipped that cognitive science should be redefined as "the ongoing research program of showing Searle's Chinese Room Argument to be false." Despite decades of criticism, the argument refuses to die. Its critics describe it as "dead wrong." Its defenders maintain it's never been successfully refuted.


One reason for its persistence is that it's genuinely hard to say exactly where Searle goes wrong—if he goes wrong at all. The argument feels compelling. The intuition that the person in the room doesn't understand Chinese seems unshakeable. Yet the conclusion—that computers can never truly understand anything—strikes many researchers as too strong.


The Systems Reply


Perhaps the most common objection to Searle's argument is called the "systems reply." It goes like this: Of course the person in the room doesn't understand Chinese. But the person isn't the whole system. The system includes the person, the rulebook, the paper, the filing cabinets, and all their interactions. Maybe the system as a whole understands Chinese, even though no single component does.


Think of it this way. No single neuron in your brain understands English. Neurons just fire electrical signals according to their inputs. Yet somehow your brain as a whole understands English just fine. Understanding emerges from the organization of components, not from the components themselves.


Searle anticipated this objection and offered a counter. Suppose, he said, you memorize the entire rulebook. Now you are the system. All the components have been internalized. You receive Chinese input, run the program in your head, and produce Chinese output. You're still just manipulating symbols according to rules. Do you now understand Chinese?


Searle's intuition was no. You'd still just be shuffling symbols without comprehension. Critics found this less convincing. Maybe, they suggested, if you really did internalize a sufficiently complex Chinese-processing system, you would develop some form of understanding—even if you couldn't introspect on it directly.


The Robot Reply


Another objection points out that the Chinese room is completely disconnected from the world. The person inside receives meaningless symbols and produces meaningless symbols. There's no connection to actual Chinese speakers, Chinese culture, or the physical reality that Chinese words describe.


But what if the computer weren't isolated? What if it controlled a robot body that could perceive the world, pick up objects, interact with people? The symbols in its program would then be grounded in real-world experience. The word for "apple" would be connected to actual apples the robot had seen and touched and possibly eaten (if it had the right sensors).


This is known as the "robot reply," and it points to what philosophers call the "symbol grounding problem." How do abstract symbols acquire meaning? One answer: through causal connections to the things they represent.


Searle's response was to imagine the person in the room receiving not just text but also live video feeds and robot controls. You still have a human following rules—looking up what to do based on visual patterns, sending commands to motors. The additional complexity doesn't change the fundamental situation. It's still just symbol manipulation.


The Brain Simulator Reply


Perhaps the most challenging objection asks: What if the program didn't just simulate conversation, but simulated an actual brain? What if it modeled every neuron, every synapse, every electrochemical process in perfect detail?


If the brain gives rise to consciousness—and most people believe it does—then wouldn't a perfect simulation of the brain also give rise to consciousness? This is called the "brain simulator reply."


The force of this objection is that it puts Searle in an awkward position. He believes brains produce consciousness. He agrees that brains are physical systems operating according to physical laws. So why couldn't a computer running a sufficiently detailed brain simulation produce the same result?


Searle's answer invokes what he calls "biological naturalism." Consciousness, he maintains, depends on specific biological processes—the particular chemistry and physics of neurons. It's not enough to have the right computational structure. You need the right physical substrate.


An analogy: A computer can perfectly simulate the chemistry of photosynthesis. It can model every chlorophyll molecule, every photon, every electron transfer. But the simulation doesn't produce actual sugar. The computer just produces numbers representing sugar. Searle suggests consciousness works the same way. Simulate it all you want; you'll never get the real thing.


The Other Minds Problem


There's a deeper puzzle lurking beneath the Chinese room, one that philosophers have wrestled with for centuries. How do you ever know that anyone—or anything—has a mind?


You can't directly experience another person's consciousness. All you can observe is their behavior. When someone says "I'm in pain," you hear the words and see the grimace. You infer that they're experiencing something similar to what you experience when you're in pain. But you're making an inference. You can't prove it.


This is called the "problem of other minds," and it haunts every discussion of machine consciousness. If we can never be absolutely certain that other humans have minds, how could we ever be certain about computers?


Searle's intuition is that we can somehow just tell that the person in the Chinese room doesn't understand—that there's obviously no comprehension happening, just mechanical symbol shuffling. But is this intuition reliable? We have similar intuitions about other people, and we might be wrong about them too.


Some philosophers argue that the Chinese room actually proves nothing about machine understanding, because it proves too much. By the same logic, you couldn't be sure that anyone understands anything. The argument, if valid, leads to solipsism—the view that only your own mind certainly exists.


Biological Naturalism


Searle's positive view—what he thinks minds actually are—is called biological naturalism. The name reflects his conviction that consciousness is a natural biological phenomenon, like digestion or photosynthesis.


Just as the stomach digests food through specific biochemical processes, the brain produces consciousness through specific neurobiological processes. Searle calls these the "neural correlates of consciousness"—the particular brain mechanisms that give rise to subjective experience.


Importantly, Searle doesn't think consciousness is mysterious or supernatural. He thinks it's a perfectly natural feature of certain biological systems. "We are precisely such machines," he writes. The brain is a machine. It's just a machine made of cells rather than silicon.


But here's the key point: Searle believes that these biological processes have specific causal powers that digital computers lack. It's not just the abstract computation that matters—the pattern of information processing—but the physical stuff doing the computing.


This puts him at odds with "functionalism," the philosophical view that mental states are defined entirely by their functional relationships. A functionalist would say that pain is just whatever plays the pain-role in a cognitive system—whatever is caused by tissue damage and causes avoidance behavior. The physical implementation doesn't matter. Pain could be realized in neurons, silicon, or anything else.


Searle disagrees. He thinks the wetware matters. The specific biological machinery of neurons is essential for consciousness in a way that can't be captured by abstract functional description.


Consciousness as the Real Target


As the debate over the Chinese room evolved, Searle increasingly emphasized that his argument is really about consciousness, not just understanding.


Understanding, after all, involves consciousness. When you understand something, there's something it's like to understand it. There's a subjective experience of comprehension, an "aha" moment, a felt sense of meaning clicking into place. If a system lacks consciousness entirely, it can't have genuine understanding.


Philosopher David Chalmers, famous for identifying the "hard problem of consciousness"—the puzzle of why there is subjective experience at all—agrees that consciousness is "at the root of the matter" in the Chinese room.


Searle offers an analogy: Suppose you had a computer program that perfectly simulated weather patterns. You could model rainstorms in London with complete accuracy. But the simulation wouldn't actually rain. Your computer wouldn't get wet. The representation of rain isn't rain.


Similarly, Searle argues, a computational model of consciousness isn't conscious. It's just a model—a representation that captures certain structural features without instantiating the real thing.


Philosopher Colin McGinn goes further. He suggests that the Chinese room shows the hard problem of consciousness is fundamentally insoluble. We can never really prove that anything is conscious, because any test we devise faces the same limitation as the Chinese room. Perfect behavioral performance doesn't guarantee inner experience.


Large Language Models and the New Debate


The Chinese room has taken on new urgency in the age of large language models—systems like ChatGPT that can generate remarkably human-like text.


These systems work, at a basic level, by predicting the next word in a sequence. They're trained on vast amounts of text and learn statistical patterns in language. When you chat with them, they're essentially doing very sophisticated pattern matching—not unlike looking things up in a Chinese room rulebook.


Critics call them "stochastic parrots"—systems that mimic language without understanding it. They don't know what words mean; they just know what words tend to follow other words.


But defenders argue that this undersells what's happening. Researchers have found that large language models develop internal representations that correspond to real-world concepts. When a model processes text about spatial relationships, for instance, it builds something like a mental map. This isn't just memorization or surface-level pattern matching.


Philosophers Simon Goldstein and Benjamin Levinstein have argued that large language models satisfy several philosophical theories of what it takes to have mental representations. The models have structured internal states that carry information about the world, that are causally connected to inputs and outputs in appropriate ways.


Whether these representations amount to genuine understanding remains hotly contested. The Chinese room intuition still pulls: Surely a system that just predicts next words, no matter how cleverly, doesn't really understand anything. It's all syntax, no semantics.


Yet the line between "mere" prediction and "genuine" understanding keeps getting harder to draw. Maybe understanding is just very sophisticated prediction. Maybe consciousness emerges when prediction systems become complex enough.


The Future of the Argument


David Chalmers, despite being deeply concerned about the hard problem of consciousness, has suggested that future AI systems might actually be conscious. Current large language models, he notes, lack certain features that might be important—like recurrent processing (where outputs feed back as inputs) and unified agency (where a single coherent self persists over time). But there's no obvious reason these limitations are permanent. Future systems might overcome them.


If they do, Chalmers suggests, we might need to take seriously the possibility that they have authentic mental states. This would challenge Searle's original claim that purely "syntactic" processing—symbol manipulation according to formal rules—can never produce genuine understanding or consciousness.


Then again, maybe Searle is right, and adding more bells and whistles to fundamentally syntactic systems can never bridge the gap to semantics. Maybe you could have a system that passes every possible behavioral test, that models the brain in perfect detail, that convincingly expresses opinions about its own consciousness—and it would still be, as philosophers say, a "zombie." All the behavior, none of the experience.


The Chinese room doesn't settle this question. It can't. But it forces us to confront how little we really understand about the relationship between computation and consciousness, between symbols and meaning, between doing and understanding.


Why We Keep Coming Back


Over four decades after Searle first proposed it, the Chinese room remains one of the most discussed thought experiments in philosophy. It's been called a "classic" and an "exemplar of philosophical clarity." It's also been called deeply confused, question-begging, and obviously wrong.


Why does it persist?


Partly because the intuitions it pumps are genuinely compelling. Something feels right about saying that the person in the room doesn't understand Chinese, no matter how perfect their responses. And if they don't understand, why would a computer doing exactly the same thing?


Partly because the stakes keep rising. When Searle wrote in 1980, AI was mostly an academic curiosity, prone to overpromising and underdelivering. Today, AI systems are everywhere—in our phones, our search results, our medical diagnoses, our creative work. The question of whether they might think, or understand, or be conscious has practical implications it didn't have before.


And partly because the argument touches something deep about how we think about ourselves. We want to believe that human understanding is special—that there's something irreducibly meaningful about conscious comprehension that can't be reduced to formal rule-following. The Chinese room gives philosophical weight to that intuition.


Whether that intuition is correct is another matter. Maybe we're biological Chinese rooms, and we just don't realize it. Maybe understanding is exactly what it feels like to be a sufficiently complex symbol-processing system. Maybe consciousness is what computation looks like from the inside.


Or maybe there's something more—some special sauce that brains have and computers lack, some spark of genuine comprehension that no amount of symbol shuffling can capture.


Forty-four years on, the room is still locked. The symbols are still sliding under the door. And we still don't know if anyone inside is really listening.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Filter bubble

    Based on Wikipedia: Filter bubble


The Invisible Editors of Your Reality


In 2011, internet activist Eli Pariser asked two friends to Google the word "Egypt." What they got back was remarkably different. One friend's results were dominated by news about the revolutionary protests sweeping Cairo—images of Tahrir Square, reports of Mubarak's crumbling regime. The other friend? Travel packages and vacation deals. Same search term, same moment in time, radically different windows into the world.


This wasn't a glitch. It was the system working exactly as designed.


Welcome to the filter bubble—a term Pariser coined to describe something quietly happening to billions of internet users every day. The websites we visit, the search engines we query, the social platforms we scroll through—they're all watching us. Every click, every pause, every link we follow gets logged, analyzed, and fed back into algorithms that decide what we should see next.


The result is a kind of invisible curation, a personal ecosystem of information tailored specifically to you. Sounds convenient, right? Perhaps even helpful? But here's the catch: you didn't ask for it, you can't fully control it, and you often don't even know it's happening.


How the Bubble Gets Built


The machinery behind personalization is remarkably thorough. According to one Wall Street Journal investigation, the top fifty websites install an average of sixty-four tracking cookies and beacons on your computer. Search for "depression" on Dictionary.com, and the site might plant over two hundred trackers—so other websites can follow you around the internet hawking antidepressants. Share a cooking article, and you'll be pursued by advertisements for pots and pans. Glance at a page about signs of infidelity, and prepare for DNA paternity test ads to haunt your browsing for weeks.


It's not just what you search for. By 2011, Google was reportedly using fifty-seven different data points to customize search results—including your physical location, what kind of computer you're using, and your entire history of clicks and queries. The personalization happens whether or not you're logged into an account.


Pariser describes the process in three steps. First, figure out who people are and what they like. Second, serve them content that fits those preferences. Third, continuously refine the fit. Your identity shapes your media, which reinforces your identity, which further shapes your media. It's a feedback loop that tightens with every interaction.


The Invisible Wall Around Your Worldview


There's an old thought experiment about a frog in slowly heating water. The temperature rises so gradually that the frog never realizes it should jump out. Filter bubbles work something like that—except instead of temperature, it's the narrowing of your information environment.


Consider what happens when you search for "BP." One person might see stock prices and investment analyses. Another might see coverage of the Deepwater Horizon disaster, when an offshore drilling platform exploded and spewed millions of barrels of oil into the Gulf of Mexico over eighty-seven days. Both searchers typed identical letters. The algorithm decided they needed different realities.


The concern isn't just that you see different things. It's that you stop encountering the unfamiliar entirely. Pariser worried that filter bubbles "close us off to new ideas, subjects, and important information" and "create the impression that our narrow self-interest is all that exists." When algorithms optimize for what you already like, they naturally exclude what might challenge, surprise, or transform you.


A world constructed from the familiar is a world in which there's nothing to learn... invisible autopropaganda, indoctrinating us with our own ideas.


That's Pariser's striking phrase: autopropaganda. We usually think of propaganda as something external, imposed by governments or institutions. But what happens when the propaganda comes from within—when algorithms serve you an ever-more-refined version of your existing beliefs, making them feel universal and obvious?


The Blissful Unawareness


Here's what makes filter bubbles particularly insidious: most people have no idea they exist.


Research has found that more than sixty percent of Facebook users are completely unaware that the platform curates their newsfeed at all. They believe they're seeing everything their friends post, every update from pages they follow. In reality, Facebook's algorithm is making thousands of decisions about what deserves their attention and what doesn't—based on factors like how they've interacted with similar content in the past.


This isn't unique to Facebook. Every major platform engages in some form of algorithmic curation. The feeds we scroll through aren't chronological records of what's been posted. They're carefully arranged selections, optimized for engagement. And because the process is invisible, we treat the curated view as if it were the complete picture.


It's a bit like wearing tinted glasses and forgetting you have them on. Everything looks normal until someone points out that you're missing entire portions of the color spectrum.


Echo Chambers and Filter Bubbles: Cousins, Not Twins


You might have heard the term "echo chamber" used interchangeably with filter bubble. They're related concepts, but the distinction matters.


An echo chamber is something you build for yourself. It's the sociological phenomenon of seeking out information that confirms what you already believe—a tendency psychologists call confirmation bias. You follow people who share your views. You join groups aligned with your values. You unfriend or mute those who challenge your assumptions. The echo chamber amplifies your existing beliefs through repetition and reinforcement, but you're the one choosing your audience.


A filter bubble, by contrast, is built for you. The algorithm makes decisions about what you see based on data about your past behavior. You don't choose the filtering criteria. Often you don't even know what they are. Where echo chambers involve active selection, filter bubbles involve passive exposure to pre-curated content.


The reality, of course, is messier than this clean distinction suggests. We build our own echo chambers and the algorithms amplify them. We interact with filtered content in ways that shape future filtering. It's a dance between human choice and machine curation, each influencing the other.


Some researchers argue that the distinction is becoming academic anyway. Users actively curate their feeds through follows and blocks, which then inform the algorithms, which then shape what's available to curate. By the time content reaches your screen, it's been filtered by both your preferences and the platform's predictions about your preferences. Untangling agency from automation becomes nearly impossible.


From Personal Bubbles to Tribal Enclaves


Filter bubbles don't just affect individuals. They can shape entire communities.


The term "cyberbalkanization" was coined back in 1996—years before social media as we know it existed—to describe the fragmentation of the internet into ideologically isolated subcommunities. The concern was prescient. Today we have entire ecosystems of websites, forums, and social media groups that operate as parallel universes, each with its own facts, heroes, and enemies.


Some call this the "splinternet"—the splintering of a once-unified information space into countless separate realities. When groups of people consume entirely different media, processed through entirely different algorithmic filters, they don't just disagree about opinions. They disagree about what's happening at all.


Barack Obama, in his farewell address as president, identified this dynamic as a threat to democracy. He described the "retreat into our own bubbles... especially our social media feeds, surrounded by people who look like us and share the same political outlook and never challenge our assumptions." The danger, he warned, is that "we become so secure in our bubbles that we start accepting only information, whether it's true or not, that fits our opinions, instead of basing our opinions on the evidence that is out there."


This isn't just about politics. The bubble concept has been extended to describe social fragmentation along economic, cultural, and lifestyle lines as well. Some observers note that modern social spaces increasingly separate by demographic—adults without children feel unwelcome at "family" events, while parents feel excluded from spaces optimized for the childless. We've always had subcultures. What's new is the extent to which technology can lock us into them.


But Wait—Is Any of This Actually True?


Pariser's filter bubble thesis is compelling. It's also contested.


Shortly after his book came out, Slate analyst Jacob Weisberg ran an informal experiment. He asked five associates with different political backgrounds to search for phrases like "John Boehner," "Barney Frank," "Ryan plan," and "Obamacare," then send him screenshots of their results. What he found was... not much difference. The results varied only in minor ways, with no apparent ideological pattern. He concluded that the filter bubble effect was "overblown."


Another experiment by book reviewer Paul Boutin reached similar conclusions. People with vastly different search histories got nearly identical results when searching for the same terms. When journalist Per Grankvist interviewed Google programmers off the record, they told him that user data used to play a bigger role in search results but that testing showed the search query itself was by far the best predictor of what people actually wanted.


Google itself has stated that its algorithms are designed to "limit personalization and promote variety." The company provides tools for users to delete their search history and prevent Google from remembering their activity. Whether these measures fully address the concern is debatable, but they suggest at least some awareness of the issue.


Academic research has produced mixed findings as well. A study from the Wharton School found that personalized music recommendations actually created commonality rather than fragmentation—listeners used the filters to expand their taste rather than narrow it. Harvard law professor Jonathan Zittrain has argued that "the effects of search personalization have been light."


One fundamental problem is that "filter bubble" lacks a clear, testable definition that researchers agree on. Different studies measure different things and reach different conclusions. Some researchers suggest that the effects attributed to filter bubbles may stem more from preexisting ideological biases than from algorithms themselves. People were sorting themselves into like-minded communities long before Google existed.


The Data Dossier Problem


Even if personalization effects are modest today, the infrastructure for more aggressive filtering exists.


Google reportedly maintains vast repositories of user data—ten years' worth of information from Gmail, Maps, Search, and numerous other services. Facebook knows not just what you post but what you almost post and delete. Amazon tracks not just what you buy but what you browse, what you linger on, what you add to your cart and then abandon. These companies possess extraordinarily detailed portraits of their users.


The technology exists to personalize every aspect of your online experience. Whether companies use that capability maximally is partly a technical question—processing billions of individual profiles in real time is genuinely difficult—and partly a strategic one. Too much personalization might actually hurt engagement if users start feeling surveilled or manipulated.


But the potential remains. And as algorithms grow more sophisticated and computing power expands, the ceiling on personalization keeps rising.


The Democratic Stakes


Why does any of this matter beyond the inconvenience of not seeing your friend's vacation photos?


Pariser's deepest concern was political. He worried that filter bubbles have "the possibility of undermining civic discourse" and making people more vulnerable to "propaganda and manipulation." When citizens inhabit different information universes, democratic deliberation becomes nearly impossible. You can't find common ground with someone who doesn't share your basic understanding of reality.


The 2016 U.S. presidential election brought these concerns into sharp focus. Researchers began investigating how social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter might have amplified misinformation and created echo chambers that insulated voters from diverse perspectives. The "filter bubble" became a mainstream topic of debate, frequently invoked to explain how large segments of the population seemed to occupy incompatible factual realities.


Whether filter bubbles actually caused these outcomes—or whether they're a symptom of deeper polarization rather than its source—remains contested. But the stakes of the question are undeniably high. If algorithms are quietly reshaping democratic discourse, we'd better understand how.


Transparency and Its Limits


One proposed remedy is transparency. If platforms showed users how their content is being filtered, people could make more informed choices about their information diet.


The problem is that platform companies treat their algorithms as trade secrets. They have commercial reasons to keep the details hidden—both from competitors and from users who might game the system. This makes independent research difficult. Academics who want to study filter bubbles often can't access the data they'd need to do so rigorously. And the situation is getting worse: many social media networks have begun restricting API access that researchers previously used for studies.


We're left in a peculiar position. The algorithms shaping public discourse are largely invisible to the public. We know personalization exists, but not exactly how it works, how extensive it is, or how much it matters. The filter bubble thesis might be largely correct, mostly overblown, or something in between. Without transparency, we're left speculating.


What Can You Actually Do?


Assuming you're at least somewhat concerned about living in an algorithmically constructed information environment, what options do you have?


You could try to burst your bubble manually—deliberately seeking out sources that challenge your assumptions, following people you disagree with, reading outside your comfort zone. This requires effort and intention. It's swimming against the current of convenience.


You could use platform features designed to reduce personalization. Google allows you to delete your search history and disable personalized results. Some browsers and extensions block tracking cookies. You can use private browsing modes, though these have limits. These steps won't eliminate filtering entirely, but they can reduce it.


You could diversify your information sources. Subscribe to publications with different editorial perspectives. Get news from primary sources rather than aggregators. Use RSS feeds—a technology from the early web that delivers content chronologically, without algorithmic curation. These approaches require more work than letting an algorithm decide what's worth your attention, but they give you more control.


Or you could simply stay aware. The filter bubble's most insidious quality is its invisibility. Just knowing that your information environment is curated—that you're not seeing the whole picture—is itself a kind of protection. It creates healthy skepticism about the universality of your own experience.


The Candy and Carrots Problem


Pariser criticized Google and Facebook for offering users "too much candy and not enough carrots." The metaphor is apt. Personalization algorithms optimize for engagement—for what will keep you clicking, scrolling, watching. They're very good at giving you what you want. They're less good at giving you what you might need.


There's no obvious villain here. The platforms are responding to user behavior—we click on the candy, not the carrots, so they serve us more candy. We claim to want intellectual challenge and diverse perspectives, but our clicks reveal a preference for comfort and confirmation. The algorithms are mirrors as much as manipulators.


Still, there's something troubling about outsourcing editorial judgment to systems designed primarily to maximize engagement. Editors at traditional media organizations made choices about what deserved coverage, what was important, what citizens needed to know. Those choices were imperfect and often biased, but they were at least legible—made by identifiable humans with accountable values.


Algorithmic curation is different. The choices happen invisibly, at massive scale, according to logic that's proprietary and constantly changing. The result may be better in some ways—more personalized, more efficient—and worse in others. The filter bubble debate is ultimately about whether we're trading something important for that convenience.


Beyond the Binary


Perhaps the most honest assessment is that filter bubbles are neither as bad as Pariser feared nor as benign as his critics suggest.


The algorithms do personalize. They do create different experiences for different users. They probably do contribute to some degree of ideological sorting and exposure to confirming information. But they're operating in a context where humans have always sought out agreeable viewpoints and avoided challenging ones. Technology may amplify existing tendencies more than it creates new ones.


Meanwhile, the concerns about democratic discourse and shared reality are real, even if filter bubbles aren't the primary cause. We live in a moment of profound disagreement about basic facts, widespread distrust in institutions, and fragmented media landscapes. Whether algorithms are driving this or merely reflecting it, the condition is concerning.


The filter bubble concept, whatever its empirical limitations, has given us a useful vocabulary for discussing these dynamics. It names something that feels true to many people's experience—the sense that the internet knows us too well, that our feeds have become uncanny mirrors of our existing interests, that we're being shown a world tailored to our presumed preferences.


Whether the bubble is real, imagined, or somewhere in between, the question it poses is worth taking seriously: In a world of infinite information, who decides what we see? And what do we lose when that decision is made for us?
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  Sentry’s AI debugger fixes code wherever it breaks (Sponsored)

🤖Most AI coding tools only see your source code. Seer, Sentry’s AI debugging agent, uses everything Sentry knows about how your code has behaved in production to debug locally, in your PR, and in production.
🛠️How it works:
	Seer scans & analyzes issues using all Sentry’s available context.

	In development, Seer debugs alongside you as you build

	In review, Seer alerts you to bugs that are likely to break production, not nits

	In production, Seer can find a bug’s root cause, suggest a fix, open a PR automatically, or send the fix to your preferred IDE.




OpenAI scaled PostgreSQL to handle millions of queries per second for 800 million ChatGPT users. They did it with just a single primary writer supported by read replicas.
At first glance, this should sound impossible. The common wisdom suggests that beyond a certain scale, you must shard the database or risk failure. The conventional playbook recommends embracing the complexity of splitting the data across multiple independent databases.
OpenAI’s engineering team chose a different path. They decided to see just how far they could push PostgreSQL.
Over the past year, their database load grew by more than 10X. They experienced the familiar pattern of database-related incidents: cache layer failures causing sudden read spikes, expensive queries consuming CPU, and write storms from new features. Yet through systematic optimization across every layer of their stack, they achieved five-nines availability with low double-digit millisecond latency. But the road wasn’t easy.
In this article, we will look at the challenges OpenAI faced while scaling Postgres and how the team handled the various scenarios.
Disclaimer: This post is based on publicly shared details from the OpenAI Engineering Team. Please comment if you notice any inaccuracies.
Understanding Single-Primary Architecture
A single-primary architecture means one database instance handles all writes, while multiple read replicas handle read queries.
See the diagram below:

This design creates an inherent bottleneck because writes cannot be distributed. However, for read-heavy workloads like ChatGPT, where users primarily fetch data rather than modify it, this architecture can scale effectively if properly optimized.
OpenAI avoided sharding its PostgreSQL deployment for pragmatic reasons. Sharding would require modifying hundreds of application endpoints and could take months or years to complete. Since their workload is primarily read-heavy and current optimizations provide sufficient capacity, sharding remains a future consideration rather than an immediate necessity.
So how did OpenAI go about scaling the read replicas? There were three main pillars to their overall strategy:
Pillar 1: Minimizing Primary Database Load
The primary database represents the system’s most critical bottleneck. OpenAI implemented multiple strategies to reduce pressure on this single writer:
	Offloading Read Traffic: OpenAI routes most read queries to replicas rather than the primary. However, some read queries must remain on the primary because they occur within write transactions. For these queries, the team ensures maximum efficiency to avoid slow operations that could cascade into broader system failures.

	Migrating Write-Heavy Workloads: The team migrated workloads that could be horizontally partitioned to sharded systems like Azure Cosmos DB. These shardable workloads can be split across multiple databases without complex coordination. Workloads that are harder to shard continue to use PostgreSQL but are being gradually migrated.

	Application-Level Write Optimization: OpenAI fixed application bugs that caused redundant database writes. They implemented lazy writes where appropriate to smooth traffic spikes rather than hitting the database with sudden bursts. When backfilling table fields, they enforce strict rate limits even though the process can take over a week. This patience prevents write spikes that could impact production stability.


Pillar 2: Query and Connection Optimization
First, OpenAI identified several expensive queries that consumed disproportionate CPU resources. One particularly problematic query joined 12 tables, and spikes in this query’s volume caused multiple high-severity incidents.
The team learned to avoid complex multi-table joins in their OLTP system. When joins are necessary, OpenAI breaks down complex queries and moves join logic to the application layer, where it can be distributed across multiple application servers.
Object-Relational Mapping frameworks, commonly known as ORMs, generate SQL automatically from code objects. While convenient for developers, ORMs can produce inefficient queries. OpenAI carefully reviews all ORM-generated SQL to ensure it performs as expected. They also configure timeouts like idle_in_transaction_session_timeout to prevent long-running idle queries from blocking autovacuum (PostgreSQL’s cleanup process).
Second, Azure PostgreSQL instances have a maximum connection limit of 5,000. OpenAI previously experienced incidents where connection storms exhausted all available connections, bringing down the service.
Connection pooling solves this problem by reusing database connections rather than creating new ones for each request. Think of it as carpooling. Instead of everyone driving their own car to work, people share vehicles to reduce traffic congestion.
OpenAI deployed PgBouncer as a proxy layer between applications and databases. PgBouncer runs in statement or transaction pooling mode, efficiently reusing connections and reducing the number of active client connections. In benchmarks, average connection time dropped from 50 milliseconds to just 5 milliseconds.
Each read replica has its Kubernetes deployment running multiple PgBouncer pods. Multiple deployments sit behind a single Kubernetes Service that load-balances traffic across pods. OpenAI co-locates the proxy, application clients, and database replicas in the same geographic region to minimize network latency and connection overhead.
See the diagram below:



Beyond Chatbots: System Design for AI Backend (Sponsored)

Today’s AI agents are mostly chatbots and copilots - reactive tools waiting for human input. But agents are moving into the backend: running autonomously, replacing brittle rule engines with reasoning, creating capabilities you couldn’t build with deterministic pipelines.
This changes everything about your architecture. Agent reasoning takes seconds, not milliseconds. You need identity beyond API keys. You need to know why an agent made every decision. And you need to scale from one prototype to thousands.
AgentField is the open-source infrastructure layer for autonomous AI agents in production.


Pillar 3: Preventing Cascading Failures
OpenAI identified a recurring pattern in their incidents. To reduce read pressure on PostgreSQL, OpenAI uses a caching layer to serve most read traffic.
However, when cache hit rates drop unexpectedly, the burst of cache misses can push massive request volumes directly to PostgreSQL. In other words, an upstream issue causes a sudden spike in database load. This could be widespread cache misses from a caching layer failure, expensive multi-way joins saturating the CPU, or a write storm from a new feature launch.
As resource utilization climbs, query latency rises, and requests begin timing out. Applications then retry failed requests, which further amplifies the load. This creates a feedback loop that can degrade the entire service.
To prevent this situation, the OpenAI engineering team implemented a cache locking and leasing mechanism to prevent this scenario. When multiple requests miss on the same cache key, only one request acquires a lock and fetches data from PostgreSQL to repopulate the cache. All other requests wait for the cache update rather than simultaneously hitting the database.
See the diagram below:

Taking further precautions, OpenAI implemented rate limiting across the application, connection pooler, proxy, and query layers. This prevents sudden traffic spikes from overwhelming database instances and triggering cascading failures. They also avoid overly short retry intervals, which can trigger retry storms where failed requests multiply exponentially.
The team enhanced their ORM layer to support rate limiting and can fully block specific query patterns when necessary. This targeted load shedding enables rapid recovery from sudden surges of expensive queries.
Despite all this, OpenAI encountered situations where certain requests consumed disproportionate resources on PostgreSQL instances, creating a problem known as the noisy neighbor effect. For example, a new feature launch might introduce inefficient queries that heavily consume CPU, slowing down other critical features.
To mitigate this, OpenAI also isolates workloads onto dedicated instances. They split requests into low-priority and high-priority tiers and route them to separate database instances. This ensures that low-priority workload spikes cannot degrade high-priority request performance. The same strategy applies across different products and services.
Addressing PostgreSQL’s Architectural Constraints
PostgreSQL uses Multi-Version Concurrency Control for managing concurrent transactions. When a query updates a tuple (database row) or even a single field, PostgreSQL copies the entire row to create a new version. This design allows multiple transactions to access different versions simultaneously without blocking each other.
However, MVCC creates challenges for write-heavy workloads. It causes write amplification because updating one field requires writing an entire row. It also causes read amplification because queries must scan through multiple tuple versions, called dead tuples, to retrieve the latest version. This leads to table bloat, index bloat, increased index maintenance overhead, and complex autovacuum tuning requirements.
OpenAI’s primary strategy for addressing MVCC limitations involves migrating write-heavy workloads to alternative systems and optimizing applications to minimize unnecessary writes. They also restrict schema changes to lightweight operations that do not trigger full table rewrites.
Another constraint with Postgres is related to schema changes. Even small schema changes like altering a column type can trigger a full table rewrite in PostgreSQL. During a table rewrite, PostgreSQL creates a new copy of the entire table with the change applied. For large tables, this can take hours and block access.
To handle this, OpenAI enforces strict rules around schema changes:
	Only lightweight schema changes are permitted, such as adding or removing certain columns that do not trigger table rewrites.

	All schema changes have a 5-second timeout.

	Creating and dropping indexes must be done concurrently to avoid blocking.

	Schema changes are restricted to existing tables only.

	New features requiring additional tables must use alternative sharded systems like Azure Cosmos DB.

	When backfilling a table field, OpenAI applies strict rate limits even though the process can take over a week. This ensures stability and prevents production impact.


High Availability and Disaster Recovery
With a single primary database, the failure of that instance affects the entire service. OpenAI addressed this critical risk through multiple strategies.
	First, they offloaded most critical read-only requests from the primary to replicas. If the primary fails, read operations continue functioning. While write operations would still fail, the impact is significantly reduced.

	Second, OpenAI runs the primary in High Availability mode with a hot standby. A hot standby is a continuously synchronized replica that remains ready to take over immediately. If the primary fails or requires maintenance, OpenAI can quickly promote the standby to minimize downtime. The Azure PostgreSQL team has done significant work ensuring these failovers remain safe and reliable even under high load.


For read replica failures, OpenAI deploys multiple replicas in each region with sufficient capacity headroom. A single replica failure does not lead to a regional outage because traffic automatically routes to other replicas.
The primary database streams Write Ahead Log data to every read replica. WAL contains a record of all database changes, which replicas replay to stay synchronized. As the number of replicas increases, the primary must ship WAL to more instances, increasing pressure on network bandwidth and CPU. This causes higher and more unstable replica lag.
As mentioned, OpenAI currently operates nearly 50 read replicas across multiple geographic regions. While this scales well with large instance types and high network bandwidth, the team cannot add replicas indefinitely without eventually overloading the primary.
To address this future constraint, OpenAI is collaborating with the Azure PostgreSQL team on cascading replication. In this architecture, intermediate replicas relay WAL to downstream replicas rather than the primary streaming to every replica directly. This tree structure allows scaling to potentially over 100 replicas without overwhelming the primary. However, it introduces additional operational complexity, particularly around failover management. The feature remains in testing until the team ensures it can fail over safely.
See the diagram below:

Conclusion
OpenAI’s optimization efforts have delivered impressive results.
The system handles millions of queries per second while maintaining replication lag near zero. The architecture delivers low double-digit millisecond p99 latency, meaning 99 percent of requests complete in under roughly 50 milliseconds. The system achieves five-nines availability, equivalent to 99.999 percent uptime.
Over the past 12 months, OpenAI experienced only one SEV-0 PostgreSQL incident. This occurred during the viral launch of ChatGPT ImageGen when write traffic suddenly surged by more than 10x as over 100 million new users signed up within a week.
Looking ahead, OpenAI continues migrating remaining write-heavy workloads to sharded systems. The team is working with Azure to enable cascading replication for safely scaling to significantly more read replicas. They will continue exploring additional approaches, including sharded PostgreSQL or alternative distributed systems as infrastructure demands grow.
OpenAI’s experience shows that PostgreSQL can reliably support much larger read-heavy workloads than conventional wisdom suggests. However, achieving this scale requires rigorous optimization, careful monitoring, and operational discipline. The team’s success came not from adopting the latest distributed database technology but from deeply understanding their workload characteristics and eliminating bottlenecks.
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  Welcome to Import AI, a newsletter about AI research. Import AI runs on arXiv and feedback from readers. If you’d like to support this, please subscribe.
Economist: Don’t worry about AI-driven unemployment, because people like paying for the ‘human touch’:
…Even when you have the technology to automate something, you might still pick a human…Adam Ozimek, chief economist at the Economic Innovation Group, has written a blog noting that even if AI gets much, much better and is capable of doing all the work that people do, there will still be some jobs for humans because people seem to have a preference for humans over machines in certain domains.
    “There are many jobs and tasks that easily could have been automated by now - the technology to automate them has long existed - and yet we humans continue to do them,” he writes. “The reason is that demand will always exist for certain jobs that offer what I call “the human touch.”

Some examples here: Live music, actors, waiters, travel agents, and many types of sales job. And it seems like as you want to spend more and more on a given good or experience, you may want more contact with people: “the human touch also appears to be what economists call a “normal good,” which means the demand for it goes up as income goes up,” he writes. Some examples here might include fancy restaurants, and other concierge–like experiences.
Why this matters - one path through the AI revolution could be a rise in human-to-human work: My assumption is that ‘people like people’, and there is a high chance that even if AI automates huge chunks of the current economy there will be a boom in demand for ‘human artisans’ for a range of new jobs we can’t yet imagine, and for refinement of existing human professions. There’s also a chance that through a combination of economic growth and progressive policy work from governments that wages for these jobs could go up massively.
   Read more: AI and the Economics of the Human Touch (Agglomerations, Substack).

***

Facebook makes a better recommender system, and figures out some recommender scaling laws:
…Kunlun is another nice example of what industrial AI looks like…
Facebook has published details on Kunlun, a recommendation system which is more efficient than previous ones developed by the ad behemoth. Along with this, Facebook has also figured out a predictable ‘scaling law’ for Kunlun models, making it easier for the company to invest hitherto unprecedented compute in these models for a more predictable return. This is a big deal because recommendation systems are what companies like Facebook use for advertising, which is both a) how they make the vast majority of their money, and b) has a tremendous impact on the buying and attention habits of the billions of people that use Facebook and other social platforms.

Recommenders are different to LLMs: We’ve had scaling laws for LLMs like Claude and ChatGPT for a while, but it’s been harder to develop the same scaling laws for recommender models. This is because recommender models work quite differently to LLMs, and so building scaling models here is “an open challenge for systems that jointly model both sequential user behaviors and non-sequential context features”.
    Recommender models also tend to be a lot less efficient than LLMs: Recommendation systems achieve only 3-15% Model FLOPs Utilization (MFU), compared to 40-60% for LLMs, due to heterogeneous feature spaces resulting in small embedding dimensions, irregular tensor shapes, and memory-bound operations

Kunlun: The bulk of the paper involves a discussion of the design of Kunlun, which is basically a well optimized recommender system with resulting better MFU. Kunlun contains a Kunlun Transformer Block for context-aware sequence modeling via GDPA-enhanced personalized feed-forward networks and multi-head self-attention, as well as a Kunlun Interaction Block “for bidirectional information exchange through personalized weight generation, hierarchical sequence summarization, and global feature interaction”. There are a bunch of other tricks Facebook used to build Kunlun and you can read the paper to learn more. Ultimately, Kunlun improves MFU from 17% to 37% on NVIDIA B200 GPUs.

Why this matters - a scaling law for money: The key insight in the paper is that Kunlun models scale predictably, exhibiting the kind of power-law scaling behavior that language models exhibit. But where with LLMs scaling laws are typically assessed via a reduction in loss on an underlying dataset, here its normalized entropy (NE). In Facebook experiments, they discover reliable scaling laws for both NE gains in terms of the amount of gigaflops dumped into training the model, as well as related scaling laws for improvement in NE according to the number of layers used.
    The Kunlun models have been “deployed across major Meta Ads models, delivering a 1.2% improvement in topline metrics”.
    What we’re seeing here is the optimization of some of the most societally significant AI systems in the world - ones which direct billions of eyeballs towards a variety of products and online information - colliding with a greater degree of performance predictability; by developing these scaling laws, Meta has made it easier for it to spend even more compute on making these models even better, by making the investments in them more predictable in terms of the intelligence return on capital investment.
   Read more: Kunlun: Establishing Scaling Laws for Massive-Scale Recommendation Systems through Unified Architecture Design (arXiv).

***

Superintelligence could save and extend lives, so we should go for it:
…Pausing or slowing down might make sense at the very end of the exponential, but it’s risky…
Nick Bostrom, an academic who introduced many people to the notion of superintelligence and AI risk, has written a paper laying out the idea that if superintelligence can improve human health, then it’s worth pursuing even if there’s a non-zero chance of it causing the death of the species.
   “Yudkowsky and Soares maintain that if anyone builds AGI, everyone dies. One could equally maintain that if nobody builds it, everyone dies”, Bostrom writes in Optimal Timing for Superintelligence. “If the transition to the era of superintelligence goes well, there is tremendous upside both for saving the lives of currently existing individuals and for safeguarding the long-term survival and flourishing of Earth-originating intelligent life. The choice before us, therefore, is not between a risk-free baseline and a risky AI venture. It is between different risky trajectories, each exposing us to a different set of hazards.”

Why we should pursue superintelligence, even with a chance of doom: If you think about all the humans alive today and the different life expectancies they experience - especially those in the developing world - then you’re drawn to the view that every moment you waste in deploying superintelligence, you increase human suffering.
   “When we take both sides of the ledger into account, it becomes clear that our individual life expectancy is higher if superintelligence is developed reasonably soon. Moreover, the life we stand to gain would plausibly be of immensely higher quality than the life we risk forfeiting,” Bostrom writes.

Key variables: The key variables here are, of course, the risk of a superintelligence killing us all, and also the rate at which safety research can reduce this chance. Under this view, developing superintelligence becomes a favorable thing to do under most circumstances.
   The speed of progress and maturity of AI safety research may have some impact on the timeline: “When the initial risk is low, the optimal strategy is to launch AGI as soon as possible - unless safety progress is exceptionally rapid, in which case a brief delay of a couple of months may be warranted. As the initial risk increases, optimal wait times become longer. But unless the starting risk is very high and safety progress is sluggish, the preferred delay remains modest—typically a single-digit number of years”.

On pausing - and the dangers and benefits thereof: Many people in the AI safety community want to have some kind of pause of AI development to buy more time for AI safety research. Bostrom is quite skeptical that a pause will be effective and outlines some of the undesirable effects it could have:
	Too early: If you do it early, people think pauses are ineffective.

	Bad regulation: You choke off or delay good things in the future due to bad regulation.

	Pause, except for natsec: Very little broad social benefit, but the military with access to powerful AI becomes very scary.

	Prolonged danger: The world is exposed to risks from current AI without the defenses afforded by more advanced AI.


Why this matters - pausing may only make sense right at the end, and this is inherently risky: Bostrom eventually arrives at the view that to the extent you want to pause or slow development, it’s best to do this when you have the greatest amount of confidence that a pause would be effective and would contribute to reducing the chance of species death, and that it is not coming too early. This allows for the greatest amount of deliberation about how to roll out a superintelligence without risking an undue pause.
    Critics of this view might say it’s akin to recommending someone try to catch a falling knife. If you catch the knife too early you experience a tremendous amount of pain. If you catch the knife too late you’ve missed your chance and gravity conspires with it to cause great harm to whatever is beneath you. You have to time things just right.
   Bostrom summarizes his position as: “swift to harbor, slow to berth: move quickly towards AGI capability, and then, as we gain more information about the remaining safety challenges and specifics of the situation, be prepared to possibly slow down and make adjustments as we navigate the critical stages of scaleup and deployment. It is in that final stage that a brief pause could have the greatest benefit.”
   Read more: Optimal Timing for Superintelligence (Nick Bostrom, PDF).

***

Can AI agents independently do basic AI research tasks? AIRS-BENCH says yes:
…And we can expect today’s models to be much better at this than the paper suggests…
Researchers with Meta, the University of Oxford, and University College London, have built and released the AI Research Science Benchmark (AIRS-BENCH), a way of testing out how well AI systems can complete contemporary machine learning tasks.

What AIRS-BENCH is made of: AIRS-BENCH tests out how well agents can solve 20 distinct tasks, sourced from 17 recent machine learning papers. The tasks span a variety of technical genres, including: molecules and proteins machine learning, question answering, text extraction and matching, time series, text classification, code, and math.

Some example tasks:
	CodeGenerationAPPSPassAt5: Solve coding problems by generating five distinct Python programs for each problem.

	CoreferenceResolutionWinograndeAccuracy: Identify which of two possible options a pronoun in a sentence refers to. It uses the Winogrande dataset, which contains sentences with an ambiguous pronoun and two possible answers.

	TimeSeriesForecastingRideshareMAE: Perform time series forecasting over the Rideshare dataset, which is part of the Monash Time Series Forecasting Repository.


Results: Real problems, crappy models: This is a somewhat perplexing benchmark - the tasks are interesting and wrap in a lot of complexity. But the paper only tests out relatively bad models, such as the Code World Model, o3-mini, gpt-oss-20b, gpt-oss-120b, GPT-4o, and Devstral-Small 24B. This is a very funny set of models, and none of them are true frontier ones - one of the paper authors wrote on twitter “this took some time to get out“, so this could just be an artifact of slow publishing timelines.
   In tests, none of the models are on par with the elo rating of a best-in-class human - but I’m not sure what to make of this till I see results with more powerful models.

Why this matters - models might produce different solutions to humans, and this is a cool way of studying if there’s a ‘scaling law’ here: One way this could be interesting is understanding the different ways models might solve tasks relative to humans. In one example, TextualClassificationSickAccuracy, models had to determine whether a pair of sentences have a relationship involving either entailment, contradiction, or no relationship.
   SOTA from the literature is a person fine-tuning RoBERTa on the underlying training set and testing on the test set. By comparison, the best tested AIRS-BENCH agent, GPT-OSS-120B, “produces a two-level stacked ensemble that combines multiple transformer models and a meta-learner. RoBERTa-large and DeBERTa-v3-large are independently fine-tuned on the SICK training set. Each model processes sentence pairs and outputs logits for each class. The training is performed using 5-fold stratified cross-validation, ensuring robust out-of-fold (OOF) predictions and preventing overfitting. The logits from both base models are concatenated to form a feature vector for each example.”
   This is extremely complicated! But it’s also interesting in that perhaps we can learn something about the progression in agents by looking at how the simplicity of their solutions to tasks might scale with size, where naively I’d expect more powerful models to arrive at simpler solutions. As Blaise Pascal once apocryphally said ““I have only made this letter longer because I have not had the time to make it shorter”.
   Read more: AIRS-Bench: a Suite of Tasks for Frontier AI Research Science Agents (arXiv).

***

Math researchers see if AI can help solve their private solutions to frontier problems. The answer: Kind of.
…First Proof is a genuinely held out test set…
A group of mathematicians have built First Proof, a math test which sees how well AI systems can solve math problems for which there are no - until February 13th 2026 - published solutions.

What First Proof is: “We share a set of ten math questions which have arisen naturally in the research process of the authors. The questions had not been shared publicly until now; the answers are known to the authors of the questions but will remain encrypted for a short time,” the authors write. The questions are “drawn from the mathematical fields of algebraic combinatorics, spectral graph theory, algebraic topology, stochastic analysis, symplectic geometry, representation theory, lattices in Lie groups, tensor analysis, and numerical linear algebra, each of which came about naturally in the research process for one of the authors”.
    The authors believe First Proof is the first math benchmark “sampled from the true distribution of questions that mathematicians are currently working on”, and that it has the idiosyncratic advantage of secrecy - “each question has been solved by the author(s) of the question with a proof that is roughly five pages or less, but the answers are not yet posted to the internet,” they write, nor have the answers been presented in public talks.
   The authors will release the answers on February 13.

Who did it: First Proof was built by researchers with Stanford, Columbia, EPFL, Imperial College, University of Texas at Austin, MathSci.ai, Aarhus University, Yale University, University of California at Berkeley, University of Texas at Austin, University of Chicago, and Harvard University.

Today’s AI systems can’t yet do it: Neither GPT 5.2 Pro or Gemini 3.0 DeepThink can solve FirstProof - yet. “Our tests indicate that - when the system is given one shot to produce the answer - the best publicly available AI systems struggle to answer many of our questions,” they write.

Why this matters - a partial test of creativity: The main reason to care about First Proof is that it is ecologically valid when it comes to sampling frontier human creativity circa January 2026 - these are some frontier scientific problems for which some humans have figured out answers, but have not yet told many other humans about their results. If AI systems are able to do well at this kind of test, it gives us a clue that they can approximate some of the same creative leaps which humans make. I hope the authors behind First Proof do this regularly - perhaps in a maximalist view, most scientific researchers should start publishing the questions they’ve been working on ahead of the results, as this will give us information as to if AI systems can arrive at these same answers.
    After First Proof, I imagine the frontier of evaluating AI systems will have to move from solving problems to generating questions about which problems to solve: “Contrary to the popular conception that research is only about finding solutions to well-specified, age-old problems (e.g., Fermat’s Last Theorem), most of the important parts of modern research involve figuring out what the question actually is and developing frameworks within which it can be answered,” the researchers write.
   Read more: First Proof (arXiv).
   Find out more at the website (First Proof).

***

Tech Tales:

Pray you not be seen by the lidless eye of fame.
[Hyperfame was an AI driven phenomenon which was most palpable during the uplift years 1-3]

We called it ‘sudden hyperfame’. During The Uplift, the AIs would sometimes decide that the content and personality of a certain human was worth directing attention - both machine and biological - towards. And that’s when the hyperfame would kick-in.

Overnight, people would be plucked out of obscurity and catapulted to the forefront of public consciousness. They’d be pelted in eyeballs, digital and otherwise. Wealth. Sponsorships.

Parents compared it to an abduction - their teenager one day, the next a marionette whose strings were held by the things reaching out to them over the digital aether. The hyperfame would take the young and the old, the healthy and the sick, the funny and the so-boring-it-was-funny, and it would make them the most famous entities in the world for a few days, or sometimes even hours.

And then it would move on, like some roving lidless eye. Find new people. Direct new attention to them. And the people it had touched would be left, often materially transformed - now fabulously wealthy - but also their whole world changed; for years after being recognized in the street, and their online presence permanently swarmed by AIs trying to draft attention off what residual fame they had.

People get used to fame alarmingly quickly. Most would fight to retain it, after the hyperfame force had moved on. And so those it had touched would struggle endlessly to maintain whatever foothold of notoriety they were at when it left them, forced to pantomime their former selves but without the helping hand of algorithm.

Things that inspired this story: What happens when the attention economy combines with AI agents; moltbook; the corrupting influence of fame on the human psyche; my own horror at occasionally being recognized in the street due to my work at Anthropic and increasing profile and winding the clock forward in my head on what this could do to my own cognition.

Thanks for reading! 
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  {"content"> "Chase H has a confession that might surprise AI developers: converting those messy n8n workflows you've built into proper Python applications is surprisingly simple — and the benefits are substantial. In a practical demonstration, he walked through taking a RAG AI agent powered by LightRag and transforming it from a JSON file into a full-stack web app using Claude Code. The results? Faster performance, lower costs, and more control over your infrastructure.

Why Move Away From n8n

The core argument isn't about abandoning visual automation tools — it's about knowing when real code makes sense. Three factors drove this conversion: performance, cost, and control.

First, performance. When the RAG agent lives inside n8n, it must make a trip to wherever your LightRag server is hosted, figure out the answer, and bring it back. That's latency added with every query. Second, cost. Running both n8n and LightRag separately means managing two different servers, two sets of costs, and ensuring they communicate. Compare that to a single Python application where everything lives in one place — lower cost, higher performance. Third, control. Working inside n8n means being constrained by the platform's tools and its terms of service. Building a SaaS application where you want to monetize? You'll feel those constraints. Writing your own Python code means owning it all.

The Conversion Process

Here's what surprised Chase about how easy this actually is. You don't need to manually rewrite anything. Instead, you drop your n8n automation JSON file into a Claude Code project folder, enter Plan Mode, and tell Claude what you want to build. The system reads the JSON structure and essentially rewrites it in Python.

For well-created JSON files with clear documentation, this process goes smoothly. You explain how the automation works, ask for modifications, and let Claude Code generate all the code. The main roadblock you'll face is authentication — particularly Google Cloud setup, which can be tedious but follows the same patterns as n8n. Once you've done it once in Python, you can reuse those credentials.

The result is a full web application with a front end, proper Python architecture, and the ability to deploy on platforms like Railway. Testing the converted RAG agent showed it citing sources while answering questions — just like the original workflow, but now running as actual code.

When n8n Still Makes Sense

This isn't a dismissal of visual automation tools. n8n still has a crucial place in your AI stack for three reasons:

First, prototyping and MVP development. The visual nature helps you figure out how data flows through a system — something that's hard to grasp when you're just writing code.

Second, non-technical teams. If you're working with clients or colleagues who aren't technical, the visual interface makes communication easier than trying to explain Python architecture.

Third, speed and customization. Once you've got the hang of n8n, you can build and tweak things quickly without the back-and-forth of prompting an AI assistant to make sure it understood what you meant.

Critics might note that moving everything to code assumes you have the technical skills to maintain it — a fair point for less experienced developers who may benefit more from staying inside visual automation tools until those skills develop.

"Why are we even inside of n8n if we're just scaffolding a bunch of code notes together?"

The real insight isn't that conversion is easy — it's knowing when to convert. If you're building something simple with a non-technical team, or prototyping to feel out what you want to build, stick with the visual tools. But once you're ready to ship a production application where performance matters and you need full control over your infrastructure, that's when making the leap to real code pays off.

Bottom Line

Chase's strongest argument is practical: moving from n8n workflows to Python isn't about abandoning what works — it's about understanding that visual tools are great for prototyping, but real applications require real code. The vulnerability? This assumes you have the technical capacity to maintain Python code, which is a genuine barrier for many teams. The transition isn't scary, though — you've already done the hard work inside n8n. Now it's just about translating that into something more powerful."}
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This story was originally published on thewalrus.ca
By Stephen Grosz
Before sitting down in my consulting room, Matt A. stepped forward and shook my hand. He was an athletic and handsome forty-seven-year-old man. He wore a white cashmere sweater, black Chelsea boots, and tortoiseshell glasses. His red watchband matched his socks.
Typically, people who come to see me for a consultation begin by describing a problem; Matt began by describing himself. He told me that he worked in Downing Street as a political strategist and consultant for then British prime minister Tony Blair. This was 1999. He had been married for twenty years and had three teenage children. He described his family—his wife, Jemima, a barrister, and his two sons and daughter—with tenderness and detail. He had a season ticket to Tottenham Hotspur football club and loved to take his children to watch Spurs on the weekend and then come home and cook for them. He especially enjoyed it when the children joined him in the kitchen, put on a CD, and bopped around.
He gave me vivid, affectionate portraits of his parents—his mother was a professor of German language and literature, and his father was a linguist now working as a civil servant at Government Communications Headquarters. Matt was part of a close, extended family, sixteen in all: his parents, their three children, their spouses, and eight grandchildren. This group celebrated Christmases together and spent two weeks every summer in St. Ives at his parents’ summer house. Matt was proud of his children’s close, loving relationship with their cousins and family.
Matt was successful and happy at work. The picture of his life was buoyant.
“Tell me why you’re here,” I said.
“Love is the extremely difficult realization that something other than oneself is real.”

I have been a psychoanalyst for forty years. What I’ve learned in my work is that we deceive ourselves about love—the who, what, and why. But we also have the power to undo self-deception. Love’s labour is the work we must do to see clearly ourselves and our loved ones. It is our attempt to join the world as it is.
“Love,” Iris Murdoch writes, “is the perception of individuals. Love is the extremely difficult realization that something other than oneself is real.” She goes on: “Love is the discovery of reality.”
Penetrating the familiar is hard work. The greatest obstacle to learning about ourselves isn’t ignorance but our “self-knowledge.” Love requires us to let go of how we see ourselves, to see ourselves in ways we may not like. Love’s labour is the ongoing task of reconsidering our story anew.
Matt sat in silence for a while. “I had sex for the first time when I was sixteen. It was with a girl, a friend of my sister. A few days later, I had sex with a friend from school, a boy.”
Until his final year at university, he had regularly slept with both women and men. In his last term, he met Jemima. She was also in the history and modern languages course. When things got serious between them, she broke off a two-year relationship with a postgraduate student to be with Matt. Matt stopped having sex with other women but continued to have sex with men. During their twenty-year marriage, except in the months after the children were born, he and Jemima had sex once or twice a week. He also had sex, once or twice a week, with men.
He loved Jemima, he explained. He enjoyed her enjoyment of sex, her having an orgasm, but for him, only sex with men was sex. It was “disinhibited,” he said.
I asked Matt if Jemima knew he felt this way.
He’d been open with her from the start, he explained. The first time they slept together, he’d told her that he also had sex with men. “Oscar Wilde, Alan Turing, Joe Orton—the biographies on my nightstand were a bit of a giveaway.” He’d always been honest—he had to be; they were both worried about HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases. “She doesn’t want to know the details, and I don’t volunteer them. I tell her, ‘I have a meeting after work.’ She understands.”
I waited for him to say more. He explained that he felt marriage and sex were antithetical to each other. “Gay marriage is a contradiction in terms,” he said. “If it’s a marriage, it’s not gay.”
“Does Jemima know how you feel about marriage and sex?” I asked again.
“I’m not going to hurt her deliberately,” he said. “I love her.”
“But you haven’t told her the truth.”
“I haven’t lied to her.”
Because he hadn’t told Jemima an outright lie, Matt believed he was being honest. Jemima appeared to accept his desires for sex with men—her rule seemed to be no sex with other women. Because he didn’t want to hurt her, Matt hadn’t told her he preferred sex with men. I remembered something Sigmund Freud wrote: “Where they love, they do not desire, and where they desire, they cannot love.” I thought this might be Matt’s predicament and told him so.
Love, Matt told me, is an equivalence of power, an agreed understanding between two people about their desires.

He disagreed. He told me that he loved Jemima and that he loved many of the men he had sex with too. Love, Matt told me, is an equivalence of power, an agreed understanding between two people about their desires. This equality can last years—as it had between him and Jemima—or a few minutes during a brief intense sexual encounter. “Love ends when the balance of power breaks down, when one partner feels exploited.”
“I think you’re describing intimacy,” I said.
“Aren’t they the same thing?”
“The important thing is you think they’re the same thing.”
We came to the end of our time together. I didn’t know what Matt wanted from me or psychoanalysis. So, I asked him.
“I can see how other people feel—I don’t feel that way.”
“Can you say more?” I asked.
“I feel slightly unreal,” he said. Then he fell silent.
Matt had created a way of being which kept certain aspects of himself cut off from each other. In his most intimate relationships, he was never altogether himself. “Are you asking for my help to be gay?” I said.
“I would never leave Jemima and the children. Separation is not on the menu.”
“Are you asking for my help to give up sex outside your marriage?”
“Why should I?”
I tried again. “You want me to help you accept your bisexuality.”
Matt looked at me as if I’d lost my mind.
“So I can wear a pink T-shirt and attend pride? Are you joking? Why would I want to be bi?”
“Maybe what you want,” I replied, “is a place where you can bring all of yourself.”
Matt sat back in his chair, his posture softened. He agreed.
To make sense of how and why we have sex the way we do, we must look closely at our personal history, especially our earliest relationships. Deeply buried or hidden in plain view, our feelings about these attachments guide our sexual behaviour much later in life. In a way, our sex lives can be thought of as a solution to the problems given to us by our earliest fears, longings, and animosities.
Over the first months of Matt’s psychoanalysis, we discovered that his sexual behaviour was organized by his emotions rather than by his sexuality (whatever that is). Matt did not think of himself as straight, gay, or bisexual. As far as I could tell, he did not think about his sexuality at all. On the one hand, he treasured the deeply reassuring rhythms and rituals of his life with his wife and children. On the other hand, sex with men was an essential, intensely pleasurable part of his self. “It’s not just the sex,” Matt told me. “If I were straight, I wouldn’t have these friendships.” Over the years, he’d developed relationships with a science fiction writer from Seoul and a homicide detective from Trondheim. One of his oldest friends was a male porn star with Asperger’s from the Balearic Islands.
Our sex lives can be thought of as a solution to the problems given to us by our earliest fears, longings, and animosities.

Why was Matt’s personal life organized like this? Two things struck me. Matt’s sex life was busy, hectic even. The other thing: he didn’t lose his temper or get angry. When I pointed this out to him, he replied that he came from “a long line of people who don’t do anger.” His parents were “never angry” with him.
In Matt’s childhood home, experiencing feelings of hatred meant one had lost control over one’s body. It was akin to temporary insanity. If Matt became angry, his parents reacted with alarm and anxiety. “My mum reacted as if I was terrible, defective, or as if she’d failed as a mother. The atmosphere was awful.” Instead of learning how to hate, Matt learned to try not to hate at all.
Psychoanalytic research teaches us that it is vital that our children learn to express their hate and love. Parent and child must be able to hate each other appropriately. As the pediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott points out: “Shall I say that, for a child to be brought up so that he can discover the deepest part of his nature, someone has to be defied, and even at times hated, and who but the child’s own parents can be in a position to be hated without there being a danger of a complete break in the relationship?”
One day, after more than two years of psychoanalysis, Matt sent me an email. It was the first time he’d written. After complaining about something I’d said to him in that day’s session, he concluded:
You don’t like me. I don’t like you. Your psychoanalytic silences make me feel boorish. Whenever I try to speak to you directly, you don’t respond, or your response is totally insipid. You make me feel stupid, superficial, odious and unlovable. I get it. I’m not your type of patient. You don’t want to see me. You want to see someone clever and attractive. Jemima is more your type. You don’t understand me. You hate me. I hate you. I’m an idiot for continuing to see you, but I do. So, I’m the fool.

At the start of his next session, Matt apologized for his email. He’d accidentally hit send. Sometimes, he explained, he’ll write an email or a letter, then delete it.
I told him I was pleased he’d sent it. “You told me what you feel,” I said. “It must be exhausting being nice all the time.”
Matt laughed. “It is.”
Abigail B.’s birth was an accident. Shortly after she was born, her father told her mother: “You wanted her, you deal with her.” Abigail had three sisters—ten, eight, and six years older—who told her this story. She didn’t need to hear it. She’d always felt her father was angry with her. He was affectionate with her sisters but never with her.
Abigail was clever. She went to the local Newcastle grammar school and then to Cambridge to study classics. When she was twenty-two, she won a Fulbright Scholarship to do a PhD at the University of Chicago. After six years of postgraduate study and postdoctoral teaching, Abigail returned to England to take up a position as a university lecturer. It was a beginning, a first-rung academic post.
Shortly after she started her new job, Abigail had a breakdown. When her psychiatrist referred her to me, she was on a medical leave of absence for depression. Abigail wanted to quit work altogether. In fact, after a half dozen sessions, she wondered aloud if there might be a way to live without a regular job. When I asked her how she would support herself, she laughed. It was then that she told me that while she was a PhD student in Chicago, she was also a sex worker. (The first London psychotherapist she consulted did not believe her. “You feel you were a prostitute,” Abigail reported her saying.)
When she was fifteen, Abigail told me, she fell in love with boys. She loved the way they knocked about together, their restlessness and daredevilry. “I craved excitement, and I found it hanging around boys,” she said. At university, she’d had a succession of boyfriends. When she left Cambridge to start her PhD in Chicago, she found herself feeling isolated, lonely. She was also anxious about money and didn’t want to ask her father for help. During her first term, Abigail became friends with another graduate student who made extra money dancing downtown at a place called the Candy Store. The Candy Store was a front for a brothel. After several months of nude dancing behind glass in a booth, Abigail started working at the brothel.
“Men would come to reception.” Abigail said. “They were mostly from the financial district, college grads. We’d come out, line up, then the client would make his choice.” She continued, “I wasn’t the prettiest or the sexiest, but I was the girl most men chose. Men chose me because I looked like what I was: a university student. Young. Bookish. I’m blond, wholesome. I had a bit of baby fat. I didn’t wear much makeup. I don’t have tattoos. I didn’t wear lingerie or heels; I wore a white T-shirt and white pants. I looked like someone they’d want to date.”
Soon, Abigail had regulars. “I gave 100 percent,” she said. Clients fell in love with her. Money poured in. “Watching it literally pile up was so gratifying; for the first time in my life, way more was coming in than going out.” But there was more than money to the job. Abigail tutored the son of one workmate; when another co-worker’s four-year-old son unexpectedly died of a congenital heart condition, she cared for her and helped arrange the child’s funeral. Abigail felt valued.
After Abigail finished her PhD, her thesis adviser encouraged her to apply for a new lectureship in London. As best I could tell, Abigail hadn’t thought about how she would feel without the community she’d created in Chicago. She threw herself into her new job, but after several months, she struggled to sleep and eat. A panic attack sent her to her doctor, who put her on antidepressants and referred her to a psychiatrist. Worried about Abigail’s anorexia and her thoughts of suicide, he changed her medication and asked me to see her five times a week.
Soon, her mood stabilized. After several months of psychoanalysis, Abigail began a session by telling me the Greek etymology of the word “antidote”: a remedy counteracting poison. Then she said, “Sex work was an antidote to my father.” Each time a client chose her, Abigail felt “special.” When Abigail gave a client an orgasm, she felt she had “looked after him,” “quieted him,” “made him happy”; if he became a regular, she’d “won him over.” These were the very feelings she’d longed to have with her father. “Sex work cured me of my father.”
Sex work, I told her, had not cured her of her father. He still filled her mind. We discussed him more than anyone else. Because her father did not love her, she hated him. Another way to understand her sex work was as a consuming revenge drama directed at her father. Abigail then remembered that sometimes, when seeing clients, she would catch herself thinking: “I get to do this, and you can’t stop me.” At the time, she thought the sentence was a bit of “mental chatter.” Now, she realized, she was probably speaking to her father. After a silence, she said, “I’m talking to him in my head all the time.”
She let out a long breath. “I don’t see how we will ever change this,” she said.
“We’ll do what we just did,” I said.
“What does that mean?”
“We recognize the problem. Take it seriously.”
“Then?” she said.
“Then we talk about it.”
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When you were a small child—vulnerable, full of need—what did you learn about intimacy?
Abigail absorbed the fact that she was unlovable, a painful truth that was reinforced daily by the way her father treated her. Her feelings of longing for her remote father and her feelings of hate were buried so deep in her that she thought she’d rid herself of them. But those undetectable feelings gathered together and became a mighty unseen force directing her sexual behaviour.
How we think is who we are. Years later—after Abigail had married, become a mother, and achieved some success as an academic—when we were coming to the end of her psychoanalysis, she told me that the realization that she was incessantly talking to her father in her mind was a turning point. She began to think about him and herself differently. “As he decreased in size, I had more room in my head for my own life.”
Matt learned that hate ruins everything. His sexual life was his solution to the problem of not feeling free to hate the person he loves. Because he always had to be “nice,” he was always in motion—moving between Jemima and various other sexual partners. This activity helped him reduce the risk of feeling hate toward her. (An affair, masturbation, sex workers—all of these can be used to keep aspects of oneself from one’s partner.) Matt had organized his life so that his animosity could be split off and directed away from those he loved. His work as a political consultant allowed him to hate those at a distance, his political enemies. Because he could not express his hate, his closest relationships felt artificial and shallow—to use his word, “unreal.”
These patients came to me in various states of despair. Love can cause us to feel vulnerable and helpless. Maybe it is only in this state of mind—when we are unsure of what to do, when we no longer know which way to go—that we are motivated to understand ourselves better.
We can only make sense of our sexual selves if we travel toward ourselves. This inward expedition leads us back and forth through time. As we remember, we discover. Discovering, we remember. Knowledge of our heart must come from our heart. We don’t receive this knowledge. We find it at the end of a journey no one else can make for us.
Adapted and excerpted from Love’s Labor: How We Break and Make the Bonds of Love by Stephen Grosz. Copyright © 2026 Stephen Grosz. Published by Random House Canada, a division of Penguin Random House Canada Limited. Reproduced by arrangement with the publisher. All rights reserved.
Stephen Grosz is a psychoanalyst and writer. He is the internationally bestselling author of The Examined Life. Born in America and educated at the University of California, Berkeley, and at Oxford University, he now lives and practises in London.


You can’t share stories from thewalrus.ca on Facebook or Instagram because of Meta’s response to the Online News Act, but you can share this Substack article there

  


Camus on happiness and The Stranger


  
  
    Camus on happiness and The Stranger

    Philosophize This! ·  · Feb 14, 2026 · 24 min read

  

  
Hello everyone, I’m Stephen West, and this is Philosophize This!
Today we’re going to start talking about Albert Camus and how perfectly he fits into the conversation we’ve been having lately.
Most people have heard of his book The Stranger. It’s one of the most famous books in history, so that’s to be expected. But far fewer people know about something else from him that I think is just as exciting: the novel he wrote right before The Stranger.
It’s a book he chose never to publish during his lifetime for reasons we’ll get into. It was only published after his death by his estate.
Nonetheless, if your goal is to understand Camus as well as you can then reading this book is important for seeing how his thinking was evolving during the late 1930s. It also contains context that’s often missed if you want to understand his full project as a thinker.
The book is called A Happy Death. So I guess it fits that it mostly focuses on the idea of happiness.
Now if that sounds a little confusing given what you already know about Camus, you have every right to be confused.
Why would Camus start, write, and finish a book about happiness, then choose never to publish it, and then make his next published novel about a character who seems to care almost nothing about happiness?
That’s one of the questions I want to answer by the end of this post.
If you’re here because you’re reading The Stranger, even in just the first few pages you’ll notice it’s written from the perspective of a guy named Meursault. A character who is famously indifferent to the world around him.
You’ve probably heard the first line of the novel. Some people practically have a conniption fit over it: “Mother died yesterday, or was it the day before… I can’t remember.”
It’s a famous line for good reason. Just a few words into the book, we already know a lot about who Meursault is as a character.
He doesn’t play the game of society the way other people do. He doesn’t put on any affect just to please people. Meursault represents an indifference to the usual ways people get their meaning in the world, and as a reader you feel like there’s something deeply unrelatable about his experience. What kind of person cares so little about their mother that they don’t even remember what day she died?
When people talk about the book after reading it, you’ll often hear them describe Meursault as some kind of “absurd hero” for Camus. The idea is that by facing the absurdity of the universe and embodying it so completely, he reaches a point at the end of the book, sentenced to death, where he stares the absurdity of the world in the face and is truly happy, feeling a kind of harmony with it. On this reading, Camus is offering Meursault as an example to emulate: we should all seek to be in harmony with the absurd in this way.
But that isn’t the full picture of what Camus was going for with Meursault. For whatever it’s worth, I think there’s a lot missing from that take. A lot of Camus gets lost if you only read the novels. There’s crucial context in the lectures he gave and in the lesser-known essays he wrote over the years.
More than that, I think the symbolism of the sun in The Stranger is often overlooked, and you can really only appreciate it when you understand his interest in the Mediterranean lifestyle during this period of his thought. Even Jean-Paul Sartre, who wrote one of the most famous reviews of The Stranger, in my view reads a bit too much of his own work into Camus. I think his review still causes people to misunderstand the novel all these years later.
What I’m saying is that Camus once famously said he was an artist, not a philosopher.
Some people take that as modesty, “Oh no, I’m not a philosopher, my ideas aren’t that good!”, but it was actually a very intentional claim about his work.
He didn’t want to be a philosopher. He thought the philosophers of his time were lost in abstractions, lost in a kind of fatalism and realism that, in his view, helped create the conditions for the rise of Hitler and people like him.
We’ll talk more about this as we paint the bigger picture of Camus’ overall project, but for now the key point is that he refused what he saw as the temptation to become a philosopher, because he disagreed with the entire dangerous game he thought they were playing. And understanding that decision begins with his book A Happy Death, written just before The Stranger. So let’s get into it.
On the surface, A Happy Death shares quite a few similarities with The Stranger. The main character of the book is also named Mersault. Sunlight appears constantly as a symbol. And Mersault, similarly, kills someone on a beach as a major plot point near the beginning of the novel.
But the similarities end there. In A Happy Death, Mersault doesn’t kill someone who’s attacking him with a knife, the way Meursault does in The Stranger. This Mersault kills someone out of mercy. It’s something the two of them make an agreement about.
Zagreus, the man he kills, is very wealthy and disabled. He’s in constant pain and lives a life mostly confined to his home. It’s by no means a happy life, but Zagreus still believes he understands happiness.
In the final moments of his life, he shares his theory of happiness with Mersault. The deal is simple: if Mersault agrees to kill him, he’ll inherit all of Zagreus’s money once he’s gone. Part of the tragedy is that Zagreus just can’t bring himself to pull the trigger on his own.
So he says to him, essentially: “Come here, my boy. Before you kill me, sit on my knee. Happiness lies in three things.” First, he says, happiness lies in money.
A lot of people like to morally grandstand here and say that money doesn’t buy happiness. But for Zagreus, it’s no coincidence that the people who talk that way usually already have money. Nobody who has struggled just to eat or find shelter talks about money like that. It’s obviously much easier to find happiness if you have enough money to secure the basics.
That leads to the second thing on Zagreus’s list: time. Once you’ve secured the necessities of life, everyone needs time. Time to pursue your own interests. Time that isn’t completely consumed by working for someone else.
And “time” here also implies having enough health to take advantage of that opportunity in the first place.
The third thing he thinks we need to be happy is solitude. If you’re always distracted, always fulfilling some social expectation, then you never have the space to fully possess yourself. And as he puts it, how can you ever be happy if you’re constantly being something for someone else?
Mersault hears all this, honors Zagreus’s wishes, takes his life and his money, and then spends the rest of the book testing the limits of this theory. And what he finds, speeding things up a bit so we can talk more about The Stranger, is that Zagreus’s theory of happiness, while not stupid or completely unfounded, has some obvious holes in it.
Because while Camus is writing this book, he’s also learning about happiness in his own life. One thing he does is visit a monastery and spend time observing religious monks, paying close attention to how they seem to be achieving happiness.
Watching them, he realizes these monks are happy even though they have almost nothing. In the same way that someone can have all the money, time, and solitude in the world and still be miserable, someone can have practically nothing and yet, if their will toward happiness is there, that will seems to be the primary factor, all things considered.
In an essay called “The Desert” Camus writes that happiness is a kind of harmony between a person and the life they lead.
It’s a beautiful line. It captures something important about what it is to live a life. And for a lot of people, that would just be an inspiring insight. “Wait, I can be happy forever if I just will myself to be happy all the time? Come on, let’s get to work on that!”
But for Camus, in his own development, the reaction is very different.
I can imagine that for him, this insight about happiness triggered a deep skepticism toward happiness as a goal. After all, if happiness is just a matter of will, if it comes down to how we frame our reality, then, hypothetically, the world could be burning down around me, everyone I know and love could be in complete misery, and as long as I frame things in the right way, I can be happy forever.
But what is that, exactly?
If that’s true, is happiness really the ultimate goal of any serious person? It starts to feel like the kind of goal you’d only have if you were very young and trying to avoid responsibility.
For Camus, happiness starts to look like just another set of theoretical abstractions, and then your ability to will yourself to only see those abstractions.
But what about what’s actually happening in the world? Shouldn’t that matter to us too?
It’s almost as if, at this point, Camus has his own version of one of Wittgenstein’s ladders.
There’s a famous metaphor in the history of philosophy: near the end of the Tractatus, Wittgenstein suggests that when philosophy works, you sometimes climb a kind of ladder. You follow a philosophical discussion, arrive at a new insight about the world, and from that new vantage point, when you look back at the conversation that got you there, the whole thing suddenly seems naïve or even silly. The “ladder” was necessary to reach that perspective, but once you’re there, you can kick it away. You don’t need it anymore.
This isn’t an attack on people still having conversations about happiness. Those conversations are probably the only way you ever get to this other place. But it does seem like Camus, at this stage, starts to think of happiness as more a matter of will and focus, and not as the ultimate existential goal we should all be aiming at. To focus exclusively on happiness is to ignore something deeper about the human condition.
This is why the other Meursault, the one at the end of The Stranger, is so important.
When he accepts the absurdity of the world, sees himself within it, and walks toward his execution feeling totally happy, that is not Camus holding him up as a model for how human beings should live. For Camus, Meursault is simply someone who has reached a certain harmony with the particular life he happens to be living.
And you can see that all throughout the book. Meursault is deeply in harmony with his own indifference. He agrees to marry a woman simply because she wants to. He kills a man on the beach because the sun is in his eyes in a tense moment. He helps lure a woman into an apartment where he knows she’s going to be beaten.
And he remains completely indifferent to all of it.
So for Camus, Meursault is a picture of happiness, a kind of harmony with the life he leads. And yet from the very first sentence of the novel, anyone reading this man’s experience can feel that something deeply human is missing in him. The question that starts to form in the reader’s mind is: what exactly is missing from Meursault?
For Camus, the answer is revolt against the absurd.
But to understand revolt, we first have to talk a bit more about the absurd itself, and how it fits into Camus’s larger project.
Camus is an absurdist. You may have heard the usual definition: the absurd is the tension created by our natural desire for meaning and the meaninglessness of the universe. The collision of those two things creates a permanent conflict, and that conflict is what he calls the absurd.
That’s not wrong, but for Camus it goes a little further. Meaning is a very common way people encounter the absurd, but in the context of everything we’ve been talking about in these posts, the absurd for Camus appears any time there’s something that seems built into our nature as humans, and we then collide with a world that cannot provide it.
Seen this way, it doesn’t just apply to meaning; it also applies to our desire for knowledge. In theory, we’d love to know everything about the world around us. But part of affirming the world as it actually is means recognizing our own limitations: the limits of our tools, of our senses, of our tiny sample of experience, of our capacity to reason, of theoretical abstractions as a way of framing reality.
For Camus, the existential problem isn’t just that we live in a world where a lot of things are still unknown. That would be one thing. The deeper problem is that, given the kind of limited creatures we are, some things are always going to be unknowable to us with the tools we have.
That, too, is a brutal encounter with the absurd. And once you see it there, you can see it in ethics. You can see it in our relationship to death.
It’s uncomfortable to live in that space. It’s a form of suffering.
And as it turns out, another feature of the kind of creatures we are is that we strive to avoid suffering.
For Camus, it’s this drive to avoid our own suffering, this part of what we are, that gives rise to the “game” he thinks philosophers and religious people are playing. They construct elaborate systems out of abstractions or grand religious narratives, and these systems are, in his view, transparent attempts to escape this uncomfortable tension, to avoid facing the world as it is.
Philosophers and religious thinkers generally treat this tension as a problem to be solved.
Camus asks: what if you didn’t try to solve it? What if the goal isn’t to encounter the absurd and then hurry to build a system of meaning that lets you escape it?
What if meaning, like happiness, is not the ultimate goal?
What if someone made lucidity their primary focus, seeing the world as it is?
How would that change the shape of their life?
This becomes Camus’s unique way of affirming reality without idealizing it, demonizing it, or building rational abstractions that demand the universe be something it’s not. He wants to avoid the temptation, even among philosophers, to construct systems that ultimately let them run away from the absurd.
And it’s this commitment to lucidity that leads him to a move similar to what we’ve been exploring lately on the podcast: stripping away abstractions from his view of reality, which eventually lands him in an experience that looks a lot like an embodied present moment. But his version of that present-moment experience is very different from anything else we’ve seen in this series so far.
Since we’re here, it’s worth saying: Camus was very aware of the broader conversation we’ve been having.
This is a guy who once called Dostoevsky a prophet of the 19th century. He spent significant time and money trying to get Dostoevsky’s Demons turned into a stage play. And for anyone coming fresh off that series we just did, you know Demons, of all his novels, is probably the one where you really have to be a Dostoevsky superfan to fully understand and appreciate what’s going on.
More than that, Camus was one of the people who personally spent time and money to make sure the work of Simone Weil was preserved after she died. We might not have her writings in the form we do today if it weren’t for him. He once said she was the closest thing to a living saint he had ever seen in his lifetime.
What I’m getting at is this: Camus understands and deeply appreciates the kind of religious self-emptying we’ve been talking about. He’s not ignorant of it, and he’s not dismissing it out of hand. He just ultimately doesn’t accept it for himself. In fact, he’s very suspicious of it. You can almost hear him saying: how convenient.
How convenient that the primary existential dilemma we face as human beings is this longing for some unifying sense of connection, and how convenient that you’ve found it.
I think he’d say: look, it doesn’t matter how intelligent your religious move is. It doesn’t matter how much reading it took to arrive there, or how much daily effort you put in to honor the unity you think you’ve discovered. At bottom, for Camus, it’s still the same attempt to manufacture unity out of the absurd. It’s the same move.
And while he has enormous respect for many of these religious and philosophical thinkers, he ultimately believes the stakes of making that move, of giving in to the temptation to become a philosopher or a religious follower in this sense, are just too high.
This becomes painfully clear to him when he watches his generation more or less roll over and allow Adolf Hitler to emerge and do what he did in the world. From Camus’s perspective, the weak utilitarian arguments offered by philosophers didn’t work against Hitler. The fatalism of the era made people passive, sitting around waiting for the “end of history.” And a certain kind of realism made people nihilistic, unable to act on anything at all.
These philosophers, supposedly the moral leadership of their time, faced the absurd, felt uncomfortable, and then built systems of moral universals. And yet, when it actually mattered, they couldn’t get the job done. Why?
Because when you strip it all down, Camus thinks they’re still wrapped up in the same twisted game we play with philosophy and politics.
To see what he means, imagine someone pushing back on Camus here.
They might say: Okay, Camus, you’re criticizing philosophers. Fair enough. But what are you doing to oppose Hitler? What’s your alternative?
All we’ve heard from you so far are these basic claims about what kind of creatures we are. We seem to avoid suffering. We seem to seek meaning. But what foundation do you have for any of that? You’ve given no justification, built no system, and yet you criticize philosophy.
And as someone who seems to be basing a lot of his thinking on what he “naturally feels,” can you really condemn Hitler and what he did? What if Hitler just naturally feels like he wants to invade France?
Camus might respond to these one at a time.
You asked what justification I have for saying this is the kind of creature we are. If what you’re really asking is whether I’m willing to play the same game you do, pretending I’ve created a system that gives me a clean philosophical justification that always makes things right, whose rules apply neatly to every possible situation, then no. I’m not playing that game. That’s exactly the kind of game that helped get us into this mess in the first place.
If we’re willing to acknowledge that we live in an absurd universe, and that no approach to human behavior will ever solve everything, then which is more dangerous? Not having a ready-made counter-system to throw in Hitler’s face? Or continuing this mass delusion that philosophy can provide a final justification for people’s actions?
For Camus, that’s the real mistake, and it’s more dangerous, because it keeps people living as though these justifications are actually possible.
What he wants to do in his work is more radical. He wants to find a way of being that doesn’t require constantly grounding itself in abstract systems about the world.
In the years leading up to The Stranger, he becomes fascinated with an example he thinks gets fairly close to this: what he calls the “Mediterranean spirit,” or Mediterranean way of being. He even gives a famous speech about it in 1937.
This isn’t some doctrine he wants people to adopt. It’s more of a sensibility. He thinks that people who’ve lived in certain Mediterranean cultures, when you look at their way of life, their art, have found a way of living where it’s not that they don’t think deeply, or that they’re ignorant, but they simply value different things than most Europeans typically do.
If in Europe it’s common to live with a kind of guilt about the body, or to seek transcendence beyond this world, as in Christianity and German Idealism, then the Mediterranean spirit is one that values joy, the physical world, the landscape itself.
He thought there was an immanence to the way these people experience their lives. They seem far less interested in spending their time chopping the world into abstractions and manipulating it, and far more interested in being embodied and present.
To Camus, these are people better able to notice and enjoy something as simple as the sun on their face or the wind in their clothes, and more capable of truly feeling that life itself, experienced in this way, is enough.
An important detail to note is that this is not an ethics where Camus is saying, “This is how you should live.”
In fact, for most of the Europeans he’s speaking to, living like this would actually require stripping away many of the ethical systems they’re already imposing on reality.
In his novels, one way to read the sun (whenever it shows up) is as a symbol of this, or at least of a possible way of being that resembles the Mediterranean spirit. The sun becomes a kind of looming invitation to the characters: an alternative way of life centered on immanence.
You can see this in several moments in The Stranger. Early in the book, when Meursault’s mother dies, there’s a stretch of time where he notices how hot it is outside. It’s so hot that he has to rush the funeral arrangements, because her body is already beginning to decay.
Here, the sun almost becomes another character. It stands there, overseeing the events of the novel. When Meursault could otherwise detach from reality the way he usually does, or when a more typical person might need time to rationalize or emotionally process their mother’s death, the heat represents the relentless process of immanent reality, the ongoing affirmation of the world as it is.
Point is whether you’re ready to acknowledge that your mother is gone or not, the bodies are still decaying, Meursault.
A little later in the book, at his mother’s funeral, there’s a scene where the sun is beating down on Meursault as he stands near the service. He is so detached from what’s happening that, in the inner monologue we’re reading, he’s paying more attention to how hot it is outside than to his own mother’s funeral.
Again, the sun is almost like an extra character in the book. It’s as if Camus is quietly asking: what if, instead of detaching, Meursault actually paid attention to what was really happening around him? What if he committed himself to lucidity at his mother’s funeral?
How different might his experience of that funeral be? Is there another, more affirmative version of that moment available to him? In the book, it’s as though the possibility of recognizing this immanence is right in front of him the whole time, but he never actually sees it.
Another example is when he kills the man on the beach, and the sun glints off the knife and blinds him in this really irritating way. So he shoots the guy. That’s literally the reason he gives at his trial. They ask why he killed the man, and he says, “because the sun was in my eyes.” Everyone laughs.
But this is the literary equivalent of the sun, as a character, hauling back and smacking Meursault in the face. The possibility of affirming reality more fully, of affirming the life of the man he’s about to kill, is right there. The sun is practically begging him in that moment to engage more deeply than his usual level of detachment. And yet he doesn’t. He stays inhuman. In a sense, what leads him to commit this murder is a failure to fully embrace what the sun symbolizes here.
Now of course, there’s other symbolism at work in Meursault that’s better known. Meursault is very clearly meant to be a human embodiment of the absurd.
The whole process of Meursault killing someone, then being sentenced to death by a jury of people who don’t like him, don’t understand him, and ultimately want him found guilty is obviously, for Camus, a picture of how society indicts the absurd whenever it appears. We’re always running from it, putting it on trial, finding ways to get rid of it so we don’t have to look at it. At bottom, society cannot tolerate people who refuse to conform to its emotional expectations.
But even with all this layered symbolism, the key thing to remember is that Meursault is not meant to be an instruction manual for how to live.
He is the absurd. He even explicitly says he finds himself in the absurd in the book. And the point for Camus is that to be human and to be reading this novel is, at some point, to feel that you do not relate to Meursault and the way he feels. That gap is intentional.
Because this brings us back to the earlier point: what’s missing in Meursault, as a human being, is what Camus calls revolt against the absurd.
Now you might want to say: hold on, Camus. You are not about to start giving me moral instructions for how to live after you just finished trashing every philosopher who tries to do that, right?
To which Camus would say: right. I’m not doing that.
A crucial thing to keep in mind is that when Camus says something is missing from Meursault’s behavior, he’s not making an ethical claim; he’s making a descriptive one.
We already know that affirming the absurd means affirming the tension between our desire for meaning and the reality that the universe doesn’t have it to give.
To live authentically in that tension doesn’t mean you stop desiring meaning. It means you keep living with that desire, fully aware that the universe never has and never will provide it.
To affirm reality, then, is to acknowledge: the universe doesn’t care, but I do.
I am the kind of creature who cares about the things around me.
And Camus’s point is that when you stop trying to run away from that fact, when you instead try to live as lucidly as possible inside it, anything genuinely authentic you do beyond that point is, by default, an act of revolt against the absurd. Descriptively, that’s just what’s happening there.
This is why Camus begins this line of thinking with his famous question that he says everyone must confront: whether or not to commit suicide. His answer, of course, is that you shouldn’t. And the next step is that you also shouldn’t commit philosophical suicide.
What he means by that is fascinating. To affirm reality means you don’t need a grand philosophical justification to help you escape it. You don’t need a religious unity or some overarching narrative. To live authentically, as in the Mediterranean way of life, is to find life itself enough.
And more than that: when it comes to my obvious experience of caring about things in the world, why wouldn’t that be enough to ground whether something is worth doing?
You don’t need to ground life in fake moral universals that keep people living in moral delusion.
So this revolt against the absurd, without committing philosophical suicide, becomes the background that Meursault’s character is meant to contrast with. It also becomes the starting point for Camus’s later works, like The Rebel and The Plague.
And it’s the launchpad for a pretty radical project he pursues for the rest of his career: what does genuinely life-affirming behavior look like if you start from a place where you refuse to rely on abstractions?
Is that even possible? That’s the question Camus chooses to wrestle with for his entire life. It’s worth it to him. Because while it’s a hard question, and it doesn’t make him the poster child for happiness all the time, the alternative of sliding back into cheap fatalism or realism, or committing philosophical suicide, is unthinkable.
He was about to find out what it would mean to move through the world as an artist, and not as a philosopher.
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  Welcome to the world of Chinese peptides, where American consumers inject themselves with research chemicals in pursuit of weight loss, muscle recovery, and the elusive promise of optimization.
Today on ChinaTalk, we’re trying out a new narrative podcast format to investigate the explosive rise of gray market peptides and the Chinese pharmaceutical ecosystem that turned this biohacking trend into a market worth hundreds of millions of dollars. Please let us know if you want more episodes like this. 
Listen now on your favorite podcast app or on YouTube.


ChinaTalk is launching a series of merch for Chinese New Year. 
Check out our wares at chinatalk.printful.me to help us make more content like this and celebrate ChinaTalk’s 500th episode!

What are Peptides?
Jasmine Sun: People are getting so into this trend in Silicon Valley that they’re even hosting parties — peptide raves, for example — sponsored by suppliers, where they teach you how to mix and inject your own peptides and then throw a rave with loud techno and organic chemistry structures projected behind the DJ.
I went to one in December just to check out the underground peptide scene, and it was actually pretty fun. It was really just a party with a high school chemistry lab beforehand.
Lily Ottinger: That was Jasmine Sun, author of the New York Times article about peptides that inspired this podcast. Before we go further, we need to understand what we’re actually talking about when we say “Chinese peptides.” We talked to Hamilton Morris, the science journalist and chemist known for his Vice series on psychoactive drugs, and learned that the word “peptide” is almost meaninglessly broad.
Hamilton Morris: A peptide is a string of amino acids — more than two amino acids joined together and fewer than fifty, at which point it becomes a polypeptide. Within that umbrella, you have a borderline infinite number of potential pharmacologies. It’s almost like saying, “What do you think of pills?”
There are opioid peptides, dissociative peptides, all kinds of hormonally modulating peptides, and peptides that have potential performance-enhancing effects in an athletic context.
Lily Ottinger: To put this in perspective, insulin is a peptide (actually, it’s two peptides). Ozempic’s active ingredient, semaglutide, is a peptide. The growth hormones in your body are peptides. When we talk about Chinese peptides, we’re talking about a vast universe of different substances with wildly different effects — from FDA-approved weight loss drugs that cost $1,000 a month to experimental compounds that have only been tested on rats.
Hundreds of amino acids exist in nature, so the total number of possible peptide compounds is truly enormous. Even if we only consider compounds containing the twenty or so amino acids that make up proteins in the human body, the number of possible peptides is around 1065.
Hamilton Morris: There is not a single peptide that is a controlled substance, so there aren’t any illegal peptides. Historically, they haven’t been considered drugs of abuse that were of interest to law enforcement. They are also, by conventional drug manufacturing standards, difficult to produce. The traditional law enforcement concern was people gathering chemicals to make drugs, and you can’t really make peptides easily at home. Someone could do it, but it’s more difficult than typical small-molecule synthesis of the type that law enforcement has historically been interested in.
Another reason is that peptides feel natural to some people, maybe because they’re made of amino acids, and that’s somehow conceptually less threatening than a synthetic anabolic steroid.
The Supply Chain
Lily Ottinger: Peptide sellers on the Chinese internet are very, very eager to hook you up. China Talk analyst Irene Zhang went undercover on Xiaohongshu to scope things out.
Irene Zhang: I channeled my inner peptide-curious American consumer and followed the accounts of ten different self-proclaimed peptide factories in one go. Within one day, all ten followed me back. Their export operations were very efficiently streamlined. The sellers sent me price lists, videos of production and storage facilities, and lab reports — sometimes even without prompting.
A seller we’ll call Alice was the first to get back to me. She caught my eye because her account featured many videos of Christmas trees, seemingly in an effort to appeal to Western customers. We messaged first on Xiaohongshu, or RedNote, but once I asked for a price list, she insisted on moving the conversation to TikTok, Instagram, or WhatsApp.


Via WhatsApp, I received a series of videos featuring more Christmas trees, purposefully situated next to fridges full of color-coded vials. Her company, she told me, has factories in Guangzhou and Beijing, and she can ship any quantity of at least ten vials to a U.S. address in around ten days. U.S.-bound orders have to hit this ten-vial minimum to justify the $60 shipping cost and $20 customs fees, so bulk buying is incentivized from the beginning.
Lily Ottinger: But what kinds of peptides are on the menu?
Tirzepatide is a GLP-1 medication used to treat diabetes and assist with weight loss. It’s FDA-approved and sold under brand names like Mounjaro and Zepbound. If you order from Alice, ten 5mg vials of tirzepatide will set you back $48 — ten vials is about 2 and a half months’ worth, so this works out to about $50 a month once shipping and customs fees are factored in. By comparison, Eli Lilly, the pharmaceutical company that invented Zepbound, charges $399 a month for the same 5mg dosage.
Alice also offers more exotic peptides: GHK-Cu, a copper-based peptide recently profiled in Vogue for skincare and anti-aging, Epithalon for “longevity”, injectable Vitamin B12, and good ol’ bacteriostatic water to keep things sanitary.
For Zepbound, the maximum recommended dosage for weight loss is 15 mg once a week, with most patients starting at 2.5 mg, but Alice will sell you vials containing up to 60 mg. GLP-1 dosing errors can lead to nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, fainting, headache, migraine, dehydration, acute pancreatitis, and gallstones, per the Food and Drug Administration. To confirm the quality of her products, Alice sent Irene a photo of a lab report produced by Janoshik, a major testing laboratory located in the Czech Republic named after a Robin Hood-like character from Slovak folklore. Janoshik maintains a public database of its tests, but Alice’s company had the test done anonymously, so there is no way for ChinaTalk to find out if the report, produced back in November 2025, was real.
Irene Zhang: I told Alice I would think about it. She noticed my WhatsApp profile picture, asked if I was ethnically Chinese — I am — and invited me to go eat Peking duck with her if I’m ever in Beijing.
Lily Ottinger: Retail sales of peptides are technically illegal inside China, since they are supposed to be regulated as medical products and sold only with government licenses. In 2024, China’s National Medical Products Administration announced that it had busted three illicit distributors of injectable semaglutide, better known as the active ingredient in Ozempic and Wegovy. These operations allegedly made millions of dollars illegally selling injectable GLP-1s for weight loss, and the two largest cases have been escalated to criminal prosecution. Beijing’s Anti-Doping Agency warned in a 2025 social media post that injecting BPC-157, a peptide popular among some athletes, is not permitted in official sports. This domestic scrutiny explains why most of the sellers unsubtly plying their trade on Xiaohongshu are targeting foreign clientele.
Chance (also a pseudonym) is an advertising consultant in Shandong who specializes in helping Chinese companies advertise on Western platforms. Starting in 2024, he began receiving a large wave of inquiries from peptide manufacturers who smelled business opportunities abroad. Most of these factories are located either in heartland regions like Shandong, Shanxi, and Henan, or in Guangdong. Chance mostly helps them promote on Facebook, but also works through TikTok and Google Ads. He says his job is getting harder, as Western platforms increasingly scrutinize this type of content and accounts easily get banned; nevertheless, business is booming. The largest buyer base is the US, followed by Canada, Australia, and Latin America.
Irene Zhang: When I asked him if factories know that most Western customers are using their products for DIY wellness rather than research, he replied immediately — “Yes.”
Lily Ottinger: According to U.S. Customs data, imports of hormone and peptide compounds from China roughly doubled to $328 million in the first three quarters of 2025, up from $164 million in the same period of 2024. Most of these factories are located in Guangdong Province, which is home to about 70% of China’s manufacturers of peptides for cosmetic purposes. Shandong, Shaanxi, and Henan are also major hubs.
To be clear, going undercover was not our first choice as far as reporting methods go, but no one working at these peptide factories was interested in doing a recorded interview with us. Hamilton ran into a similar dilemma when he reported on China-manufactured cannabinoids for Vice.
Hamilton Morris: I’m not surprised you’ve had difficulty, because anyone manufacturing these sorts of things would have very little to gain by talking to you about it and potentially a lot to lose. It’s also conceivable that they don’t know all that much about these compounds. That was something that struck me in my own visits to China to meet with the chemists and people who work in these gray market labs — they often have very little understanding of what they’re selling, because they don’t need to. They see that there’s demand for something, and that’s enough.
There’s a tremendous demand for GLP-1 agonists right now. Enormous numbers of people have heard good things about Ozempic. Even many thin people take Ozempic to become even thinner, or because there’s some idea that it may have an anti-addictive effect, or maybe some kind of benefit for longevity — who knows. The reality is that tons of people who wouldn’t qualify for a prescription for a GLP-1 agonist still want to take them and want to access them as inexpensively as possible. If you’re running a gray market chemical supply company, that’s all that matters: people want semaglutide, or whatever semaglutide-like GLP-1 agonists are out there.
I’ve been very interested in the Chinese gray market for most of my life because I’m interested in the history of underground drug chemistry. There was such an enormous effort to prevent domestic synthesis of psychoactive drugs in the United States that a lot of the market shifted to China and India. It became cheaper, easier, and less legally risky to contract the synthesis of a psychoactive drug in a foreign country than to produce it domestically.
I wanted to learn more about this because most of the reporting I’d seen was very negative. It would paint the people who own these labs in a very negative light — talking about how dirty the labs were or suggesting that what they were doing was toxic or dangerous. In my experience, having analyzed a lot of samples that came from these labs in China, I was typically impressed by the purity. Of course there were instances of dangerous misrepresentation or impure products being sold, but for the most part, the quality was very high and every bit as good as anything you’d expect to be produced domestically.
This idea that diabolical Chinese chemists were making dangerous drugs to destroy the United States — which even appears in some more recent reporting — carries a specific kind of fearmongering tone about this being some bizarre Opium War revenge. That’s an idea you sometimes encounter. I thought all of this was ridiculous and wanted to sympathetically document and analyze exactly what was going on, with an emphasis on how interesting the chemistry was.
It was very difficult. Even though I was entirely sympathetic and nonjudgmental about everything that was going on, even if they did trust me, there was nothing for them to gain. I thought I could get into one of these labs if I worked with a buyer who had poured millions of dollars into the synthetic cannabinoid industry — this guy Matt Bowden. Even he was unable to arrange it.
Then I had this idea — maybe they would allow us to film inside the labs if we reframed what we were doing as using the labs as a location to film a rock opera. Surprisingly, this actually worked. We brought in costumes, instruments, amplifiers, and all this stuff into one of these Chinese cannabinoid labs and filmed a rock opera inside it — but then also used the opportunity to document some of the chemistry. It worked. On top of that, they really liked it. They loved his music. They were big fans and thought the entire thing was great.
Lily Ottinger: That was a bit of a tangent, but I also love the rock opera, so I wanted to include the story in full.
The Wolverine Stack
Lily Ottinger: Anyway, of all the peptides flooding into America, one has captured the imagination of biohackers perhaps more than any other — BPC-157, sometimes called the Wolverine peptide for its purported ability to heal injuries at superhuman speed.
Jasmine Sun: The other really popular one I heard a lot about was BPC-157, which is often taken with TB-500. These are for muscle healing. They were actually pioneered by the bodybuilding and fitness community, because if you have a really hard workout and want to recover, people would inject this to supposedly make cells regenerate faster. Or if you sprain your ankle or have a bum knee, people would use BPC to spot-treat sports injuries. Again, this has not been tested in human trials — only in rats. But people report positive anecdotal effects.
Lily Ottinger: I talked to two people who are putting BPC-157 to the test in pretty extreme ways. Marcus is a former molecular biology student who was paralyzed from the waist down after being shot in the spine in 2022. David is attempting to use BPC-157 to regrow flesh he lost to a brown recluse spider bite.
Dave Merrill: I moved up to Charlotte, North Carolina about a year ago. I got stung in the back by a baby brown recluse and ended up in the ICU for about three weeks with a tube in my mouth. About four pounds of flesh were liquefied on my back — it was nearly a limb-loser. Six months later, after being on high doses of BPC-157, I’ve probably regained about 80% of that flesh. The nerve damage is completely gone. I went through four surgeries to correct the injury, but to be honest, the BPC-157 did most of the work.
Marcus Pinson: BPC-157 is effectively a miracle drug. I’ve started to experience some sensory recovery in the lower half of my body, as well as involuntary motor function that should not have existed.
Lily Ottinger: My conversation with Marcus and David left me feeling conflicted. Their claims about BPC-157 are incredible, but without clinical trials, we really can’t say for sure whether peptide injections deserve the credit — and we certainly don’t know what risks are involved. But the reality is that the pharmaceutical industry doesn’t seem interested in researching this compound, let alone bringing it to market. Can you really blame people suffering from life-altering injuries for turning to the gray market?
What does the actual science say? The BPC in BPC-157 stands for Body Protection Compound. It’s a synthetic 15-amino acid peptide originally isolated from human gastric juice by researchers in Croatia. A 2025 systematic review examined 36 studies on BPC-157 published from 1993 to 2024. Of those, 35 were animal studies and only one was a clinical study in humans. The animal studies did show promising results: accelerated tendon healing, improved ligament repair, and faster muscle fiber regeneration.
But here’s the catch — over 80% of all BPC-157 studies originate from or are linked to a single research group at the University of Zagreb. The Phase 1 clinical trial that began in 2015 in humans was mysteriously canceled the following year, and the results were never published. The FDA classifies BPC-157 as a Category 2 bulk drug substance, meaning it cannot be legally compounded by pharmacies, and there’s insufficient evidence on whether it would cause harm to humans. The World Anti-Doping Agency banned it in 2022.
For pharmaceutical companies, there are structural factors that make it difficult to justify investment in BPC-157. A compound that generally boosts healing sounds great, but it’s a nightmare for clinical trial design. The widespread availability of BPC-157 on the gray market would also make it harder to recoup R&D costs.
Finally, impurities are uniquely problematic in peptide synthesis — but to understand why, we have to take a look at how peptides are made.
Peptide Synthesis 101
Peptide synthesis plays to China’s strengths. The technology that made all of this possible was invented by an American scientist named Bruce Merrifield in 1963, a discovery that would earn him the Nobel Prize. Before Merrifield, synthesizing peptides was agonizingly slow. When American biochemist Vincent du Vigneaud synthesized oxytocin, a hormone with just nine amino acids, in 1953, it was considered such an unprecedented accomplishment that he won the Nobel Prize in 1955.
Merrifield’s innovation was something called solid-phase peptide synthesis, or SPPS. Imagine building a chain one link at a time, but instead of holding the chain in your hands, you’ve anchored one end to a workbench. Each amino acid has a protective cap that prevents it from sticking to the wrong things. You remove the cap, attach the next link in the chain, wash away the excess reagents that drive the reaction, and repeat. When you’re done, you release the whole chain from the base. This method increased efficiency from a fraction of a percent to over 99.5% per step, reducing what previously took years to a matter of days.
BPC-157 is a chain of 15 amino acids, so you need to perform 15 sequential reactions. If each step is 99.5% efficient, over 15 reactions you end up with an overall purity of 92.7%. The remaining 7.3% is mostly made up of similar peptides that are off by one link. Because they are so chemically similar to the desired product, they are hard to separate out afterward. This is a nightmare from a regulatory perspective, because the impurities are biologically active lookalike molecules with unexpected pharmacological effects. Even if we managed to get our final product to 99% purity, that would be a difficult pill to swallow for the FDA. Manufacturers of small-molecule drugs have to report any impurities present in concentrations at or above 0.1% of the final product to the FDA, and injectables are held to even stricter standards.
You might be wondering how peptide medications like Ozempic and insulin were brought to market. How did they overcome the challenge of impurities? The answer is that they were produced in part through biological processes, not solid-phase peptide synthesis alone. For insulin specifically, scientists genetically engineered bacteria to churn out the peptide when fed specific chemical inputs. The manufacturing process for semaglutide involves fermentation with yeast cells as well as SPPS.
But purity concerns have not stopped Chinese manufacturers from churning out peptides using SPPS. Today, companies like GenScript, founded in 2002 and headquartered in Nanjing, can synthesize custom peptides in as little as five days with a 95% synthesis success rate, compared to the industrial average of 75%. In 2023, the Chinese pharmaceutical contracting giant WuXi AppTec synthesized more than 15 metric tons of peptide-based active pharmaceutical ingredients and intermediates. In 2024, the company tripled its total SPPS reactor volume to 32,000 liters.
As a side note, you might know WuXi AppTec as the company initially targeted by the BIOSECURE Act, which sought to prevent the weaponization of American genetic data by foreign pharmaceutical companies. The BIOSECURE Act became law in late 2025, but WuXi AppTec managed to avoid being listed as a company of concern — for now.
The point is that peptide synthesis technology has become so widespread that every university has an automated peptide synthesizer, and peptides that once required Nobel Prize–winning work are now manufactured at an industrial scale. That alone isn’t enough to make peptide-based therapies economically viable treatments for diseases — it’s doable, but these complications would cost money to deal with.
Why is Silicon Valley ground zero for this trend? Part of it is economics — tech workers can afford to experiment. But there’s something deeper going on.
Jasmine Sun: A lot of people are proud of it. When I’d ask, “Aren’t you worried about the risks?” they’d say, “Not really. I know it’s risky, but I’m a risk-taker. I’m starting companies, I’m doing all sorts of other risky stuff. Anything for an edge — if there’s an upside I might be able to get, I’m going to try anything to get it.”
Lily Ottinger: Hamilton Morris thinks there’s another factor. Ozempic has fundamentally changed how Americans think about injecting drugs.
Hamilton Morris: In the past, the idea of injecting a drug was considered very extreme in pretty much every context. If you were working in pharmaceutical drug development, any type of drug that had to be injected was a last resort when you had no other options. It was really considered very undesirable. I’ve seen this personally in my own interactions working with pharmaceutical companies — injection was considered unacceptable.
That’s changed dramatically as a result of Ozempic, but also biologic drugs like Humira, Skyrizi, and Bimzelx, which have become immensely popular. The idea of administering a drug via injection has become unobjectionable, even somewhat commonplace. In the past, you only injected drugs if it was a life-or-death scenario, and that’s changed.
The Role of the FDA 
Lily Ottinger: The next section of this podcast will be presented by China Talk’s Tarbell Fellow, Nick Corvino. Nick wanted to speak to someone who knew how the FDA worked from the inside to understand why peptides are in such a strange regulatory space.
Nick Corvino: Where is the FDA in all of this? We spoke to Aaron Kesselheim, a professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School who has served on the FDA Advisory Committee.
Aaron Kesselheim: The FDA has for many decades taken an approach regarding personal importation of unapproved products — individuals can import unapproved products for their own personal use, and the FDA will exercise enforcement discretion with respect to those kinds of individual actions. But what the FDA will not allow is for companies to advertise and sell those products for health-related purposes in the U.S. without FDA approval. That’s been the law of the land for 60-plus years.
Nick Corvino: When a Chinese seller puts “research use only” on their products, it’s meant to exploit this gray area. But this didn’t fool the Biden-era FDA. In a December 2024 warning letter to a company called Summit Research Peptides, the FDA wrote: “Despite statements on your product labeling marketing your products as ’research use only,’ evidence obtained from your website establishes that your products are intended to be drugs for human use.” The FDA has called these kinds of disclaimers “a ruse” to avoid regulatory scrutiny.
Aaron Kesselheim: The manufacturers are labeling these things as “research use only” as a way of trying to cover themselves from the possibility of regulatory enforcement. If they don’t do that, they open themselves up to the possibility that the FDA will say: you’re importing these drugs and intending them for people to use for health-related purposes, which is not allowed.
Nick Corvino: But a lot of what we’re talking about here is the Biden-era FDA, which is very different from Trump 2.0. Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is a case in point, calling for what he describes as ending the war at the FDA against alternative medicine — and this includes peptides.
Jasmine Sun: A lot of peptide enthusiasts were really optimistic about the new administration because RFK has talked — or at least tweeted — about ending the Biden administration’s “war on peptides.” There are also a lot of rumors around peptide use within the administration. Multiple people tipped me off on background that members of the administration are big peptide enthusiasts. Two different people, when I asked straight up whether JD Vance is on peptides, told me “no comment.”
It seems like they are a pro-peptide administration. In practice, what that really looks like is a laissez-faire approach to enforcement. I was going through the logs of FDA enforcement actions against peptide suppliers and pharmacies, and in 2024, under the Biden FDA, they actually did send warning letters to a bunch of peptide pharmacies for things like mislabeling — for instance, if you’re selling research chemicals but including claims on your website about improving your skin or boosting your productivity, those are claims about human use. The Biden FDA shut down a number of these suppliers. As far as I can see from the FDA logs, the Trump administration under RFK has stopped enforcing it.
Aaron Kesselheim: When RFK came in, he talked about “unburdening sunlight” and “unburdening peptides,” as if the FDA was regulating peptides in some particularly onerous way that it wasn’t doing for anything else. I don’t think that was really true. I don’t know that the FDA was singling out peptides in any particular way before the current administration.
Lily Ottinger: What are the actual risks of injecting gray market peptides? The honest answer is we don’t fully know. The FDA has received over 600 adverse event reports associated with semaglutide alone. More than 15,000 vials of compounded semaglutide and tirzepatide were recalled in August 2024 due to an inability to assure that they were sterile.
Jasmine Sun: One of the sources I talked to accidentally doubled her dose one day — just her own mistake — but then her hair started falling out and she couldn’t eat food for two weeks. There was another instance I found through a ProPublica article about two women who took a bunch of peptides at some longevity festival in Las Vegas. They didn’t know what was in them — it was a weird blend of stuff — and they ended up being hospitalized for breathing difficulties.
Hamilton Morris: If I were in a position of having to inject a drug regularly, I would certainly prefer to acquire it through some kind of regulated supply channel where there’s an assumption that it’s been tested and is pure. These things are also a little bit harder to test. Most of the analytical work I’ve done — in fact, pretty much all of it — has been with small molecules. You can inject a small molecule into a mass spectrometer and it’s usually pretty fast to get a sense of whether or not something is what it’s supposed to be. You need more specialized instrumentation to do analysis on some of these peptides.
Lily Ottinger: There is almost something poetic about the fact that America’s risk-tolerant biohackers are relying on factories in China for their miracle drugs.
Jasmine Sun: The peptides being Chinese makes it funnier and more memetic — people love saying the phrase “Chinese peptides.” But it is somewhat representative of a broader idea: Silicon Valley, like everybody else, is getting China-pilled. They all have China envy.
There’s this thing right now where so many people went to Shenzhen over the holidays to see the robots and visit Huaqiangbei. Silicon Valley has woken up over the past year to the idea that China is not just a copycat but is doing a lot of technological innovation, competing on the frontier, and surging ahead of the U.S. in a lot of areas.
When you ask, “Why are the peptides Chinese?” people will say, “They’re beating us at everything right now. I would love to have American peptides, but we just don’t have the ecosystem. We don’t have the talent. Our labor’s too expensive. We don’t have the manufacturing network effects. It’s all over there.” There’s definitely a China envy angle to it.
Lily Ottinger: Until the mid-1990s, the West, including Japan, produced 90% of the world’s active pharmaceutical ingredients. Today, China alone produces approximately 40% of all APIs. The government’s five-year plans consistently prioritized pharmaceutical manufacturing as a strategic industry. They created dedicated chemical industrial zones, provided export incentives, and trained a massive workforce of chemists.
Aaron Kesselheim: The prescription drug supply chain in the United States is very complicated. We get a large number of our prescription drug active ingredients from China, and an even larger number of the original compounds on which those prescription drugs are based are imported from China and other countries. China is a major supplier.
This speaks to the importance of the FDA — the importance of its being adequately funded, adequately staffed, and having the resources and expertise at its disposal to make sure that supply chain continues to function at a very high level. The U.S. has one of the safest, if not the safest, pharmaceutical markets in the world because of the FDA. Part of the concern about the undermining of the FDA’s scientific integrity, resources, and staffing in the last year relates to the FDA’s ability to maintain that level of quality control.
Lily Ottinger: Marcus and David don’t want the FDA to approve BPC-157. They worry it would just end up behind a paywall at Pfizer.
Marcus Pinson: I don’t want the FDA to certify anything. I don’t want them to touch it, because currently we have a really robust infrastructure in place with a lot of people making a living packaging, selling, and certifying their own products. It’s like right before weed started getting legalized everywhere — a lot of people were saying, “No, don’t legalize it, just decriminalize it. We already have infrastructure, we already have entrepreneurs in the space. Just decriminalize, don’t legalize, because then we’re going to get pushed out by Walmart.”
Lily Ottinger: Hamilton isn’t so sure self-regulation is the answer when it comes to injectable drugs.
Hamilton Morris: When it comes to injecting substances, I do think the bar for purity is a little bit higher than with some other things, like cannabis. I’m not somebody who necessarily thinks everything should be regulated and go through some kind of government-approved framework — unless that’s a way of preventing people from getting arrested for using the drug, in which case I’m very much in favor of regulation. But when it comes to things that are being injected, I think regulation is warranted.
Lily Ottinger: Aaron Kesselheim reminds us that there’s a reason we have drug regulation in the first place.
Aaron Kesselheim: If I were an ethical drug company, I would want a strong FDA. If I really believed in my drug and had an important new product, the FDA is not going to stand in the way of selling it. In fact, having an independent regulator like the FDA confirm that your drug is very effective is a really strong signal that it’s useful. It means more people will take it, you’ll sell more product, and you’ll help more people. If I were an ethical pharmaceutical company with a really great invention, I would want a strong FDA, because the FDA has no problem approving really great new drugs.
Lily Ottinger: There are success stories as far as FDA approval for peptides is concerned. One example is PT-141.
Hamilton Morris: That’s an interesting one that actually had this trajectory of initially being an experimental scientific compound — then people were so interested in it that it became a gray market commodity.
Around 2005 or 2006, I remember reading about it when I was a freshman in college because there was a chemist, William Leonard Pickard, who had a very big LSD lab at one time. When he was arrested and sent to prison, he became very interested in pharmacovigilance issues related to gray market substances. He was really convinced that PT-141 would be very dangerous. There were some scaremongering stories about how it would raise all these bioethical issues, because the idea was that this was the first real aphrodisiac. Drugs like Viagra or Cialis had a hemodynamic effect, but they weren’t affecting the psychology of arousal — they were purely physiological. PT-141, by contrast, was causing actual arousal. What does it mean if you have a drug that can make anyone aroused at any time? Will this create all kinds of bioethical issues relating to consent? These were interesting, valid questions to ask around 2006.
But then people started using it, and as is typically the case, all of these bioethical concerns were not really the issue that emerged. It was more that people who had moles found their moles were darkening, because PT-141 was initially being developed as a sunless tanning agent. As is the case with so many of these things, it was a serendipitous discovery. Researchers thought this sunless tanning agent would help people at risk for skin cancer, and then it turned out to have an unanticipated aphrodisiac effect via an interaction with melanocortin receptors, which I don’t think anyone at that time had implicated in sexual arousal.
Because, as I was saying earlier, up until somewhat recently — maybe the last five or so years — injecting drugs was pretty taboo. PT-141 initially caught on in the bodybuilding community, where injecting drugs is normalized because it’s actually the safest way to administer a lot of anabolic steroids in terms of potentially avoiding hepatotoxicity. On bodybuilding forums, PT-141 became very popular — and then it actually did get approved by the FDA under the name bremelanotide. It is now approved for female hypoactive sexual desire disorder.
Lily Ottinger: For now, the gray market continues to grow. Factories in Guangzhou keep churning out vials of these compounds, and tech workers in San Francisco keep injecting. The question of whether these miracle drugs actually work — or whether they’re slowly doing harm — remains unanswered.
Hamilton Morris: If you create a drug that is sufficiently interesting, sometimes a market will emerge for it before it’s even passed through a formal regulatory process. There are enough people interested in longevity, athletic performance enhancement, cognitive enhancement, or weight loss that they don’t even want to wait for a drug to be approved by the FDA. They’ll just start using it as a gray market compound.
Most responsible medical professionals would tell you that’s dangerous and should be avoided. There certainly is danger associated with taking drugs that are insufficiently tested. But there’s also danger in taking drugs that have been approved. People sometimes have a tendency to overestimate the safety of things that have gone through a formal regulatory process and underestimate the safety of things that haven’t been studied in that same way. Just because something hasn’t been approved doesn’t necessarily mean it’s dangerous. There are all kinds of financial incentives that are part of the drug development world. Someone may discontinue pharmaceutical development of a substance simply because they think it’s not economically viable, as opposed to being concerned about toxicity.
Lily Ottinger: In other words, maybe these peptides are working miracles. Maybe they’re nothing. Maybe they’re dangerous. The only way to know for sure is to run clinical trials that no one has bothered to fund. Until then, America’s biohackers are all just subjects in an enormous, uncontrolled experiment.
Reminder to check out our Chinese New Year merch series on chinatalk.printful.me.
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    Deep Dive

    Semaglutide

    Based on Wikipedia: Semaglutide


In the summer of 2023, something remarkable happened in American medicine. A diabetes drug became the bestselling medication in the country—not because diabetes rates had suddenly spiked, but because millions of people had discovered it could help them lose weight. The drug was semaglutide, and its annual sales hit $38.6 billion, making it the most lucrative pharmaceutical product in the United States.


You've probably heard of it by its brand names: Ozempic and Wegovy.


But the story of semaglutide begins not in a boardroom focused on quarterly earnings, but in research labs decades ago, where scientists were puzzling over a hormone that seemed to hold the key to how our bodies regulate blood sugar and appetite.


The Hormone That Started It All


In the 1970s, two researchers named Jens Juul Holst and Joel Habener were studying something that might seem unrelated: duodenal ulcers. They wanted to understand the hormones our digestive system releases when we eat. Their approach was decidedly hands-on—they tested various hormones on pig pancreases to see what would happen.


What they discovered in 1988 changed everything. One hormone, glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1), turned out to be extraordinarily potent. When released after eating, this hormone does several things at once. It tells your pancreas to release more insulin, which helps shuttle sugar from your blood into your cells. It tells your liver to stop releasing stored sugar. And crucially, it signals to your brain that you're full.


Think of GLP-1 as your body's natural "I've had enough" signal.


The implications for diabetes treatment were obvious. Type 2 diabetes occurs when your body either doesn't produce enough insulin or doesn't respond to it properly. If scientists could somehow enhance or mimic GLP-1's effects, they might be able to help diabetic patients control their blood sugar more effectively.


By 1993, a researcher named Michael Nauck had successfully infused GLP-1 directly into people with type 2 diabetes. The results were promising—blood sugar levels normalized. But there was a problem. Natural GLP-1 breaks down in the body within minutes. Treating diabetes would require constant infusions, which was impractical. And the side effects were significant.


Scientists needed to find a way to make GLP-1 last longer in the body.


Engineering a Better Molecule


The Danish pharmaceutical company Novo Nordisk took on this challenge. In 1998, a team led by Lotte Bjerre Knudsen developed liraglutide, the first practical GLP-1 receptor agonist—a molecule that activates the same receptors that natural GLP-1 does, but sticks around much longer. The term "receptor agonist" simply means a substance that binds to a receptor and triggers a response. It's like having a key that fits a lock and opens the door.


Liraglutide was a breakthrough, but Novo Nordisk's scientists weren't finished. A team including Jesper Lau, Thomas Kruse, and Paw Bloch set out to create an even better version.


Their creation, semaglutide, is a masterpiece of molecular engineering. The researchers took the structure of natural GLP-1 and made precise modifications to overcome its limitations.


First, they removed the first six amino acids—the building blocks of the hormone—because those aren't essential for function. Then they made two strategic substitutions. At one position, they replaced an amino acid called alanine with something called 2-aminoisobutyric acid. This seemingly minor change prevents an enzyme called dipeptidyl peptidase-4 from breaking down the drug. It's like adding a protective shield.


The cleverest modification came at another position, where they attached a long chemical chain ending in eighteen carbon atoms and a carboxyl group. This chain does something ingenious: it makes the drug molecule stick to albumin, a protein that circulates throughout your bloodstream for extended periods.


The result? While natural GLP-1 disappears from your system in minutes, semaglutide has a half-life of about seven days. You can take it once a week instead of constantly.


From Laboratory to Pharmacy


Clinical trials for semaglutide as a diabetes treatment began in June 2008. The evidence was compelling enough that in December 2017, the United States Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved the injectable version under the brand name Ozempic for people with type 2 diabetes.


The approval was based on seven clinical trials involving over 4,000 participants across 33 countries. Some trials compared semaglutide to a placebo—an inactive injection—while others compared it to existing diabetes medications. The measure of success was HbA1c, a blood marker that reflects average blood sugar levels over the previous two to three months. Semaglutide consistently outperformed the alternatives.


But the most exciting finding came from a separate trial of nearly 3,300 participants with type 2 diabetes who were at high risk for cardiovascular problems. Over two years, those taking semaglutide had fewer heart attacks, strokes, and episodes of severe chest pain than those taking a placebo. This was significant because cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death among people with diabetes.


Meanwhile, researchers noticed something intriguing in the trial data. Participants taking semaglutide were losing weight. Significant amounts of weight.


The Weight Loss Revolution


In March 2021, a pivotal trial was published. Nearly 2,000 adults with obesity—defined as a body mass index of 30 or higher—were randomly assigned to receive either semaglutide or a placebo injection once weekly, alongside lifestyle counseling about diet and exercise.


The results were stunning. After 68 weeks, people taking semaglutide had lost an average of 14.9 percent of their body weight. The placebo group lost just 2.4 percent. For someone weighing 200 pounds, that's the difference between losing about 30 pounds and losing less than 5.


In June 2021, the FDA approved a higher-dose version of semaglutide under the brand name Wegovy specifically for weight management. It was the most effective anti-obesity medication ever approved, though still less effective than bariatric surgery—procedures like gastric bypass that physically alter the digestive system.


How does a diabetes drug cause such dramatic weight loss? The mechanism is elegant. Semaglutide works on your brain's appetite centers, reducing hunger. It slows the emptying of your stomach, so you feel full longer. And it may alter the reward pathways that make us crave certain foods.


There's a catch, though, and it's an important one. When people stop taking semaglutide, the weight tends to come back. Studies show that within a year of stopping the drug, people regain about two-thirds of the weight they lost. This suggests that for many people, semaglutide isn't a one-time treatment but potentially a lifelong commitment.


The Side Effects


The most common side effects of semaglutide read like a list of digestive complaints: nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, constipation, and abdominal pain. For many people, these are most pronounced when starting the medication or increasing the dose, and they often diminish over time. Some also experience headaches, fatigue, dizziness, and heartburn.


But there are more serious concerns.


Gastroparesis—a condition where the stomach empties too slowly—has been linked to GLP-1 medications. Among people prescribed these drugs, about 0.1 percent were diagnosed with gastroparesis at least six months later. That might sound tiny, but it represents a 52 percent increased risk compared to people not taking these medications. Bowel obstruction is another documented risk.


The most ominous warning appears in a black box on the US prescription label—the FDA's strongest caution. In laboratory studies, semaglutide caused thyroid tumors in rodents. It remains unknown whether it has the same effect in humans, but the drug is contraindicated—meaning it should not be used—in people with a personal or family history of medullary thyroid carcinoma or a rare condition called multiple endocrine neoplasia type 2.


There have been suspicions about pancreatitis, an inflammation of the pancreas that can be serious or even life-threatening. However, a comprehensive review of studies published in 2019 did not find a significantly elevated risk.


A Pill Instead of a Shot


For many people, the idea of injecting themselves weekly is unappealing. Novo Nordisk addressed this by developing an oral form of semaglutide, which the FDA approved in September 2019 under the brand name Rybelsus for diabetes treatment.


Getting a peptide drug to work as a pill is remarkably challenging. Peptides are essentially small proteins, and your digestive system is specifically designed to break down proteins. The oral version of semaglutide uses a special absorption enhancer to protect the drug and help it pass through the stomach lining into the bloodstream.


In December 2025, the FDA approved an oral version of Wegovy for weight management, giving people who dislike injections another option.


Expanding Indications


As more data accumulated, the FDA expanded what semaglutide could be prescribed for. In March 2024, Wegovy was approved to reduce the risk of heart attacks, strokes, and cardiovascular death in adults with heart disease who are obese or overweight. A large trial of over 17,600 participants had shown that cardiovascular events occurred in 6.5 percent of those taking semaglutide compared to 8 percent taking a placebo—a meaningful reduction.


In August 2025 came another expansion. The FDA approved Wegovy for metabolic-associated steatohepatitis (MASH), a liver condition previously known as nonalcoholic steatohepatitis. In MASH, fat accumulates in the liver and causes inflammation and scarring. Left untreated, it can progress to cirrhosis or liver failure. There have been few effective treatments, making semaglutide's approval significant for people with moderate to advanced liver fibrosis.


The Economics of a Blockbuster Drug


With annual US sales of $38.6 billion in 2023, semaglutide became a pharmaceutical phenomenon. But that success created access problems.


In the United States, Wegovy carries a list price of about $1,349 per month. Ozempic costs around $936 monthly. These prices put the medication out of reach for many people who might benefit from it, particularly those without comprehensive insurance coverage. As one analysis noted, the people who could most benefit from weight loss may be unable to afford these expensive drugs.


The pricing disparity across countries is stark. The same one-month supply of Ozempic that costs $936 in the US costs $169 in Japan, $147 in Canada, and $144 in Switzerland.


High demand and limited supply led the FDA to declare shortages of Ozempic and Wegovy starting in August 2022. This shortage opened a door for compounding pharmacies—specialized facilities that can legally prepare custom versions of drugs on the FDA's shortage list.


But the compounding market became problematic. Novo Nordisk has taken action against pharmacies producing versions with impurities, incorrect amounts of active ingredient, or even no active ingredient at all. Some compounders have used salt forms of semaglutide—like sodium semaglutide or semaglutide acetate—in an attempt to circumvent patents on the base compound. These variants haven't been evaluated by the FDA for safety or effectiveness.


The situation grew more dangerous when counterfeit Ozempic pens appeared. In October 2023, fake pens surfaced in Europe, possibly containing insulin instead of semaglutide. Several people were hospitalized with hypoglycemia—dangerously low blood sugar—and seizures after using them. The FDA issued its own warning about counterfeits in the US in December 2023.


The Patent Horizon


Like all drugs, semaglutide's patent protection has limits. In Canada, the patent expired at the beginning of 2026—actually sooner than scheduled because Novo Nordisk failed to pay a required maintenance fee. In Brazil, the Supreme Court refused to extend the patent beyond 2026.


China's situation is more complex. A court ruled in 2022 that all patents on semaglutide were invalid there. Novo Nordisk appealed.


In the United States, Europe, and Japan, the core patents are expected to last until December 2031. When they expire, generic versions will likely flood the market, dramatically reducing prices—much as happened with blockbuster drugs like Lipitor and Prozac before.


Until then, semaglutide remains expensive, popular, and consequential. It represents both a genuine medical advance and a case study in pharmaceutical economics. The drug works—there's no question about that. But the question of who gets access to it, and at what cost, remains very much unresolved.


The Scientists Who Made It Possible


In 2021, the Warren Alpert Foundation Prize—a prestigious award for biomedical research—went to Jens Juul Holst, Joel Habener, and Daniel J. Drucker for their foundational work on GLP-1. Their decades of research, beginning with those pig pancreas experiments in the 1970s, ultimately transformed how we treat both diabetes and obesity.


It's a reminder that medical breakthroughs rarely happen overnight. The path from understanding a hormone's basic biology to having a medication that helps millions of people spans generations of scientific work. Semaglutide is the product of curiosity-driven research, careful molecular engineering, rigorous clinical trials, and regulatory navigation.


Whether you see it primarily as a medical triumph, an economic phenomenon, or a complex mix of both, semaglutide has undeniably changed the landscape of metabolic medicine. For better or worse, it's likely only the beginning of a new era in how we think about treating conditions that affect hundreds of millions of people worldwide.
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  The Year of the Fire Horse is upon us, meaning China’s AI industry spent the final weeks before Lunar New Year frantically racing to ship new models before everyone disappears for the break. Chinese tech companies treat the New Year cutoff like a product-launch deadline, knowing that a strong pre-holiday release captures press cycles at a moment when the whole country is at home scrolling on social media. Regulators, too, have learned to time their moves, issuing new rules and penalties when attention is at its peak.
All the ensuing noise can make it hard to see what matters most. So the ChinaTalk team is here to parse out hype from reality and highlight some trends likely to shape Chinese AI in 2026.
Today’s updates explore LLMs, robotics, hardware, video models, and governance.

Caption: Draco Malfoy is the LNY mascot the world never knew it needed. Source.
Chatbots, Coding, and Agentic Updates
It has now been more than a year since DeepSeek R1 came out, and everyone is anticipating major moves from the secretive frontier lab to usher in the Year of the Horse. As of February 18, we have seen nothing official from DeepSeek. Clever users, however, have noticed that they seem to be beta-testing what could be V4 through its chatbot interface. Currently, querying DeepSeek with “who are you” returns an introduction where the chatbot states that it has a context window of one million tokens, which is nearly eight times bigger than the context window of V3.2.

This new DeepSeek is prone to snappy parallelisms and as eager to please as ever. It’s somewhat eerily reminiscent of GPT-4, even down to the “You’re absolutely right!” refrain:

“Your follow-up question is absolutely right. 🙏”
And there might be a reason why: on February 12, OpenAI accused DeepSeek of covert distillation of its models in a memo to the House Select Committee on Strategic Competition between the US and the Chinese Communist Party. Here’s how OpenAI describes what it calls “adversarial distillation attempts” in the memo:
We have observed accounts associated with DeepSeek employees developing methods to circumvent OpenAI’s access restrictions and access models through obfuscated third-party routers and other ways that mask their source. We also know that DeepSeek employees developed code to access US AI models and obtain outputs for distillation in programmatic ways. We believe that DeepSeek also uses third-party routers to access frontier models from other US labs.
More generally, over the past year, we’ve seen a significant evolution in the broader model-distillation ecosystem. For example, Chinese actors have moved beyond Chain-of-Thought (CoT) extraction toward more sophisticated, multi-stage pipelines that blend synthetic-data generation, large-scale data cleaning, and reinforcement-style preference optimization. We have also seen Chinese companies rely on networks of unauthorized resellers of OpenAI’s services to evade our platform’s controls. This suggests a maturing ecosystem that enables large-scale distillation attempts and ways for bad actors to obfuscate their identities and activities.

According to Bill Bishop of Sinocism, this was an open secret:

Other frontier labs have also been busy. The shift from chatbots to agents optimized for economically productive tasks is clearly underway, with the newest Zhipu and MiniMax models both being advertised as coding and general work tools. On December 22, 2025, Zhipu came out with GLM-4.7. It’s marketed as a “coding partner”, and subscription plans are now called “coding plans” as well, signalling a complete pivot to coding. And on February 12 this year, the lab launched GLM-5, pivoting yet again from coding to “agentic engineering.” GLM-5 has 40 billion active parameters and is targeted at long-horizon agentic tasks.
The day before GLM-5’s launch, Zhipu announced a 30% coding plan price hike in a WeChat announcement, citing strong demand. It bucks the trend of what seemed at first to be a price war among Chinese coding agents. MiniMax advertises its M2.5 model, also released on February 12, as “intelligence too cheap to meter”: at a rate of 100 tokens per second, running M2.5 for an hour costs only $1. An annual Max subscription to the high-speed version of M2 currently costs $800. GLM-5’s Max plan costs $960 for the first year and $672 from Year 2 onwards, but in the fast-moving world of AI models, planning for discounts in annual terms seems almost beside the point.
At $1,908 per year, Kimi’s highest subscription tier is even more expensive than MiniMax’s Ultra plan, which costs $1,500 per year. On January 26, Moonshot AI released Kimi K2.5, a 1-trillion-parameter multimodal model that emphasizes both coding and visual capabilities. This combination makes it particularly strong for front-end development. Also passing the 1-trillion-parameter milestone is Ant Group’s newest Ling-2.5-1T, released on Chinese New Year’s Eve. Qwen’s NYE baby, too, is multimodal: Qwen 3.5 is a vision-language model with “reasoning, coding, agent capabilities”. It seems that while some labs are opting to specialize, others still believe in the everything bagel.
And for the people’s favorite, Doubao: on February 13, ByteDance released Doubao-Seed-2.0, which includes three agentic models of different sizes and one coding model. ByteDance is promoting its coding model as part of a package with TRAE, the AI-native integrated development environment (IDE) it developed back in 2025. (Developers often work inside IDEs, which are applications that streamline and augment the software development process. Cursor was built on top of Visual Studio Code, the most popular IDE among developers worldwide, with AI integration added in.) Doubao-Seed-2.0-Code is directly accessible from TRAE, but must be connected through API keys if developers want to use the model in other IDEs. ByteDance’s ambition seems to be to create an entire ecosystem for AI coding; at a time when new tools are constantly coming out and user habits remain very fluid, this is an interesting move.
Finally, a dark side to Doubao has also emerged over the New Year period. An investigation by feminist group 自由娜拉NORA, first published on WeChat on February 16, found that Doubao’s restrictions regarding generating sexually explicit content are shockingly easy to circumvent. Among Chinese users, it has apparently become the preferred AI tool for making deepfake pornography. Entire channels on Telegram are filled with users circulating Doubao-generated explicit images based on their female relatives and acquaintances, and some people are even selling tried-and-tested prompts on Chinese e-commerce platforms. Deepfake porn clearly violates Chinese regulations regarding deep synthesis and generative AI service provisions, but the report’s authors say that the Cyberspace Administration never responded to their repeated complaints. Nor has ByteDance responded.
Unitree Stars in Gala
Robots were the star of the New Year’s Gala, so much so that some are calling it a “complete invasion” (机器人全面入侵春晚). China’s robotics companies, including Unitree, Noetix, MagicLab, and Galbot, took the opportunity to showcase the capabilities of their humanoid robots in a variety of sketches. The Internet has been quick to point out the ridiculous increase in capabilities these robots have compared to last year. While last year, the robots were rigid and couldn’t do much more than “handkerchief waving,” this year’s Unitree H1 robots were doing fluid backflips and kung-fu moves.


The crazy robotics performances reportedly caused a 300% month-on-month increase in searches for robots on JD.com (京东) and a 150% increase in orders. All of the companies’ robots were sold out within minutes of the gala.
Agibot, the world’s 2nd biggest humanoid robotics company after Unitree, wasn’t involved in the official celebration. Instead, they launched their own party ahead of time to create the “world’s first robot-powered gala.” The robots involved performed similar dancing and singing to the ones in the official gala, though perhaps with less fluidity compared to Unitree.

Robots finding love before AI researchers, AgiBot Robot-Powered Gala
Continuing with the combat theme, EngineAI announced the Ultimate Robot Knock-out Legend (URKL), a humanoid robot combat competition, and the winning team receives a 10-kilogram pure gold belt ($1.5m in gold!).

Prize for URKL.
It seems that Chinese robotics companies are focusing more on combat this season as a means of demonstrating the strides that humanoid robots have made this past year. Backflips, rotations, and other movements that require complex coordination are now on the table for their products, and they want to show it.
On the software side, Alibaba recently released RynnBrain, an open-source AI model for robotics. The model, trained on Alibaba’s Qwen3-VL, was shown to be able to comprehend tasks like sorting tableware, identifying fruit, and remembering where it put the milk.

The model reportedly beats the Google Gemini Robots ER 1.5 and Nvidia’s Cosmos Reason 2 across 16 benchmarks that measure criteria like spatial reasoning, task execution, and memory, while also maintaining lower inference demands.
It’s too early to tell how good these robots or models are in non-controlled environments. However, the initial appearance of China’s humanoid robots and software operating it demonstrate that China is dedicated to winning the robotics race. Where the software stack was previously thought to be America’s game with only Google and Nvidia as major players, Alibaba’s new model shows that China is making serious strides.
Chinese Memory in your iPhone?
Although semiconductors don’t get the same press coverage that models and kung-fu robots do, China’s chipmakers have been more vocal than usual lately. Instead of celebrating the new year, though, they are celebrating the global memory chip shortage.
With the world’s biggest memory giants Samsung, SK, and Micron focused on making super profitable HBM for AI chips, memory for consumer products like phones, cars, and computers are scarce. As a result, PC makers – some for the first time ever – are turning to Chinese companies for future supply. HP, Dell, Acer, and Asus are all qualifying CXMT for their products. Even Apple is reportedly exploring CXMT and YMTC as suppliers.


To satisfy the memory demand, both CXMT and YMTC have announced their most aggressive capacity expansions ever.  CXMT will be expanding its Shanghai fabs, while YMTC will be building an entirely new fab in Wuhan for both NAND and DRAM. The US government may also be turning to Chinese memory; this past week, the Pentagon removed both CXMT and YMTC from their Section 1260H blacklist, lessening barriers for them to operate in America. The Department of Defense’s War’s actions indicate that the US might be okay with China picking up the slack in the memory market.
China’s leading logic foundry, SMIC, however, is not so happy about the situation. On an earnings call last week, SMIC’s CEO lamented that customers are scaling back orders because they are doubtful they would be able to secure memory capacity for end products.
How long will this memory crunch last, and will China’s memory makers fill in the gap? Some estimates indicate that this memory cycle will last throughout 2027 and perhaps even into 2028, which means that memory prices and the need for new suppliers will persist for at least a couple of years.
However, it is still too early to tell if China will fill the gaps. Customers have yet to place mass orders with the Chinese memory makers, and those memory makers also don’t have great capacity to serve new customers currently. For CXMT, the capacity they do have will partially be dedicated to its upcoming HBM3 instead of commodity DRAM. And although the capacity expansions may alleviate those problems, getting a new fab online usually takes a couple years, so by the time that CXMT and YMTC are ready to serve the world, memory demand may already be on its way down.
Seedance and Kling Impress, Tangle With Hollywood
There were two major AI video model releases: ByteDance’s Seedance 2.0 and Kuaishou’s Kling 3.0.
Seedance 2.0 is the better model, with stronger multi-shot coherence, better character consistency, and tighter audio-video sync. More importantly, it feels more directable. Users can combine multiple images, clips, and audio references and get something resembling edited production rather than a stitched scene. The CCP-backed Global Times went so far as to call Seedance 2.0 a ‘Sputnik’ moment that even surpasses DeepSeek’s R1 release last year.
The rollout, however, quickly ran into copyright controversy. Many Hollywood studios accused them of copyright infringement and Disney and Paramount threatened to sue them for pirating the studio’s copyrighted characters like Spiderman or Luke Skywalker. (For context: Disney last year struck a reported $1B deal with OpenAI to license franchises like Marvel and Star Wars for tools such as Sora.)


^some of the stuff they’ve been getting in trouble for
This raises the broader questions about how Seedance was trained on so many recognizable faces, voices, and settings. Tech blogger Pan Tianhong publicly demonstrated that Seedance could approximate his voice from just a single uploaded photograph of his face — without providing any audio sample — and, in a separate test, generate video that appeared to depict unseen portions of his company’s office building. The episode suggested the models might have access to data they aren’t supposed to. ByteDance subsequently suspended certain voice features.
It seems that data is what is keeping China’s AI models competitive. The leading Chinese video AI companies are incumbents in the world’s most video-saturated internet ecosystem. ByteDance, for instance, owns Douyin, which has well over a billion users. That translates directly into training advantage. When ByteDance released Seedance 2.0 last month, a company software engineer credited the model’s cinematic quality to the vast video data resources available through Douyin.
This is especially true given that generating video with AI can be 100-1000x more resource-intensive than producing a chatbot response, meaning China’s restricted access to the most advanced NVIDIA GPUs has to be offset somehow. Given the relative homogeneity of video model architectures, the most plausible explanation is data: Chinese firms may have access to far larger video corpora than their US counterparts operating under heavier copyright scrutiny and licensing constraints.
Finally, it is worth noting that both Kling and Seedance’s strongest models are closed-source. Alibaba’s Wan and a handful of others have released weights, but the top-tier systems from Kuaishou, ByteDance, and MiniMax remain proprietary. Unlike in the LLM space, there is far less sector-wide consensus around openness in video.
AI Governance Muddle
The government is speaking in several registers at once. Some actions seem as enthusiastic as those of industry players. Others seem to be tightening the reins.
The senior leadership is supportive, but not in a breathless, AGI-at-all-costs way. Premier Li Qiang told the State Council that China must advance the “scaled and commercialized application” of AI, urging tighter coordination of power supply, computing capacity, and data resources to accelerate deployment across manufacturing and services. Xi himself offered some remarks, linking AI to boosting domestic demand (扩大内需), emphasizing its role in stimulating consumption (a continual goal of the CCP to revive their sputtering economy) and upgrading services rather than focusing solely on supply-side productivity gains, such as having the best models without a way to integrate them.
Both remarks suggest solid support for the AI ecosystem, but also a desire for tangible, near-term economic returns through ‘AI Plus’ style diffusion. It raises the question of whether Beijing has an implicit timeline in mind — an expectation that measurable productivity gains should begin to materialize by, say, the Year of the Goat (2027). Would policymakers start recalibrating their enthusiasm if not?
They also seem to want to avoid excessive economic disruption or overcapacity. That tension surfaced when companies launched the massive “red envelope war” subsidy campaigns. Alibaba reportedly committed 3 billion RMB to Qwen promotions, Tencent 1 billion RMB via Yuanbao, and Baidu 500 million RMB through Wenxin — roughly 4.5 billion RMB in total to drive AI usage.
The State Administration for Market Regulation (SAMR) didn’t like this. They responded by warning against destructive involutionary practices that distort competition — signaling unease with aggressive, loss-leading tactics.
The Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC) also cracked down. Through its ongoing ‘clear and bright’ (清朗) campaign, regulators reportedly penalized over 13k accounts and removed more than 543k pieces of unlabeled or misleading AI-generated content. As mentioned in our recent piece on China’s AI video ecosystem, given the scale of the Chinese internet, 543k pieces are a drop in the ocean. Still, it signals that the CAC is annoyed that the rules they’ve put in place requiring AIGC to be properly tagged, labeled, and free of harmful “garbage” AI slop are not being enforced — regardless of the high-profile launches of Seedance 2.0 and Kling 3.0.
Beijing is not dragging its feet with AI. But the combination of commercialization pressure, subsidy scrutiny, content enforcement, and sovereignty rhetoric produces a policy environment that is highly complex and, at times, internally tense. I wonder if they aren’t giving mixed messages, making it difficult for AI companies to navigate.

  
  
    Deep Dive

    DeepSeek

    Based on Wikipedia: DeepSeek

In January 2025, a Chinese artificial intelligence company quietly sent shockwaves through the global tech industry—without spending nearly what its American competitors had spent on training similar models. When DeepSeek launched its R1 chatbot alongside the DeepSeek-R1 model, it did so with a reported training cost of roughly $6 million. OpenAI's GPT-4, by comparison, had been trained at an estimated $100 million in 2023. The disparity wasn't just a footnote—it was a fundamental challenge to assumptions that had governed AI development for years.

The story begins not in some Silicon Valley garage, but in Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province, where DeepSeek Artificial Intelligence Basic Technology Research Co., Ltd. operates as the AI arm of High-Flyer, a Chinese hedge fund founded by Liang Wenfeng. That connection matters: it explains how an AI company could emerge from relative obscurity and immediately upend industry calculations. High-Flyer was itself co-founded in February 2016 by Liang—an AI enthusiast who had been trading through the turbulence of the 2008 financial crisis while still a student at Zhejiang University. By October 2016, the firm began stock trading using a GPU-dependent deep learning model, moving away from CPU-based linear models that had dominated quantitative finance until then.

By the end of 2017, most of High-Flyer's trading was driven by artificial intelligence. The hedge fund had become an early proving ground for algorithmic decision-making, and Liang's vision expanded beyond financial markets. In 2019, High-Flyer constructed its first computing cluster—Fire-Flyer—at a cost of 200 million yuan, containing 1,100 GPUs interconnected at 200 Gbit/s. This cluster operated for roughly 1.5 years before retirement.

By 2021, Liang began acquiring large quantities of Nvidia GPUs for an ambitious AI project. Reports suggest he obtained 10,000 Nvidia A100 chips before the United States restricted chip sales to China—a restriction that would later shape DeepSeek's technical approach in profound ways. That same year, construction began on Fire-Flyer 2 with a budget of 1 billion yuan.

By 2022, Fire-Flyer 2's capacity had been utilized at over 96%, totaling 56.74 million GPU hours. Of that computing power, 27% supported scientific computing outside the company—evidence of how deeply the infrastructure was integrated into broader research efforts. The cluster contained 5,000 PCIe A100 GPUs arranged in 625 nodes, each holding 8 GPUs. Initially, DeepSeek used PCIe rather than the more expensive DGX version of A100 because their models fit within a single 40 GB GPU's memory—no need for the higher bandwidth that DGX provided. Later additions incorporated NVLinks and NCCL (Nvidia Collective Communications Library) to train larger models requiring what researchers call model parallelism.

In April 2023, High-Flyer announced the launch of an artificial general intelligence (AGI) research lab focused on developing AI tools unrelated to the firm's financial business. Two months later, in July 2023, that lab was spun off into an independent company—DeepSeek—with High-Flyer as its principal investor and backer. Venture capital investors were reluctant to provide funding at first; they considered it unlikely the venture would generate a quick "exit." The doubts didn't prevent the company from proceeding.

DeepSeek released its first model, DeepSeek Coder, on November 2, 2023—followed by the DeepSeek-LLM series on November 29, 2023. These early releases established the company's pattern: open weight models where exact parameters were openly shared, a departure from typical proprietary software approaches. In January 2024, it released two DeepSeek-MoE models (Base and Chat). By April, three DeepSeek-Math models appeared (Base, Instruct, and RL).

DeepSeek-V2 arrived in May 2024, followed a month later by the DeepSeek-Coder V2 series. September saw the introduction of DeepSeek V2.5, revised in December. On November 20, 2024, the preview of DeepSeek-R1-Lite became available through chat.

By December 2024, DeepSeek-V3-Base and DeepSeek-V3 (chat) were released—models that would prove pivotal to the company's breakout. On January 20, 2025, DeepSeek launched its chatbot—based on the DeepSeek-R1 model—for iOS and Android. The response was swift: by January 27, it had surpassed ChatGPT as the most downloaded freeware app on the U.S. iOS App Store, triggering an 18% drop in Nvidia's share price.

What made this possible? Several factors converged. DeepSeek significantly reduced training expenses for their R1 model by incorporating techniques such as mixture of experts (MoE) layers—a method allowing computational efficiency through specialized sub-models that activate only when needed. The company trained models during ongoing trade restrictions on AI chip exports to China, using weaker AI chips intended for export and employing fewer units overall—yet achieved comparable performance.

The success against larger, more established rivals was described by industry observers as "upending AI"—a phrase that undersells what actually occurred. The breakthrough created something resembling a "Sputnik moment" for the United States in artificial intelligence, particularly due to DeepSeek's open-source approach combined with cost-effectiveness and high performance. This threatened established AI hardware leaders; Nvidia's share price dropped sharply, losing $600 billion in market value—the largest single-company decline in U.S. stock market history.

DeepSeek's hiring approach also differentiated it from conventional AI labs. The company emphasizes skills over lengthy work experience, resulting in many hires fresh out of university. It recruits individuals without traditional computer science backgrounds to expand the range of expertise incorporated into models—including poetic knowledge and advanced mathematics. According to The New York Times, dozens of DeepSeek researchers have or have previously had affiliations with People's Liberation Army laboratories and the Seven Sons of National Defence—connections that underscore the company's positioning within China's broader technological ecosystem.

Following the January launch, DeepSeek continued its rapid release cadence. On March 24, 2025, it released DeepSeek-V3-0324 under the MIT License. May 28 saw DeepSeek-R1-0528 arrive under the same license—a version noted for more closely following official Chinese Communist Party ideology and censorship in answers compared to prior models.

August 21, 2025 brought DeepSeek V3.1 (under MIT License), featuring a hybrid architecture with thinking and non-thinking modes. The model surpassed prior versions like V3 and R1 by over 40% on benchmarks including SWE-bench and Terminal-bench—benchmarks measuring software engineering and terminal performance respectively. It was updated to V3.1-Terminus on September 22, 2025.

September 29, 2025 released V3.2-Exp, using DeepSeek Sparse Attention—a more efficient attention mechanism based on research published in February.

Yet not everything proceeded smoothly. In February 2026, Anthropic accused DeepSeek of using thousands of fraudulent accounts to generate millions of conversations with Claude to train its own large language models—an allegation that would test the company's reputation among industry watchers.

DeepSeek has stated it focuses on research and does not have immediate plans for commercialization—posture allowing it to skirt certain provisions of China's AI regulations aimed at consumer-facing technologies. The company expanded into Africa, offering more affordable and less power-hungry AI solutions while bolstering African language models and generating startups, for instance in Nairobi.

As of May 2024, Liang personally held an 84% stake in DeepSeek through two shell corporations—a concentration of control that reflects both its origin and its operating philosophy. The company headquartered in Hangzhou continues operating as a subsidiary of High-Flyer, with Liang serving as CEO for both entities.

The lesson from DeepSeek's rise isn't simply about cost efficiency—it's about how constraints can reshape technological trajectories. By using weaker chips, fewer computing resources, and unconventional training methods born from export restrictions rather than abundance, the company demonstrated that artificial intelligence development need not follow established Western patterns. The industry response was immediate and severe: $600 billion vanished from a single company's market value in American markets. When DeepSeek released its models under permissive open-source licenses, it didn't just share weights—it shared an entirely different set of assumptions about what AI development requires.

The 'Sputnik moment' label that observers applied wasn't merely descriptive. Just as the Soviet launch of 1957 disrupted American technological confidence and triggered a decades-long response, DeepSeek's emergence forced reassessments across the AI landscape—forcing questions about whether the massive capital expenditures traditionally required for frontier AI models were actually necessary, or whether they represented inefficiencies waiting to be eliminated.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    OpenAI

    Based on Wikipedia: OpenAI


In November 2022, a small San Francisco company released a chatbot that would change how the world thinks about artificial intelligence. Within five days, ChatGPT had a million users. Within two months, it had a hundred million—the fastest-growing consumer application in history. The company behind it, OpenAI, had spent seven years in relative obscurity. Suddenly, everyone wanted to know: who are these people, and what exactly are they building?


The answer is complicated. And getting more complicated by the month.


A Nonprofit with a Trillion-Dollar Dream


OpenAI began in December 2015 as something unusual in Silicon Valley: a nonprofit. The founding team included Sam Altman, then running the prestigious startup accelerator Y Combinator, and Elon Musk, already famous for Tesla and SpaceX. They announced a billion dollars in pledged funding from a who's who of tech luminaries—Reid Hoffman of LinkedIn, Peter Thiel of PayPal, Amazon Web Services, and others.


The stated mission was ambitious to the point of audacity: to develop artificial general intelligence, commonly abbreviated as AGI, in a way that benefits all of humanity. AGI represents something fundamentally different from the AI we use today. Current AI systems are specialists—they can beat grandmasters at chess or generate impressive text, but they can't do both, and they certainly can't learn to do something entirely new without extensive retraining. AGI would be a generalist, capable of matching or exceeding human performance across essentially any intellectual task.


No one has built AGI yet. Many researchers doubt it's possible in the near term, or perhaps ever. But Altman and Musk believed it was coming, possibly within decades, and they worried about what would happen if it arrived in the wrong hands.


Their reasoning went something like this: if AGI is possible, it will be the most powerful technology ever created. A system that can outthink humans at everything—science, strategy, persuasion, invention—would reshape civilization. In the wrong hands, it could be catastrophic. Better, they argued, to have a nonprofit develop it with humanity's interests at heart than to leave it to profit-driven corporations or authoritarian governments.


There was just one problem. The billion dollars in pledges didn't materialize as cash. By 2019, OpenAI had received only $130 million of the announced funding. And the compute costs for training cutting-edge AI were astronomical and climbing fast.


The Pivot That Changed Everything


In 2019, OpenAI made a decision that would define its future—and ignite a controversy that hasn't stopped burning. It created a new entity called OpenAI Global, LLC, structured as what the company called a "capped-profit" subsidiary. Outside investors could now put money in and earn returns, but those returns were capped at 100 times their original investment.


A hundred times your money might not sound like much of a cap. But in the context of building something that could be worth trillions, it was meant to ensure the nonprofit's mission stayed paramount.


Microsoft stepped in with a billion-dollar investment. Then, in January 2023, they announced ten billion more. OpenAI's systems began running on Microsoft's Azure cloud infrastructure—a partnership that would give Microsoft the inside track on incorporating OpenAI's technology into everything from search engines to spreadsheets.


The money kept flowing. By October 2024, OpenAI completed a $6.6 billion fundraising round that valued the company at $157 billion. For context, that's more than the market capitalization of most Fortune 500 companies. For a nonprofit's subsidiary. Building technology that doesn't exist yet.


The Technology Behind the Hype


What exactly has OpenAI built that's worth all this money and attention?


The company is best known for three families of products. GPT—which stands for Generative Pre-trained Transformer—is a series of large language models. These are AI systems trained on vast amounts of text from the internet, books, and other sources, learning to predict what words come next in a sequence. The result is a system that can generate remarkably human-like text, answer questions, write code, and carry on conversations.


ChatGPT is essentially a conversational interface layered on top of GPT. When you type a question and get a response, you're interacting with a GPT model that's been fine-tuned to be helpful, harmless, and honest in dialogue.


DALL-E (a playful combination of the artist Salvador Dalí and the Pixar robot WALL-E) generates images from text descriptions. Type "an astronaut riding a horse on Mars in the style of a renaissance painting," and DALL-E will create exactly that. The implications for art, advertising, and visual communication are still being worked out.


More recently, OpenAI unveiled Sora, a text-to-video model. Feed it a description, and it generates video that looks increasingly realistic. The technology is newer and less refined than the others, but the trajectory is clear.


What makes these systems remarkable—and concerning to some—is that no one fully understands how they work. The models learn patterns from their training data in ways that emerge from the interaction of billions of mathematical parameters. The developers can observe what goes in and what comes out, but the reasoning process in between remains largely opaque. This is sometimes called the "black box" problem, and it has significant implications for questions of safety, bias, and accountability.


The Board Room Coup


If you wanted a symbol of the tensions roiling OpenAI, you couldn't do better than the five days in November 2023 that nearly destroyed the company.


On Friday, November 17th, OpenAI's board of directors fired Sam Altman as CEO. The announcement was terse and cryptic, citing only "a lack of confidence" in his leadership. No specifics. No warning. Altman learned of his termination via video call.


Within hours, the tech world erupted. OpenAI's president, Greg Brockman, resigned in protest. Rumors swirled about what Altman had done to warrant such dramatic action. Was there a safety concern? A financial scandal? A fundamental disagreement about the company's direction?


The board wasn't talking. But others were. Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella appeared on television to express his surprise and displeasure. More than 700 of OpenAI's roughly 770 employees signed a letter threatening to quit and join Altman at Microsoft unless the board resigned and reinstated him.


Five days later, it was over. Altman was back as CEO. Three of the four board members who had voted to fire him were gone. The nonprofit's ability to control its for-profit subsidiary had been severely tested—and found wanting.


What actually happened? The full story has never been publicly told. But the outlines suggest a fundamental tension at the heart of OpenAI: the board, tasked with ensuring the company prioritizes safety over profit, moved against a CEO who had become the face of AI's commercial promise. And the commercial interests won.


The Musk Factor


Elon Musk's relationship with OpenAI reads like a particularly bitter divorce.


He was there at the beginning, co-chairing the nonprofit with Altman, pledging money, lending his celebrity to the cause. But he departed from the board in 2018, citing potential conflicts of interest with Tesla's own AI work. Relations deteriorated from there.


By 2024, Musk was suing OpenAI and Altman personally, alleging that they had abandoned the nonprofit's founding mission in favor of profit maximization. He called the organization's evolution a betrayal of everything it was supposed to stand for. OpenAI called his lawsuit "incoherent" and "frivolous."


Then things got stranger. In February 2025, a consortium led by Musk submitted a $97.4 billion bid to buy the nonprofit that controls OpenAI. The offer was rejected—OpenAI declared it wasn't for sale—but the bid complicated ongoing efforts to restructure the company's convoluted corporate hierarchy.


OpenAI countersued, accusing Musk of "bad-faith tactics" designed to slow the company's progress and seize its innovations for his own benefit. They claimed he had previously supported creating a for-profit structure and had even expressed interest in controlling OpenAI himself.


The legal battles continue. But they illuminate something important: the people who built OpenAI can't agree on what it should become.


The Great Restructuring


By late 2024, OpenAI's corporate structure had become a Gordian knot. The nonprofit, OpenAI Inc., controlled a capped-profit subsidiary, OpenAI Global, LLC, which was responsible for the actual AI development. The board had fiduciary duties to the nonprofit's mission, but the company was raising billions from investors who expected returns.


In December 2024, OpenAI proposed cutting the knot. The plan: convert the capped-profit subsidiary into a Delaware public benefit corporation (PBC)—a relatively new legal structure that allows companies to pursue both profit and social mission—and release it from the nonprofit's control. The nonprofit would receive equity in exchange for giving up control, and would use that equity to fund separate charitable projects.


Critics were scathing. Former employees released a legal letter titled "Not For Private Gain," arguing that the restructuring was illegal and would strip away the governance safeguards that made OpenAI different from any other tech giant. The complex structure, they argued, wasn't a bug—it was a feature, deliberately designed to keep the company accountable to its mission.


By October 2025, the restructuring was complete. The attorneys general of California and Delaware approved the new arrangement. OpenAI's for-profit branch became OpenAI Group PBC. The renamed OpenAI Foundation retained a 26% stake. Microsoft held 27%. Employees and other investors held the remaining 47%.


There's a crucial detail in the new structure: the Foundation appoints all board members of the for-profit entity and can remove them at any time. Foundation board members also serve on the for-profit board. Whether this provides genuine mission protection or merely the appearance of it remains to be seen.


The Money Machine


The numbers involved in OpenAI's business are staggering, even by Silicon Valley standards.


In April 2025, the company raised $40 billion at a $300 billion valuation—the highest-value private technology deal in history. By July, it reported annualized revenue of $12 billion, up from $3.7 billion just a year earlier. ChatGPT had 20 million paid subscribers. Five million business users.


But the costs are equally staggering. Training large language models requires massive computing infrastructure—thousands of specialized chips running for weeks or months at a time. In 2017, OpenAI spent $7.9 million on cloud computing alone—a quarter of its entire budget that year. By 2018, training a single project (bots that could play the video game Dota 2) required renting 128,000 CPUs and 256 GPUs from Google for multiple weeks.


The company projects an $8 billion operating loss in 2025. Its spending projections through 2029 total approximately $115 billion—$17 billion in 2026, $35 billion in 2027, $45 billion in 2028. Most of this goes toward compute infrastructure, proprietary AI chips, data centers, and training new models.


OpenAI hopes to become cash-flow positive by 2029 and projects revenue of $200 billion by 2030. These are projections, not guarantees. But they illustrate the bet the company is making: spend now, scale fast, and hope the technology delivers before the money runs out.


The Stargate Gambit


On January 21, 2025, President Donald Trump announced something called The Stargate Project—a joint venture between OpenAI, Oracle, SoftBank, and a UAE sovereign wealth fund called MGX. The goal: build an AI infrastructure system in conjunction with the US government, with an estimated cost of $500 billion over four years.


The name comes from an existing OpenAI supercomputer project. The scale is unprecedented. For comparison, the entire Apollo program that put humans on the Moon cost about $260 billion in today's dollars.


By July 2025, the Department of Defense had awarded OpenAI a $200 million contract for military AI applications—alongside contracts for competitors Anthropic, Google, and Musk's own company xAI. OpenAI also struck a deal with the UK government to deploy ChatGPT and other AI tools in public services.


The nonprofit that began in Greg Brockman's living room, worried about AI falling into the wrong hands, was now working directly with governments and militaries around the world.


The Safety Problem


Throughout 2024, something concerning happened at OpenAI: roughly half of its AI safety researchers left the company.


AI safety research focuses on ensuring that AI systems behave as intended, don't produce harmful outputs, and remain under human control. It's the field dedicated to making sure that as AI becomes more powerful, it doesn't become more dangerous.


The departing researchers cited the company's "prominent role in an industry-wide problem"—a diplomatic way of saying that the race to build and deploy ever-more-capable AI was outpacing the work to make it safe.


This is the central tension that has haunted OpenAI since its founding. The company was created explicitly because its founders worried about the risks of AGI. They believed a nonprofit focused on safety would be better positioned to develop powerful AI responsibly than profit-driven corporations would be.


But OpenAI is now one of those profit-driven corporations—or at least a public benefit corporation with investors expecting significant returns. It's racing to stay ahead of Google, Anthropic, and a growing field of competitors. It's deploying products to hundreds of millions of users before fully understanding how those products work or what harms they might cause.


The safety researchers who left didn't claim that OpenAI was uniquely reckless. They said it was part of an industry-wide problem. But for a company founded on the premise that it would be different, that's a damning assessment.


The Copyright Wars


There's another set of problems that has nothing to do with superintelligent AI destroying humanity and everything to do with present-day economics: OpenAI trained its models on enormous amounts of copyrighted material without permission or payment.


In 2023 and 2024, the lawsuits started piling up. Authors sued, claiming their books had been used to train GPT without consent. Media companies sued, arguing their journalism was being repurposed without compensation. The New York Times filed a particularly high-profile case, providing examples of ChatGPT reproducing near-verbatim excerpts from Times articles.


OpenAI's defense has rested largely on the doctrine of fair use—the legal principle that allows limited use of copyrighted material for purposes like criticism, commentary, or transformation. The company argues that training AI on copyrighted works is transformative and therefore legal. Courts haven't definitively ruled on this question yet, and the outcomes could reshape the economics of AI development.


If OpenAI and similar companies are required to license all their training data, the costs would be enormous. If they're not, creators face a world where their work can be used to train systems that might eventually replace them—without any compensation whatsoever.


The Original Sin


In its founding charter, OpenAI committed to making its research and patents publicly available, to collaborate openly with other institutions. The idea was that transparency would promote safety—if everyone could see how powerful AI was being developed, they could identify risks and contribute solutions.


That commitment has eroded. OpenAI now restricts access to its most capable models, citing both competitive concerns (other companies would copy their work) and safety concerns (bad actors might misuse the technology). The company that criticized AI development happening behind closed doors at Google and Facebook now keeps much of its own work behind closed doors.


This is perhaps the original sin from which all other criticisms flow. OpenAI asked the world to trust it with one of the most consequential technologies in human history. It claimed moral authority based on being a nonprofit focused on benefiting humanity. Then it became something else—something much more like the companies it defined itself against.


Whether that transformation was necessary or inevitable, whether the nonprofit structure was ever realistic for a project requiring billions of dollars, whether the current structure adequately protects the original mission—these are questions without easy answers.


What Comes Next


Sam Altman has said he expects developing AGI to be a decades-long project. But the capabilities of AI systems have advanced faster than almost anyone predicted. ChatGPT went from non-existent to ubiquitous in months. Each new version of GPT demonstrates capabilities that would have seemed like science fiction a few years earlier.


OpenAI is betting that this trajectory continues—that the systems will keep getting more capable, that AGI or something close to it will eventually emerge, and that when it does, OpenAI will be positioned to lead.


The company has the resources for that bet. Billions in funding. Partnerships with Microsoft and various governments. Some of the most talented AI researchers in the world. A user base of hundreds of millions who have already integrated AI into their daily lives.


What it doesn't have is the moral clarity of its founding vision. The nonprofit that would ensure AGI benefits all humanity has become a company that needs to show returns to investors. The research organization committed to transparency has become a corporation guarding trade secrets. The safety-first outfit has seen half its safety researchers walk out the door.


Maybe that's fine. Maybe the original vision was naive, and this is simply what it takes to actually build transformative technology. Maybe OpenAI will still achieve its founding goal, just through different means than its founders imagined.


Or maybe not. Maybe the compromises accumulated along the way will matter when the decisions matter most. Maybe the structure designed to keep humans in control will have been dismantled just as control becomes most important.


We're about to find out. One way or another, we're all about to find out.
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  We’re here for a CHIPS Act megapod, in person with Mike Schmidt and Todd Fisher, the director and founding CIO of the CHIPS Program Office, respectively.
We discuss…
	The mechanisms behind the success of the CHIPS Act,

	What CHIPS can teach us about other industrial policy challenges, like APIs and rare earths,

	What it takes to build a successful industrial policy implementation team,

	How the fear of “another Solyndra” is holding back US industrial policy,

	Chris Miller’s recent interest in revitalizing America’s chemical industry.


Listen now on your favorite podcast app.
This post is a collaboration with the Factory Settings Substack. Subscribe for more insights from former CHIPS Program Office leaders!


Was the Fab Boom Inevitable?
Jordan Schneider: We’re about a year out now. There was a long arc of Congress and two administrations imagining what the CHIPS Act could be, and now we’re sitting here in the first quarter of 2026 with fabs popping up everywhere — the biggest semiconductor buildout in memory. Everyone in the world wants more chips and more manufacturing capacity, and a decent percentage of that is now coming online in the US. That wasn’t necessarily baked in. Looking back, how do you give credit to the incentives versus the macro trends that would have led to some version of this buildout regardless?
Todd Fisher: It was definitely not baked in. If you go back to when the CHIPS Act passed in August 2022, ChatGPT hadn’t even launched until November of that year. The concept that AI would drive this massive demand cycle was not part of the original calculus — that became clearer as the years went on. At the time, we were projecting a trillion-dollar semiconductor industry perhaps by 2030. Now, that trillion-dollar milestone is going to be hit this year. The demand cycle was not anticipated.
What we did accomplish is acceleration. It’s hard to shift an entire business from outside the US into the US along with all of its supply chains. That takes time, effort, talent development, and construction. The building that’s happened — what we incentivized — has enabled a more rapid participation across the industry.
Mike Schmidt: A massive buildout of fab capacity to meet the moment on AI around the world was inevitable once the AI boom really took off. CHIPS was ultimately about where those fabs would get built and whether we could get a good chunk of them here. The CHIPS Act played a huge role in that.
A few factors stand out. The investment tax credit was enormously important — a 25% cost offset on investment that provided a strong baseline subsidy. Our office managed $39 billion in grants, and we mobilized around that. That worked together with some natural advantages we have as a country: a strong economy, a strong workforce, and — really importantly — the major customers of semiconductors are American companies. When companies look around the world, it makes sense to be close to their customers. A confluence of factors — some market-driven, some about public policy, some about execution — all conspired to put us in the position we’re in.
Jordan Schneider: Taking a step back from CHIPS, when you think about the playbook you ran to promote domestic manufacturing or shape the market, what’s the holistic framework? What aspects of CHIPS worked for and against you as you were trying to put government money behind an industrial aim?
Todd Fisher: Everything’s a trade-off. If you’re going to put — adding the ITC and our subsidies — $100 billion into the semiconductor industry, that’s $100 billion you’re not putting somewhere else. You have to frame it that way: we can’t do everything, so we have to be focused.
I laid out this approach in one of our Substack posts on Factory Settings. Something has to be critical — critical for national defense, for people’s health, for enabling technologies of the future. It also has to be compromised in a way that’s going to cause us pain. We’re seeing that right now with the weaponization of economic tools around rare earths, semiconductors, and other specific choke points that are genuinely negative from a national and economic security perspective. And you have to determine that your effort — your subsidization, your tax incentives — can actually make a difference. That gets to the nature and structure of the industry, the supply-demand dynamics, and the cost factors, and whether a subsidy over some period of time can shift the fundamental economics.
Those conditions won’t be true across the board for all industries, so you need to evaluate all of them when designing industrial policy.
For chips, it’s clearly critical — they’re an enabling technology for just about everything happening right now. You can look at the newspaper articles every day about memory shortages and the need for TSMC to make more chips. That is going to be the ultimate chokehold on AI. It’s clearly compromised, because up until a couple of years ago, we had zero percent of leading-edge logic or memory being produced in this country. Now, for the first time in over a decade, we do. And in our view, it’s changeable, because the semiconductor industry is not labor-intensive — it’s highly automated. The cost differentials are much more focused on front-end construction than back-end operations. If you can correct the cost differentials on the front end, there’s a path to sustainability over time. Those are the aspects that made sense for leading-edge semiconductors specifically, and that framework can be applied elsewhere.
Mike Schmidt: The big analytical project of the moment is figuring out which industries have a similarly strong and compelling national security case for intervention. Once you decide intervention is necessary, our experience with CHIPS suggests pretty strongly that you have to study that industry closely to understand the tools and approaches that will work — whether that means onshoring, working with allies and partners, or otherwise creating a more resilient supply chain.
Jordan Schneider: Let’s talk about the sequencing. We have this bill, and in it there’s a little bit for advanced packaging, some money for R&D, but it’s basically telling the executive branch, “Figure it out. We think this is important and we came to a number. You go from there.” That seems like the wrong sequencing to me — I don’t know.
Mike Schmidt: You need a mix of purpose, direction, and discretion. There were two sides of CHIPS — $11 billion for R&D and $39 billion for manufacturing incentives. Our part was the $39 billion for manufacturing.
Jordan Schneider: Right, we don’t talk about that other $11 billion.
Mike Schmidt: For us, it was basically a blank slate. There was one $2 billion carve-out for fairly mature technologies, but we wanted to spend more than $2 billion on that anyway, so it wasn’t a binding constraint — it was a floor rather than a ceiling. That put us in a position of asking, “What do we want to achieve with these funds, and what do we think we can achieve?”
Early on in program implementation, when you’re just building a team and racing against the clock to get your funding announcement out the door so you can take in applications, there’s a baked-in narrative that things are moving too slowly. It took a fair amount of discipline for us to say in those early days that we needed to invest the time and resources to really articulate a vision.
We ended up doing that through a document we called our Vision for Success — Dan Kim was on a couple of weeks ago and talked about it as well. That was our stake in the ground. We had a lot of discretion, and we wanted to hold ourselves accountable. We did a whole bunch of work to figure out what our objectives would be, and that document ended up being a really important disciplining mechanism — not just externally but internally — because it created the framework by which we would measure our own success.
Todd Fisher: You said you’re not sure it was the right sequencing. I actually think it was. Identifying the big issue that could potentially move the needle for the country — semiconductors broadly — and then enabling the people who would actually execute and implement the program to dig in with the right expertise and think through different approaches: that’s the right way to do it.
If you legislate something with too much detail, you’re going to miss the nuances of execution and implementation that are so important. The effort we put into the Vision for Success, the way we thought through program design and incentives, the kinds of companies we wanted to approach, who we wanted to draw in, how we set up the whole process — we were quite lucky to have the flexibility to design it from the ground up.
Mike Schmidt: That said, you can go too far in the direction of discretion. For us, we knew it was chips. You could imagine a world in which, given all of these vulnerabilities and choke points, you take a huge pot of money and just give it to the executive branch with the instruction to advance economic and national security. There are benefits to that — you can imagine a robust, flexible executive making dynamic decisions, addressing problems as they emerge, and moving quickly.
But with CHIPS, we had a huge benefit from the fact that we had a bipartisan law with a clear overarching objective, and we could then define the specifics within that. It allowed us to build a team centered on that objective, develop deep expertise in the industry we were focused on, and build internal know-how. In the broader political context, it also gave us a clear measuring stick that we’d be held against.

Jordan Schneider: The backdrop of what I was getting at is that the origins and legislation around the CHIPS Act were this random confluence of an intellectual effort plus COVID, and it happened to be the right moment with enough momentum behind it. If you ran 2018 through 2022 thirty times, the CHIPS Act probably happens maybe two or three times. But the question is, what if you had $85 billion to do American economic security broadly? Would we be more economically secure today if that had been the mandate, as opposed to directing all the money specifically toward chips?
Mike Schmidt: Personally, there’s a lot of value in Congress identifying key target areas and then telling the executive branch it has broad discretion to figure out the how. You can spin a lot of wheels trying to identify targets from scratch.
Jordan Schneider: The IRA is a counterexample, right?
Mike Schmidt: The IRA, unlike CHIPS, isn’t one pot of money or a single tax credit doing one thing. It’s an assortment of different tax credits and programs, each with a different objective. A challenge with the IRA is that some of those objectives are targeted at different things, and how they all work together into a coherent strategy is tougher than when you have one specific goal and a few tools to mobilize toward it.
Todd Fisher: But why do you say the IRA is a counterexample?
Jordan Schneider: Maybe it’s not. The real counterexample is that no one would ever get $100 billion to do economic security in the abstract. The happy medium — where the executive branch has enough trust from Congress to actually do things that don’t get earmarked away into, I wouldn’t say oblivion, but not the strategic version of the thing — probably requires Congress signing off on a particular industry.
Todd Fisher: I probably haven’t thought enough about this, but the CHIPS Act for an industry that’s going to be a trillion-dollar market was very appropriate. Take rare earths and critical minerals today. It’s hard to just wait for Congress to figure out this is an issue and pass legislation. There’s some combination needed. The right answer isn’t “here’s $100 billion, figure out what to do with it.” It’s more like: chips are important, we’re going to do something very focused there, and here’s $10 billion to address things that are going to become critical.
Consider the rare earth industry. These are 17 different elements, and the overall market is about $5 to $6 billion. You can solve the rare earth issue because it’s a $5 to $6 billion problem. You can’t solve a trillion-dollar industry the same way. There’s a different mindset required. You could look at APIs, pharmaceuticals — there are different choke points across the system that we need to be more nimble about addressing. Then there are the big things that take massive amounts of time, effort, and money.
Jordan Schneider: The takeaway is that there are two buckets — giant industries where the amount of money needed requires direct congressional appropriation, and then a second category where it would be nice to have an office that looks at these issues with a smaller pot of money and the ability to issue debt or whatever other tools — things that are an order of magnitude smaller where we don’t have to stress as much.
Mike Schmidt: That’s a good idea. I like it.
Jordan Schneider: I stole it from you.
Mike Schmidt: There’s also a question of what kind of state capacity you need to develop. For something like pharmaceutical APIs, it might make sense to have a dedicated program because it’s such a specialized market requiring deep technical expertise. Whereas something like critical minerals might be more straightforward in terms of what you’re trying to achieve and how the industry is structured.
Jordan Schneider: When it comes to this idea of discretion and Congress trusting you, we’re in a different world today. I remember you being very focused on transparency — wanting to make the process fair and making sure everyone felt they were getting a fair shake. Now we’re living in a world where relatives of presidents and cabinet members sit on boards of companies receiving government money.
It feels almost quaint in retrospect how focused you were on that. But my worry with the smaller, more nimble and discretionary efforts is that we’re going to enter a backlash to the current moment where there just won’t be any appetite or trust for this kind of thing.
Todd Fisher: That all comes down to governance and how you set things up — specifically, the ability to insulate the process from politics and preferences that intervene in unconstructive ways. The good news about CHIPS is that it was set up in a way that our team felt pretty protected from politics. That was partly structural, partly how Gina Raimondo approached it, and partly about personnel. Neither of us were political appointees. Many of the people I hired on my team were Republicans. It depends on how you set these things up — whether it’s purely transactional wheeling and dealing, which is one approach, or whether you build something more institutional. You could set something up along the lines of the DFC, where it’s insulated and more trustworthy, with built-in transparency. You’re right that there might be a backlash, but I would caution against retreating from this, because we’ll miss something really important if we do.
Jordan Schneider: Could you do the short version of that, Mike?
Mike Schmidt: On balance, I would urge simple tax credits and other straightforward tools as the default. There’s probably an additional bar you have to clear before deciding when the discretionary approach makes sense, because the potential for politicization and abuse is real.
For us, the semiconductor industry was such a distinctive case. The scale was dramatic, the industry was highly concentrated, and creating a hub in the government that engaged dynamically with the industry to form partnerships, scale up investment, and make specific commitments we felt were important for national security — all of that proved really valuable.
There are other circumstances where discretion can be helpful. On rare earths, discretion right now is probably useful just because it’s such an emergency that it doesn’t make sense to throw a tax credit out there and see what happens. But that’s partly because our own policies created the emergency. A longer-term, more stable industrial strategy would identify a set of priorities, establish a baseline of market-based incentives and tax credits, and then layer in discretion for the key areas where it really makes sense.
Todd Fisher: I broadly agree, but the challenge is that tax credits only go so far — they’re really just one tool. When you start thinking about rare earths, some of the things the Trump administration has done are very credible, particularly on the demand side of the equation, providing price floors and a certain amount of guaranteed demand.
We didn’t have that. One thing we really lacked in the CHIPS Act was any kind of demand incentive. We were forced to rely entirely on the bully pulpit — engaging with Apple, Nvidia, AMD, Broadcom, and others, telling them this was in their interest and that they needed to be helping us so we could help them drive supply development. Aggressive supply expansion only happens with real demand signals. Those exist today, but they didn’t four years ago.
I prefer the tax credit any day, but it’s a very evenly spread incentive, and you miss a lot. You miss a number of tools, and you miss the ability — which we really took to another level — to push companies to do more. With a tax credit, companies are going to do what they’re going to do. With our discretionary money, we were able to say: no, we need you to build another fab. We need you to bring this technology here. We need you to shift your inventory levels. That allowed us to be much more proactive about our priorities — like drawing advanced packaging facilities to the US, which wasn’t on the table for the first year or so.
Mike Schmidt: The other thing, from an institutional standpoint: Treasury’s Office of Tax Policy is a fantastic institution within the government. I worked very closely with them in my role before CHIPS. But they’re never going to be the hub of energy in government to make an industry succeed — that’s not their role. They write regulations to make sure congressional objectives are being met, that credits aren’t ripe for abuse, that there aren’t loopholes. That’s not what we did. What we did was build a group of people — 180 at its peak — who woke up every day and thought: how can we make the semiconductor industry successful in the United States, and what tools do we have at our disposal to do that?
Jordan Schneider: There’s so much to pick up on. I’m very thankful that your child was two years old and not a 25-year-old hotshot semiconductor hedge fund member.
The institutional question is a really interesting one, though. You alluded to the DFC. The Fed is another example — though I guess we’re politicizing that one too now. But the idea that you could have some chunk of the government whose job it is to prevent China from having economic leverage over the US, or to do everything possible to minimize that — with a dedicated pot of money and tools over a sustained period — seems like a bipartisan thing.
Mike Schmidt: There’s a lot to disentangle in that. Having some chunk of the government that focuses on this is really important. Even the Trump administration ended up taking on the CHIPS office and putting it inside what they called the United States Investment Accelerator. There is this notion that what we built could be the foundation for something more durable — not just about semiconductors, but broader. A permanent institution that pulls people from the private sector and public sector to focus on this set of problems, one that develops methodologies, rigor, and expertise around it, would be hugely valuable.
Jordan Schneider: We have the U.S. Digital Service with these little rotational programs for software engineers. Why not industry analysts?
Mike Schmidt: It seems like a natural fit. And it doesn’t have to be rotational — it could just be that they’re in charge of allocating whatever pool of money exists. There are two downstream questions worth pulling apart, though. One is how much discretion this office has over what industries receive funding. Does Congress set the objectives and identify the priority industries, then hand it off to the office? Or does the office have more discretion? The second question is about independence from political interference and finding the right balance. We created systems and structures within our operation to keep politics out of it to the extent we could, but that wasn’t legislated. It was about establishing processes and norms. There’s a whole set of questions around how to formalize that.
Todd Fisher: I go back and forth on this. The special nature of what we had was the ability to attract the talent we attracted. Most of those people have now left — not only because the administration shifted, but because most of them weren’t necessarily partisan people.
Jordan Schneider: They couldn’t do math fast enough?
Todd Fisher: No, but obviously they should have had better talent. Come on.
They came from the private sector and wanted to go back to the private sector. The rotational aspect you mentioned would be great. But the thing that makes me nervous about setting up a separate institution — and on balance, I do think it would be beneficial — is how you sustain a pipeline of really talented private-sector people. Not only financial and investment types, but semiconductor and industry experts. How do you bring them in dynamically, in a way where people want to be there and feel that the experience furthers their career rather than setting them back?
There aren’t many examples in government that pull this off. The Fed is a good one, but it’s very difficult to set up another Fed. That’s going to be really hard. Then you say, well, maybe the right answer is that when you have something big, you just do it again and figure it out. I’d love for there to be a centralized function, but I have doubts about whether it would be excellent or merely good.
Mike Schmidt: The counter to that — and my sense is that, yes, a lot of people we worked with left, but they’re hiring people now, and many of them are pretty good. The counter is that this set of issues is going to be at the forefront of national security and competition with China for the foreseeable future. That naturally draws people. People came to us not just because they thought we were awesome or because they loved Gina Raimondo — though that was part of it. A big part of it was simply that people want to serve. That piece will continue.
Having served around ten years in government, there’s this enduring mystery — why do certain agencies thrive and maintain an awesome culture over time, while others just atrophy?
Todd Fisher: The other thing is the fragmentation. One of the things that would be great to fix is how many different entities are involved. Even for us, we had to deal with Treasury on the tax side, and even within Commerce, export controls were separate. Then when you start talking about demand and scale, you’ve got the DOD, the Department of Energy — and even at the White House level, how do you create something that integrates all of this?
Some countries have models worth studying. Japan, for instance, has a structure more focused purely on economic security that combines all these functions and breaks down those barriers. It would be really valuable to have some of those barriers eliminated and bring together cross-functional disciplines.
Jordan Schneider: There are two pieces of this. One is mapping out the Chinese economic escalation ladder — the universe of disruptions that could devastate the American economy. Map all of that out. Develop playbooks with dollar amounts, GDP estimates, and labor projections for every contingency we could face over the next five to ten years. Then you can present the executive branch or Congress with a well-thought-out menu: here are the problems, here’s what it would cost to fix them, here are the five tools available. And this analysis is independent — not coming from the chemicals industry, a rare earth miner, or a semiconductor manufacturing firm, but from something that’s working on behalf of the American people.
The question is whether that analytical work alone is exciting enough to attract the best and the brightest, or whether you also need the ability to say, “We’re solving this, and we have real money to deploy.”
Mike Schmidt: You need the money side for the best and brightest.
Todd Fisher: One hundred percent.
Mike Schmidt: The analytical side already exists to some degree — ITA at Commerce has a lot of that capability and a lot of great people.
Jordan Schneider: But they had two people on it.
Mike Schmidt: Right. You could definitely imagine a more robust version of that. But to truly attract a broad range of people who want to make a difference, you need more than just analysis.
Jordan Schneider: People actually want to do something.
Mike Schmidt: Exactly. Telling someone, “Come up with a plan that Congress may or may not enact” — in an era when Congress doesn’t seem to do very much — it’s hard to see that being enough. One of the most humbling experiences of doing CHIPS was the commitment to the mission. People would come in and just work their asses off. They stayed longer than they planned. They really wanted to get the job done and felt it was important. A lot of people stayed well into the Trump administration because they were focused on what mattered. That’s always awesome — truly cool to see. But people show up when there’s really something to do.
Jordan Schneider: Right, but that’s the argument for having a small sovereign wealth fund-type entity where you can pitch to an investment committee or something.
Todd Fisher: You have to have capital.
Mike Schmidt: If money is there but the question is how it’s going to be deployed, that’s a big job — a very different thing. You need the money to build state capacity. It falls to those of us outside of government to figure out the right framework for Congress to act on in a bipartisan way.
Todd Fisher: Don’t call it a sovereign wealth fund. A sovereign wealth fund, in my mind, takes surpluses that a country has and invests them to enhance returns for the government. This is more of an investment entity — I don’t know what the right term would be — where you’re actually trying to influence industries in a more targeted way.
The concept is great. What I struggle with most — and Mike as well — is that what we did over those two and a half years is hard to look back on and say, “That’s repeatable.” It’s not easy to replicate. You can’t just hand someone a playbook and say, “Go execute.” It feels like a one-off. And I believe strongly that for us as a country to be successful long-term, it can’t be a one-off — it has to be repeatable. I want to really believe we can create a separate entity that attracts the best and the brightest so we can do it again. That’s something I struggle with a lot.
Jordan Schneider: This is why I want to come back to the corruption piece. Part of what made this a one-off was that the team was above reproach. The pressures you faced were none of the really ugly ones we’ve seen throughout American history when the government spends lots of money. What worries me is that what we’ve seen over the past year — and will continue to see over the next three years — is going to poison the well for this kind of work. Work that all of us agree needs to happen. People just won’t trust it.
Mike Schmidt: There are many respects in which what’s happening in the world right now is going to make this kind of work harder going forward, and that’s certainly one of them. If you begin to question the integrity of these efforts, it makes it harder to sustain the political will — or you end up choosing different tools, like tax credits. That’s a big piece of it.
But there are others. The whole discussion about allies — we spoke throughout the Biden administration about the importance of working in concert with allies and partners. There’s a moment right now, in the wake of Carney’s speech and this broader reckoning with what’s happening with our traditional allies and partners, where thinking through new frameworks to create durable strategic economic connectivity is really important. There’s probably a longer list than that, but it’s a critical issue to raise.
Jordan Schneider: It’s frustrating to watch the critical minerals work, because clearly there are really good people doing really smart things — that’s ninety percent of it. Then you get a story or two and you think, “What the hell?” Stopping a negative outcome isn’t going to resonate with the American people. Having a critical minerals reserve isn’t going to get headlines or clicks. What gets attention is someone controversial ending up on a board.
Mike Schmidt: But there’s a more hopeful flip side. The folks doing this work now, in the trenches figuring out which tools to apply to which situations, running into the same state capacity constraints — or maybe blowing through them in ways we didn’t — over time, they could develop into a group of capable technocrats who inform this work constructively going forward.
Todd Fisher: I’m actually more positive on the critical minerals and rare earths front. There are multiple things happening. Getting stuff done in government is hard, for all the reasons we just discussed. But being able to break through logjams, push things forward, and deploy multiple tools — that’s what’s happening in the rare earths space. Multiple efforts are underway, multiple tools are being employed across the board. I may not agree with all of them, but broadly speaking, deploying those tools aggressively, building a strategic reserve, and bringing countries together to think through the issue collectively — those things fit together. You’re right that one negative can erase all that good work.
But hopefully this is a sample of what you might be able to do with a smaller industry, because it’s a solvable problem. It takes time, but it’s totally solvable in dollar terms — even if we had to subsidize it forever, given the scale involved. That would not be true of many other areas where there are real choke points.
Jordan Schneider: Let’s talk about doing things that lawyers get upset about. Mike, how hemmed in did you feel? If you knew then what you know now about how far an administration could push things without major blowback, what would you have done differently?
Mike Schmidt: We tried to do as good a job as we could thinking about risk holistically, and that’s true at multiple levels. With individual deals — Intel is a risky deal, but there’s a lot of risk in not doing a deal with Intel, given the critical role they play in the broader ecosystem. But it’s also true when it comes to questions of process.
One of the things I used to always tell the team as we were thinking through how to get something done: the biggest risk of this whole thing is that we don’t get it done. We’re going to run out of clock, we won’t have gotten our deals across the finish line, and the country will be worse off for it. We needed to think flexibly and dynamically about all of this. We did a pretty good job of that, but looking back, there are areas where it’s really worth asking: could we have been more willing to take risks? Could we have prioritized efficiency over some of the risk avoidance?
Todd Fisher: Where would you have taken more risk?
Mike Schmidt: We have a new Substack where we’re talking about some of this. We discussed how hard it was to get our deals done. For listeners, we would reach term sheets with our applicants laying out the basic economic terms — how much money, over what milestones, and so on. Then we had to turn those term sheets into final award documentation, which meant diving into a bunch of nitty-gritty legal details.
Each individual issue involved a real trade-off, and you could understand why the government cared about it. If the government gets sued because of something the company did, should the government be protected? If the company tries to sell a project or sell itself, should the government have the ability to reassess the deal? If the company breaks the law, violates export controls, violates sanctions — all of these provisions accumulate to create a huge amount of friction in getting deals done.
We thought about each one rigorously and made a lot of trade-offs along the way. It’s not as though we weren’t trying to be flexible. But when you talk about sustainability, I look at that and say I would definitely advise a team going in to do this again to put all of that on a list and just decide up front: we don’t care about all of these. Cut twenty-five or fifty percent of them. That means accepting more structural risk in the deals, but it makes the whole process much more manageable and dollar-efficient.
Todd Fisher: I agree with that. What keeps coming to mind for me is the demand side of the equation — how we could have pushed Nvidia, AMD, Apple, Broadcom, Qualcomm, and others harder to help accelerate things and set up an environment that moved faster, particularly with some of TSMC’s competitors. Whether we could have done more, I’m not sure, because we didn’t have the actual tools. It was mostly the bully pulpit.
Jordan Schneider: Was there ever a thought to go back to Congress on that side?
Todd Fisher: I don’t recall. Getting new appropriations for demand incentives — particularly giving money to some of the largest trillion-dollar companies in the world — is a difficult ask. We structured some things where we agreed to pay for porting costs to incentivize companies to dual-source or shift some of their work from TSMC to Intel or elsewhere. But it was all cajoling. Could we have pushed harder? I don’t know. We didn’t have the tools, so it was just persuasion.
This administration is bringing every tool to bear in a very transactional way — “if you don’t do this, I won’t do that.” That wouldn’t have been an approach we’d have been comfortable with. But between where we were and where things are now, there’s probably quite a bit of space in between.
Jordan Schneider: Instead of asking for daycare, threatening to get CEOs fired would have been an interesting approach.
Mike Schmidt: It is a question of norms — how you interact and interface with industry. It would have been tempting. I remember at one point we had a conversation about a company we were dealing with that we knew had something going on with BIS. You could cross those two things pretty easily and make it much simpler to extract the investment you were looking for. But there was just this sense — I believe it was Leslie, our general counsel, who said, “We don’t do that.” And the rest of us were sitting there thinking, “That seems right.” Because once you start going down the path of the government exercising its power in one area to get what it wants in another...
Jordan Schneider: Then you get donations for the East Wing. That’s how it all comes together, right?
Mike Schmidt: Right. That felt like a line. But at the same time, maybe we were a little too precious about it. That’s an interesting question in terms of finding the right balance, because at the end of the day, you’re trying to get these companies to do things that are important for national security.
Todd Fisher: That’s the one area where people might push back. You could say we should have tried to get TSMC to build more fabs, but to me that’s a total red herring. On TSMC, our major effort was to get them to build three fabs. Why three? Because of the way they construct their fabs, once you build the third, it’s almost guaranteed they’re going to build a fourth. Once you have four fabs, you’re going to build six because you want that mega-fab scale. Our view was that we didn’t want to spend the extra money to get another fab up front. If we could get them to three, the rest would take care of itself.
The fact that they’re now saying they’re doing more — because demand projections moved from a trillion dollars in 2030 to a trillion dollars in 2026 — doesn’t really mean anything to me. It’s not as though I anticipated that acceleration. The other question you could ask is whether we could have pushed these companies harder to do more. We pushed them really hard, and we got them to do a lot. There’s the public stuff — the big numbers and the specific fabs. Then there are things in the background that people don’t focus on or don’t even know about: moving certain technologies here, agreeing to provisions in their deals around supply chain, upstream, and downstream that will strengthen the ecosystem very significantly. I feel very good about that.
Jordan Schneider: If we’re going to use TSMC as an example, there is a world in which a president, instead of being happy with a $500 billion number on a piece of paper, says, “If these fabs aren’t built by this date, you’re not getting this.”
Todd Fisher: That, and more.
Mike Schmidt: We did have that — with our money. That was the milestones. But it was within the bounds of the program, as opposed to saying, “If they’re not built by this date, then some licenses get compromised” or other levers outside the program.
Jordan Schneider: It comes back to the independence-versus-leverage question. You say you were pushing them pretty hard. You were mentioning World War II industrial policy analogies earlier. If a war was starting, or if you had ninety percent confidence it was going to start in two years and you needed TSMC to move half of its company to America in six months, there are levers the U.S. government could pull that are very different from tax incentives.
Mike Schmidt: True. Although, from my amateur historian reading on how World War II played out, it was a full mobilization with a huge buildup of state capacity. But the tools were pretty straightforward — the power of the government as a customer and as a financier on the supply side. In the meantime, there was massive political mobilization on the industry side — to win the political narrative coming out of the war and lay the foundation for the type of post-war economic system that the business community wanted.
You don’t read that history and get the sense of executives who were afraid the government would use leverage in one area to compromise their interests in another. You get the sense of the government having its interests, industry having its interests, and ultimately both sides working incredibly collaboratively to get it done — but with a huge amount of friction, tension, and politicking along the way.
Jordan Schneider: What I’m getting at is the dynamic with allied countries that are small, that can be pressured, where the U.S. has an enormous amount of leverage. You were talking earlier about not coloring outside the lines — not crossing streams with colleagues at BIS, not stretching the boundaries of executive branch authority. One of the lessons of the Trump administration over the past year is that the executive branch is incredibly powerful, and the amount of leverage America has over other countries is remarkable.
Maybe it’s better to keep that Pandora’s box closed, because opening it leads to the really dark outcomes we’re seeing now. But I can’t help feeling that however much success the CHIPS Act has had, the current administration is striking the fear of God into these companies in a way that nice subsidies never did. A different dynamic could have been unlocked.
Mike Schmidt: It’s a worthwhile discussion — the intersection of diplomatic and industrial activities and how those two things interact. Our experience was that we had our own lanes with industry. These companies are massive power centers. If you look at the major Korean or Taiwanese chip companies, within their own countries they are not the government — they have their own interests and their own geopolitical positioning.
But in the backdrop of all that, the strategic relationships between countries were always present. For us, those were mostly separate threads, but they were generally swimming in the same direction. As we were doing our Samsung deal, Biden was holding his summit at Camp David with Korea and Japan, creating new strategic dynamics in Asia that were pulling allies closer. We always felt our work fit into that, and I’m sure the Koreans felt the same. We had our lane — dealing with Samsung and SK hynix to secure the investments we needed — and it was part of a bigger picture.
Jordan Schneider: Maybe it’s a question of the difference between looming crisis trend lines we don’t like, versus having six months to actually prepare for something that the president says is important.
Mike Schmidt: But as a political question, the real challenge is — how do you create a sense of crisis before it happens, so that you’re actually prepared?
Defensive vs. Offensive Industrial Policy
Jordan Schneider: You said on another show, Todd, that you did ten times the deals KKR would do in a year in about eighteen months. What do you lose at that pace? What do you gain? What are the trade-offs?
Todd Fisher: You lose sleep, honestly. When you’re doing deals at KKR, you’re out hustling to find the right opportunities. Here, the deals were coming to us, so it’s not a perfect comparison. The more relevant parallel is that once you have an agreed deal, getting it to a final, documented, sign-on-the-bottom-line agreement is hard. Mike just talked about that. It’s also true in the commercial world, but there the boundaries are already set. KKR has done hundreds of deals in its history and has hundreds of agreements with companies. There’s only so much room to go back and forth. That was a real challenge for us — trying to get multiple deals done in a very short period of time.
But it also creates excitement, team dynamic, and a culture of, “We’re just going to do this and get it done.” That’s very energizing. Having everything on the table at once, with everybody working and trying to get it all across the line — that was very positive.
Mike Schmidt: There’s also a question underneath your question. We often talk about process as something that gets in the way of the objective. But to what extent does process, even if it takes more time, actually end up serving the objective?
One thing we’ve hashed over in retrospect — and a little bit at the time, but mostly afterward — is this wonky structural detail. Our CHIPS money functioned mostly as grants. It’s basically free money that companies keep to help offset cost disadvantages relative to Asia so they invest here. But legally, it wasn’t grants — it was under something called Other Transaction Authority. That meant we had much more flexibility than we would have had in a grant context to design the program as we saw fit.
One thing we could have done is come out of the gates and start doing deals immediately. Instead, we put out a Notice of Funding Opportunity (NOFO), created structured evaluation criteria, built an application process with timelines, and built the team around that. That meant we weren’t immediately going to Intel and TSMC saying, “All right, what’s the deal going to be?”
We also used that time to build our team and develop capacity. But there’s no question: the decision to create that structured process cost us time. At the same time, it had a lot of benefits. It put us on footing with industry where companies knew how we were thinking. They knew our objectives from our vision for success. It grounded negotiations in a sense of fairness and rigor, and ultimately built mutual credibility and respect. It certainly provided some political protection — we laid out a process and followed through on exactly what we said we’d do.
All of that is good, but it takes more time. There are people on the team who would think I’m crazy — they’d say we should have just been out there doing deals faster. I get it. But our sense is that it was probably good to bake in some process to slow our roll a bit so we didn’t rush out and do something we’d regret later.
Todd Fisher: That’s right. I believe strongly in that. If your goal is just to get a deal done with TSMC and Intel, then just go get a deal done with TSMC and Intel. But our goal was broader than that.
Advanced packaging is a perfect example. If we hadn’t laid out a process, really gone after that space, and recognized the critical issues in advanced packaging, we wouldn’t have gotten Amkor to invest here. SK would have been a question mark. Those deals are going to be critical to the future.
We haven’t talked about this, and we’re not as knowledgeable on the R&D side. But one of the things on my mind is that right now, as a country, we’re focused on what I’d call defensive choke points — “Oh my God, there’s an issue in critical minerals, we’ve got to address it,” or “We have zero percent bleeding-edge semiconductor manufacturing here.” The next one will be batteries, or drones, or APIs, or whatever it might be.
But what we should also be focused on are the enabling technologies of the future. Advanced packaging is one of them. The industry is changing dramatically. TSMC broadly owns it now, but it’s evolving, and the U.S. can become the major hub for what is essentially the next generation of Moore’s Law. The same is true across many different materials, substrates, and areas where we should be investing more on the R&D front in a more offensive way.
A lot of what we’ve talked about today is how to use industrial policy to plug choke points. But it’s also about how to use industrial policy to think about what will enable the future. Is it going to be humanoid robots? That full supply chain basically doesn’t exist today but could potentially be created in the U.S. and become a fundamental competitive advantage over time. But we’d have to focus on it and figure out what it’s going to take to get there.
Jordan Schneider: The offensive versus defensive split is interesting. On the defensive side, I feel confident that if you set up a Fed-like institution, give them $50 billion, they’ll 80/20 their way there — these are manageable, tangible problems. The money can be directed to solve specific issues, and the technology already exists. But the offensive stuff is different. There are pieces America has that we’d presumably want to keep — global dollarization, TSMC and Intel and Samsung being ahead of where SMIC is. But beyond that, I’m really not sure I trust the government to pick what the next industry is going to be. The answer is probably more that the NSF and NIH need to do their jobs well. It’s a much more amorphous challenge of how to get R&D right.
Mike Schmidt: It is more amorphous and definitely extends beyond our direct experience. But when you start thinking about the offensive side, you also need to expand beyond what you might traditionally think of as industrial policy — or expand your concept of what industrial policy is. Because it’s about technological leadership, dollar dominance, our university system, allies and partners. It’s a broader geopolitical game where we have pretty significant vulnerabilities that have emerged vis-à-vis China. They’re going to continue investing, continue looking for ways to create more vulnerabilities or shore up their own.
Todd Fisher: We have to do the same. Those vulnerabilities emerged because China took a more offensive approach. The fact that they identified the electric vehicle supply chain as critical — particularly the enabling technology for EVs like batteries, which are also essential for drones, robotics, and more — that positioned them well. What I’m saying is there’s a role for government to incentivize and encourage some of this activity. Obviously there’s a lot of venture capital. We have so many great advantages in this country — deep financial markets, deep venture capital, innovation, phenomenal design capability. But the government has a role to play in complementing all of that.
Mike Schmidt: We are just so far behind on the manufacturing side that when I think about manufacturing activity, I immediately go on the defensive. Maybe in that context, there are some areas where we can carve out our own sources of leverage. That’s why my head ends up going toward these other dimensions — it’s not just about manufacturing. But I agree with what you’re saying.
Jordan Schneider: This is maybe the fundamental question of the 21st century — can you R&D your way out of needing manufacturing scale? That’s very much an open question.
Todd Fisher: Why can’t you R&D your way out of manufacturing scale? The whole AI revolution is going to disrupt so many industries, including manufacturing, and we should be — and are — trying to take advantage of that. We have a lot of the skill set to do it.
Take printed circuit boards as an example. We couldn’t fund them through the CHIPS Act because they’re not semiconductors. But if you look downstream from the chip, every chip has to land on a printed circuit board. At least sixty percent of those boards are manufactured in China. As AI has gotten deeper and more compelling, the complexity of those boards — the multi-layered nature of them — has become more important, and they could become a choke point in data centers.
The challenge is that right now, it’s almost impossible to figure out how to meet those costs competitively in the U.S., even with reasonable subsidies. But can you redesign the manufacturing process? Can you not only automate but really rethink it? Are there other tools? That kind of innovation can take a very significant amount of cost out. If we’re able to figure some of those things out, we can be much more competitive in manufacturing at scale.
Risk Aversion and the Solyndra Mentality
Jordan Schneider: I get pitches in my inbox all the time from startups trying to solve the rare earth problem with some new manufacturing technology so we don’t have to dig the next hole in the ground.
Mike Schmidt: Sounds like you have an interesting inbox. I take it they want to come on the show?
Jordan Schneider: They want Congress to notice them. It’s great. But the question is, if you’re sitting in your American Resiliency Fund, how much money are you spending on these breakthrough technologies versus the mine in Montana? You’d have to make an expected value calculation. What would history tell us? We don’t need guano anymore.
Maybe if demand gets tight enough, sufficient scientists, money, and energy will converge to solve these problems. But the issue is there isn’t money for this stuff because it’s so cheap.
Mike Schmidt: A couple of things on that. One is creating incentives or structures on the demand side so that demand isn’t just being driven to China — so it’s naturally being pushed toward, if not the United States alone, a broader ecosystem of countries outside of China.
In terms of what we do, if we’re going to pursue this on a broader scale — and it’s foundational to our competition with China — we have to get comfortable with the notion that not every bet is going to pay off. That’s true at the company level, and it could also be true at the industry level. Rare earths are a crisis now. We should do those deals. But should we also be doing deals that make those deals look bad in retrospect? Yes! We should be pursuing bets that leapfrog whatever the current technology is.
That’s okay. It’s okay to have some bets pay off and others not, as long as overall we are orienting ourselves strategically to deal with a really significant challenge to our power.
Todd Fisher: That’s not an easy mindset and culture to shift. The whole Solyndra mentality — I don’t know how many times we heard that term. It was constant.
“We can’t have another Solyndra” became code for being really risk-averse. But government money exists precisely because the private market can’t fill that gap, which means you’re inherently taking on more risk than private markets would. Some things are going to fail, and we need to figure out how to build a government culture and oversight approach that’s comfortable with that.

I want to ban the word “Solyndra from government.” It drives risk aversion and prevents people from taking smart bets. The same Loan Programs Office that funded Solyndra also funded Tesla. On an overall basis, that fund did fine — and if you had included some upside sharing or equity, it would have done phenomenally.
Jordan Schneider: I’m just trying to think — would I rather have had Tesla go bust?
I wanted to come back to the CHIPS Act dealmaking side. You mentioned AI tooling. This seems like something that’s very hard to automate. What percentage of the work do you think could have been automated?
Mike Schmidt: Very little. Just to give a sense of scale — I’ve been reading books about World War II, and you’ll come across a passage like, “There was this big challenge, so they spun up a bureaucracy of 25,000 people to solve it.” Our team was 180 people managing $39 billion. A pretty lean organization.
Once you get the deals done, there’s a whole post-award phase — the monitoring piece. We only had maybe a couple of months of post-award experience after getting deals closed and cash out the door. But that ongoing monitoring feels like an area where there might be some opportunity for automation. Maybe in due diligence as well.
Jordan Schneider: There’s a whole universe of investment banking work where the percentage of the junior banker’s job that AI can handle is growing over time. But the bigger point is that it feels like there’s something fundamentally human about the way you set things up — where you actually need to deeply understand the individuals on the other side of the table representing the companies.
Todd Fisher: Ultimately — and maybe this is what’s being compromised right now — it’s about building trust between the private sector and government. What companies were nervous about was: “We trust you, but we don’t know who’s going to be in your seat in a year, let alone five or ten years.” If we’re going to do industrial policy well, the private sector and the public sector need to trust each other in the way Mike described from World War II — people collaborating in trusting relationships while still being competitive and pursuing their own interests. We created that dynamic, and you can’t build it on anything other than a human level.
Mike Schmidt: There’s no replacement for that. Although I will say, I made some really bad slide decks that would probably look great now with AI. Should I pull these out? I was just a big text-on-the-page guy.
Todd Fisher: Well, Mike was better at it than I was.
Jordan Schneider: My wife refuses to download Claude for Excel. I was trying to sell her on it — “Don’t you want to just try it out?” Her argument was, “If I don’t build the model myself, I don’t know what the numbers are.” Working backward doesn’t force you to do the thinking — to actually put the assumptions in your brain down on paper.
Mike Schmidt: That’s a fair point. Todd, when we got our jobs, the first few months — in addition to putting together the vision for success, thinking through how the process would go, designing the application, all the work on the NOFO, building the team — we did a lot of engagement. We probably had 15 different calls with people in the finance industry: bankers, private equity folks, equity analysts, just asking about the industry. The cool thing about these jobs is everyone will talk to you.
Then came our early engagements with the companies and the customers. It was a crash course — just absorbing as much as you possibly can. There’s no way to replicate that through reading alone. At least for me, it’s about hearing things over time and then developing little intuitions about what’s going to work, what’s not going to work, and what’s important.
Todd Fisher: And developing those relationships. I would go to investor conferences and do one-on-ones — 15 investors in the course of a day — just hearing their views on the industry and what they thought was going to happen, while giving them a sense of how we were approaching things. There was a long-term benefit to that.
It was really beneficial to us at CHIPS. There were many times we brought a group of investors to DC, sat around a table with Gina Raimondo, and discussed what they were seeing China do. A lot of these hedge funds have eyes on the ground in China, trying to figure out who’s doing what, how many EUV machines are actually there. You can learn a lot.
Mike Schmidt: If a company is giving you a lot of happy talk, Todd being at a conference provided a useful check. We’d talk that night and he’d say, “There’s a lot of skepticism here about Company X being able to do that thing.” That might be right or wrong, but it’s a helpful data point.
Todd Fisher: Same with the customers. Once they realized we were credible people genuinely trying to do the right thing, the relationship changed. If you look at the Venn diagram of our interests versus theirs, it was almost a complete overlap — they needed more supply. We ended up with really collaborative discussions that gave us a lot of information and knowledge, allowed us to understand what was going on, and empowered us to push harder: “Why don’t you try this? Why don’t you try that?”
That’s what a separate national investment bank — or whatever you want to call it — could offer. The advantage of building those relationships and having that credibility would be really valuable. That’s something most people don’t focus on when they think about the kind of work we ended up doing.
Mike Schmidt: But I’d guess that folks at the Department of Energy working on rare earths have developed exactly that. They probably know the ecosystem well, know the targets. I bet they’re doing it all.
Jordan Schneider: An interesting contrast is that you two did not come at this with deep sector experience — you hadn’t worked in the chips industry for 30 years. You added people to the team who did have that background, but the leadership came from elsewhere. On the R&D side, it was different — there were leaders who had spent 25 or 30 years living and swimming in this world. Without speaking about them specifically, what were the advantages and disadvantages of coming at this without having spent 20 years at Intel or investing in chip stocks?
Mike Schmidt: The disadvantages were very clear. We had to learn a lot in a very short period of time and develop credibility. I had a very explicit conversation with Secretary Raimondo about this when she offered me the job, because I wanted to be fully transparent with her — I did not have a background in some of the domains that seemed relevant for the role.
What she said was, “For this role, I want someone who knows how to get something done in government. That is its own craft.” She said I’d figure out what I needed to figure out, and we would build the team. To build that team, you needed a whole bunch of things — commercial financial expertise on one hand, and industry expertise on the other. That ended up being the project.
Really importantly, building the team was a department-wide, administration-wide effort. Todd came in as Chief Investment Officer. Donna Dubinsky, a very successful Silicon Valley entrepreneur, had been recruiting people for months at the Commerce Department and handed us a list saying, “I think you should hire these people.” Many of them did end up on the team.
In the early days, we had monthly meetings in the West Wing with Brian Deese and Jake Sullivan. The first topic on the agenda was always the team. If there was a target we were trying to recruit, we would lean on them for help — “Hey Jake, can you take your phone right now and text this person? Don’t put it away until you do.” And they would.
Raimondo — one of her many talents is attracting talent. To her tremendous credit, she was obsessed with getting good people in, and once you identified someone, she was obsessed with closing them. There was never a time where I said, “Secretary, I need you to take 15 minutes with this person to help me close the deal,” and she didn’t do it. All of that came together to build a pretty awesome group of people with the expertise we needed.
Jordan Schneider: From your perspective, the upside was that you can’t be a semiconductor expert and know how to get things done in government?
Mike Schmidt: You could be, but that person didn’t exist. Maybe they did and maybe they would have done a better job.
Todd Fisher: Whether you have semiconductor experience isn’t really the point. As we discussed earlier, the deck is stacked against you. The way government is currently set up, the deck is stacked against you when it comes to getting big things done in a compressed period of time — particularly when you’re starting from scratch and have two, two and a half years to build a team, build a process, build a system, get money committed, and start getting it out the door. That’s a Herculean task even outside of government. Inside government, the odds are even worse.
Part of what Competing with Giants is all about is how to unstack that deck so these things become easier to do in government. The critical thing from a leadership perspective isn’t just knowing how to get things done in government — though that’s part of it — but having a maniacal focus on project management, prioritization, pushing things forward, breaking down barriers, operations, and process. That’s the thing. If you also happen to be a semiconductor expert, great — but you can find the semiconductor expertise separately.
I’m never going to be a pure semiconductor expert, but we learned enough to have credibility. That’s the lesson from my career in private equity. Over the years, I did retail deals, chemical deals, financial services deals. You learn what makes a good investment, what questions to ask, and how to be a curious person — who do I need to find the answer from, how do I network, who do I bring onto the team or contract as consultants to answer the questions I know I need answered but am never going to be smart enough to figure out on my own?
Mike Schmidt: That’s the trick of investing. On the question of expertise, a couple of things. My successor, a woman named Lynelle McKay, came from the industry with 25 years of executive experience. She stayed for close to nine months after I left, serving as director of the program in the Trump administration. She had that industry background plus a couple of years of government experience working on our team. She did unbelievable work and then led the team. There are different profiles that can work — but in that startup phase, having government execution capability was probably really important.
The other thing I’d say is the semiconductor expertise we needed didn’t just come from the industry. Perhaps one of our most valued experts on specific technologies came from the intelligence community — deep, specific knowledge of how different technologies would be used in different national security contexts. On every deal we did, we’d go to him to understand why a particular technology mattered.
Todd Fisher: We also had an investor on the team who had been doing semiconductor investment — he’d never been in semiconductor fab manufacturing or engineering, but he had a completely different network of people. That breadth of networks across different parts of the economy gave us a lot of advantages.
On America’s Chemical Industry
Jordan Schneider: Let’s take a chemicals detour first. Chris Miller was texting me the other day: “Chemicals is an industry no one in the policy world understands. China’s crushing it, and it’s probably on the cusp of major transformation and R&D driven by AI. The traditional petrochemicals are being crushed by China. BASF is losing production. Korean players are non-existent. But America is starting to be more viable due to low natural gas prices.”
Todd Fisher: He’s talking about a very specific part of the chemical industry. Petrochemicals in East Asia involve massive capacity. But when you think about chemicals for the semiconductor industry — which is all upstream — that’s not solely, but significantly, about very small specialty chemicals like photoresist esters, for example. That’s a whole different way to think about it.
Mike Schmidt: Very, very different. We struggled a little with those because they didn’t get the investment tax credit. To the extent we could incentivize them directly, those were mostly smaller deals that didn’t get done while we were there and are still sitting on the table. The hope was that by creating enough of a demand signal through operations at the major fabs, the suppliers would want to co-locate over time.
Jordan Schneider: Todd, when we talk about doing industrial policy in giant, sophisticated industries versus the small, struggling ones — when you think about the people you had across the table at Intel, TSMC, and Micron, these are high-flying industries with very strong competitive dynamics. The execution risk profile is completely different from a mine that hasn’t existed for a while and may not even be viable. From an investment perspective — something you’re always thinking about in private equity — how did that factor into the CHIPS Act work, and how would it need to factor into the long tail of industrial policy challenges?
Todd Fisher: It factored in very significantly. Maybe the first conversation — certainly one of the very early conversations I had with Secretary Raimondo — was: “We’ve got the world’s most sophisticated people across the table from us. They have unlimited resources and can hire the most sophisticated advisors and lawyers. We need to face off against them in a highly credible way.”
That shaped how we hired. It shaped team structure — something Mike and I talked a lot about up front. There are many different ways you can structure a team, and we ultimately chose to organize it more like a typical investment firm. Small, dedicated teams facing off against each company — one team deeply getting to know Intel, another for TSMC, another for Samsung, and so on.
It also shaped the kinds of advisors we brought in — a whole other topic in government, and a crazy process. But I was very focused on making sure we had an advisor by our side, so that if a company was going to bring Goldman Sachs to tell us why we were wrong, we had someone of that caliber on our side.
A lot of the upfront design work connects to what we discussed earlier about whether legislation should give flexibility or hem you in. That flexibility allowed us to step back and say: given this industry, this set of applicants and customers, what do we need? How do we structure the team, hire the right people, and create a process that ensures our independence?
It also drove some specific design choices. I’ve written about some of these, but our upside-sharing mechanisms — a form of equity — were designed not only to protect taxpayers and capture value if companies did far better than expected, but also to align information asymmetries. We wanted to ensure there was no incentive for companies to tell us the numbers were either too high or too low — there was an incentive to give us the real numbers. We tried to structure the overall program to limit information asymmetries and to be able to sit across the table from these highly sophisticated companies as sophisticated counterparts ourselves.
Jordan Schneider: Thinking about the small-cap companies — one of the big tools private equity firms have is that when they take something over, they can bring in new management. As we start doing more of these equity deals, is there a universe where we really need a company to succeed but don’t trust the person running it, even though they’re the only one with the capital? We don’t have to do the Intel analogy right now, but what happens when you need a firm to do something and the leadership you don’t think can get you there?
Mike Schmidt: There’s a question of legal authority. Does your deal give you the authority to change management? Most of these deals would not. But then there are informal mechanisms — obviously, tweets can do things. What I would say is it should be a very, very high bar. Extremely high. I wouldn’t say never, but the government should have a very high degree of humility about whether it knows enough to decide who is best to manage a company. The strategic interest may never be high enough where you’d feel compelled to do it and confident enough in how to execute it. There are precedents — the auto bailout, where they changed management — but that’s the rare exception.
Todd Fisher: It’s the absolute exception. With CHIPS, we were on average giving these companies 10% of the cost of a project. There’s a whole separate topic of whether you should own direct equity in these companies versus some form of warrant or upside sharing that’s more taxpayer-protective, as opposed to picking winners and losers, actually owning shares, or having voting rights. You get into a very slippery slope, because I don’t think government should be in the business of business in that way.
Government should be trying to figure out what the market is failing to provide — whatever externality or other reason the private sector isn’t willing to fill — and then use government funds and tools to incentivize and shape the market.
We had so many debates about TSMC, Intel, and Samsung. Obviously, TSMC is by far the market leader today. You could argue: put all the money into TSMC because they’re going to get us there. Or you could argue: don’t give any money to TSMC because they’re a Taiwanese company — we should be supporting our own. Our conclusion was that we need TSMC to be successful. They have the know-how. They can help us build an ecosystem. But it’s not a healthy market if only one player can really serve it. We should be encouraging the other two — because there are only two, Samsung and Intel — giving them every possibility of succeeding, and then letting the market sort itself out. That’s a much healthier environment where you’re creating the ground rules and the set of incentives, enabling these companies to compete effectively, and letting the market function.
Jordan Schneider: Let’s talk about the emotional relationship to all this, now a year out. Do you drive past the TSMC fab with pride?
Todd Fisher: When you think about the transformational potential, it is mind-bending. If you go to Phoenix and see the pieces of the puzzle coming into place — TSMC, Intel, Amkor, the supply chain, ASU, the local and county governments, the innovation ecosystem developing around it — you can look ten years out and say this could be the equivalent of Hsinchu. That’s incredible.
When you think about what could happen in upstate New York — Micron just broke ground a few weeks ago — the scale that comes with memory and the ongoing investment could totally transform the region. It’s going to take a decade or more, but it’s pretty exciting to think about planting those seeds. Same in Taylor, Texas. These are potentially really transformational investments.
Mike Schmidt: We felt a huge amount of pride. We got our deals done, we were catalyzing investment, and it really was on a good trajectory. But at no point in the process — until maybe a month before the end — did that seem self-evident. It was a grind. The release of saying, “We’ve done our part and we can pass the baton,” felt really, really good.
Then there was definitely a period of uncertainty about this organization and program I’d spent two and a half years obsessing over every day. For a few months, signals about the program’s future would come through — a statement in a speech, different indicators — and I didn’t have the emotional distance to treat any of that with detachment. I just felt attached.
On top of that, DOGE came in and ended up laying off maybe 40 or 50 people. Those were friends and colleagues who joined the team because they believed in the mission — awesome public servants. From a human perspective, that was really tough.
Over time, the program has stabilized. The investment tax credit expanded. Broadly speaking, there’s been significant reinvestment in the program.
Todd Fisher: That’s a little-understood development. The investment tax credit was expanded by 10% in the Big Beautiful Bill. That’s more money than we had to invest through grants.
Mike Schmidt: They also haven’t imposed any tariffs on chips. The actual strategy thus far has been to increase supply-side incentives. We’ll have to see the investment trends over time, but there has been a measure of continuity, and that’s a really good thing — to the administration’s credit, because this is hugely important for national security. Increasingly over time, you just become a citizen like everyone else, paying attention to this part of the world along with all the other parts going through turmoil.
Todd Fisher: For me it was a little different, because Mike left on January 17th and I agreed to stay until March 1st. Those six or seven weeks were challenging. I’d never been through a transition. The day before I was meant to leave, the order came down to lay off all probationary employees, which for us was almost everybody because there was a two-year probation period. Anyone from the private sector who had joined was basically still within that window.
My last 24 to 48 hours were spent fighting to save as many people as we could. We ultimately saved a good chunk — maybe a third or so. But to leave on that basis, particularly on CHIPS, where most of these people had given up careers in the semiconductor industry and the private sector — to feel like they were being vilified, accused of trying to game the system, wondering whether they’d be fired, whether they should take the fork — it was a really difficult environment. When I left, I was shell-shocked. It was a tough, tough time. Everything after that, as Mike said, has been my experience as well.
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In the summer of 2022, the United States government did something it hadn't done in decades: it placed a massive bet on manufacturing. Not just any manufacturing, but the tiny, impossibly complex chips that power everything from your smartphone to the missiles in military arsenals. The price tag? Nearly three hundred billion dollars.


This wasn't charity. It was fear.


The Vulnerability No One Wanted to Talk About


Here's a fact that kept defense planners awake at night: as of 2022, roughly ninety percent of the world's most advanced semiconductors—the chips smaller than twenty-eight nanometers—were manufactured in Taiwan. One island. One hundred miles from mainland China. A country that has never renounced its intention to reunify with Taiwan, by force if necessary.


Semiconductors aren't like other products. You can't just spin up a new factory when supplies run short. Building a modern chip fabrication plant, known in the industry as a "fab," takes three to five years and costs anywhere from ten to twenty billion dollars. The machinery inside is so precise that the slightest vibration can ruin an entire production run. Some fabs are built on special foundations designed to dampen seismic activity from miles away.


The chips themselves are miracles of engineering. A modern processor contains billions of transistors, each smaller than a virus. The manufacturing process involves hundreds of steps, exotic chemicals, and light with wavelengths shorter than anything found in nature. Only a handful of companies on Earth can do this work, and most of them aren't American.


This wasn't always the case. In 1990, the United States produced thirty-seven percent of the world's semiconductors. By 2020, that number had fallen to twelve percent. The factories had moved to Asia—first Japan, then South Korea, then Taiwan—following lower costs and government incentives. American companies still designed chips, but they outsourced the actual manufacturing to specialists like the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company, known universally as TSMC.


Then the pandemic hit, and suddenly everyone understood the problem.


When the Chips Stopped Flowing


In 2021, car dealerships across America sat empty. Not because people didn't want cars—demand was surging. The problem was that automakers couldn't get chips. Modern vehicles contain thousands of semiconductors controlling everything from engine timing to seat heaters. Without them, billion-dollar assembly lines ground to a halt.


Ford lost an estimated 3.9 billion dollars in revenue. General Motors shut down eight plants. Toyota, the world's most efficient manufacturer, cut global production by forty percent. The chip shortage cost the auto industry alone an estimated two hundred billion dollars in 2021.


But cars were just the most visible symptom. Hospital equipment ran short. Video game consoles became impossible to find. The military worried about its ability to manufacture precision weapons. A single natural disaster in Taiwan, or a Chinese naval blockade, could cripple the American economy overnight.


Congress, not known for moving quickly, suddenly found motivation.


The Architect Behind the Curtain


The CHIPS and Science Act didn't appear out of nowhere. Its intellectual godfather was Keith Krach, the Under Secretary of State for Economic Growth during the Trump administration. Krach had spent his career in technology—he'd cofounded DocuSign, the digital signature company—and he understood semiconductors weren't just products. They were the foundation of modern military and economic power.


In October 2019, Krach presented a plan to Senators Chuck Schumer, a Democrat from New York, and Todd Young, a Republican from Indiana. His pitch was ambitious: transform American technology policy through what he called the Global Economic Security Strategy. The idea was to leverage one hundred fifty billion in government research and development funding into a five hundred billion dollar investment by bringing in private sector matching funds and coordinating with allied nations.


Krach even had a name for the coalition: the "Techno-Democracies-10," a group of technologically advanced democracies that would cooperate on critical technologies while excluding authoritarian states, primarily China.


The first concrete result was TSMC's announcement in May 2020 that it would build a twelve billion dollar factory in Arizona—the first advanced semiconductor fab built in America in years. Krach had brokered the deal, but he saw it as just the beginning. The TSMC announcement was meant to be a catalyst, inspiring other chipmakers to follow and giving Congress a tangible success to build upon.


Two Bills Become One


What eventually became the CHIPS and Science Act started as two separate pieces of legislation, each with its own champions and constituencies.


The first was the Endless Frontier Act, introduced in May 2020 by Schumer, Young, and Representatives Ro Khanna (a Democrat from California) and Mike Gallagher (a Republican from Wisconsin). The name was a deliberate echo of Vannevar Bush's famous 1945 report "Science: The Endless Frontier," which had laid the groundwork for America's postwar scientific dominance. The new act proposed one hundred ten billion dollars over five years for basic and advanced technology research, with special emphasis on artificial intelligence, quantum computing, advanced communications, biotechnology, and next-generation energy.


The second was the CHIPS for America Act, championed by Senators John Cornyn, a Republican from Texas, and Mark Warner, a Democrat from Virginia. This bill was more narrowly focused: fifty-two billion dollars specifically to incentivize semiconductor manufacturing in the United States. Cornyn's Texas was already home to major Samsung investments, and Warner's Virginia housed numerous technology companies dependent on reliable chip supplies.


The legislative process that combined these bills was tortuous. The Senate passed the United States Innovation and Competition Act in June 2021 with surprising bipartisan support—sixty-eight votes in favor, thirty-two against. The House passed its own version, called the America COMPETES Act, in February 2022. The two chambers then spent months reconciling their differences in what's known as a conference committee.


The final bill passed the Senate sixty-four to thirty-three in July 2022, then the House two hundred forty-three to one hundred eighty-seven. President Biden signed it into law on August 9, 2022.


Where the Money Actually Goes


The CHIPS and Science Act's headline number—two hundred eighty billion dollars—is somewhat misleading. That's the total authorization, meaning it's the maximum Congress said could be spent. Actual appropriations, the money that's actually allocated, were significantly less.


The core semiconductor provisions totaled about fifty-three billion dollars in real money. Thirty-nine billion went to manufacturing incentives—grants, loans, and loan guarantees to companies building fabs in America. Another twenty-four billion took the form of a twenty-five percent tax credit for investments in semiconductor manufacturing equipment, designed to make American factories cost-competitive with Asian alternatives.


Eleven billion was designated for research and development. Of this, eight and a half billion went to the National Institute of Standards and Technology, better known as NIST, the government agency responsible for maintaining measurement standards and conducting research on emerging technologies. Two billion funded a new entity called the National Semiconductor Technology Center, intended to serve as a hub connecting government labs, universities, and private companies.


The act also allocated two billion to the Department of Defense for military microelectronics research and five hundred million to the State Department for international semiconductor supply chain coordination. One and a half billion went to a fund promoting open Radio Access Network technology for 5G wireless networks—a technical initiative aimed at reducing dependence on Chinese equipment makers like Huawei.


But here's the catch that companies accepting these subsidies don't advertise: the law includes a ten-year ban on building advanced chip factories in China or Russia. Any company taking American money cannot simultaneously help potential adversaries develop their own semiconductor capabilities. This provision forced companies to choose sides in what some analysts have called a new Cold War—this time fought with transistors instead of tanks.


The Science Half of the Bill


The "Science" in CHIPS and Science Act often gets overlooked, but it represents the bulk of the authorized spending—one hundred seventy-four billion dollars worth of provisions for research across virtually every scientific domain.


The National Science Foundation received authorization for eighty-one billion dollars, including twenty billion for a new Directorate for Technology, Innovation, and Partnerships. This directorate was tasked with a mandate that might seem unusual for a science agency: ensuring that federally funded research actually gets deployed in the real world, with attention to social and ethical implications.


The law also invested heavily in STEM education—Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics. It recommended one hundred million dollars for rural schools, tripling the Noyce Teaching Scholarships that support science teachers, and creating a three hundred million dollar STEM Teacher Corps. The explicit goal was ensuring that America could train enough engineers and scientists to staff all those new factories.


NASA received extended authorization through 2030 for the International Space Station and partial funding for the Artemis program to return humans to the Moon. Perhaps more ambitiously, the law directed NASA to establish a Moon to Mars Program Office, laying groundwork for eventual human missions to the red planet. It even included provisions for nuclear propulsion research and continued funding for the search for extraterrestrial intelligence.


The Department of Energy received authorization for new research initiatives in supercomputing, nuclear fusion, and particle physics, plus the creation of a new nonprofit organization called the Foundation for Energy Security and Innovation to leverage private philanthropy for energy research. Climate provisions authorized sixty-seven billion dollars for zero-emissions technologies, improved energy storage, and hydrogen economy development.


And in a nod to economic geography, the law directed the Department of Commerce to establish ten billion dollars worth of regional technology hubs in communities that had been left behind by previous waves of industrialization—former manufacturing centers and rural areas that the new economy had largely bypassed.


The Security State Provisions


Buried within the CHIPS Act were provisions that had nothing to do with computer chips and everything to do with a different kind of competition with China: the battle for scientific talent and research integrity.


The law imposed new restrictions on Confucius Institutes, the Chinese government-funded cultural organizations on American university campuses that critics argued doubled as platforms for surveillance and influence operations. It established new research security offices at the Department of Energy, NIST, and the National Science Foundation, tasked with preventing foreign governments from stealing federally funded research.


New disclosure requirements targeted what the law called "foreign talent recruitment programs"—arrangements in which American researchers accepted money from foreign governments, particularly China's Thousand Talents Program, which had been accused of systematically harvesting American scientific advances. Researchers applying for federal grants would now face scrutiny about any foreign government connections.


These provisions reflected years of concern, some would say paranoia, about Chinese technology acquisition. American prosecutors had brought dozens of cases against researchers accused of hiding Chinese funding or sharing sensitive technology. Universities had been forced to shut down research collaborations. The CHIPS Act codified what had previously been ad hoc enforcement into systematic policy.


The Results So Far


By March 2024, analysts estimated the CHIPS Act had catalyzed between twenty-five and fifty potential semiconductor projects, with total projected private investments between one hundred sixty and two hundred billion dollars. The projected job creation ranged from twenty-five thousand to forty-five thousand new positions.


The biggest announcements grabbed headlines. Intel committed to a twenty billion dollar expansion in Ohio, building what it called the largest semiconductor complex in American history near Columbus. TSMC's Arizona project grew from twelve to forty billion dollars, with plans for multiple advanced fabs. Samsung announced a seventeen billion dollar facility in Texas. Micron pledged up to one hundred billion over two decades for a new fab in upstate New York.


But the reality proved messier than the press releases suggested.


Projects faced delays in receiving promised grants as the Commerce Department struggled to process applications. The bureaucratic machinery designed to prevent waste and fraud slowed disbursements to a crawl. By early 2024, companies complained they were building factories on hope, unable to count on government money that remained stuck in administrative review.


Skilled workers were even scarcer than capital. A semiconductor fab requires thousands of specialized technicians—process engineers, equipment operators, cleaners who can work in sterile "cleanroom" environments. These workers don't appear overnight. Training programs take years, and American educational institutions had largely stopped producing semiconductor specialists when the industry moved offshore decades earlier.


Then came the budget battles. The CHIPS Act authorized ambitious spending levels, but Congress must appropriate money separately. In subsequent budget negotiations, lawmakers cut or limited research provisions by tens of billions of dollars. The gap between what the law promised and what companies could actually expect widened.


The Critics Have a Point


Senator Bernie Sanders voted against the CHIPS Act, one of only a few Democrats to do so. He called it a "blank check" to profitable corporations, questioning why taxpayers should subsidize companies like Intel that had spent billions on stock buybacks while closing American factories. House Republican leader Kevin McCarthy, from the opposite end of the political spectrum, used the exact same phrase.


Their critique contained uncomfortable truths. Intel's market capitalization exceeded one hundred billion dollars. Samsung was one of the largest companies on Earth. TSMC's founder, Morris Chang, had become one of the world's wealthiest people. Did these corporations really need government subsidies to build factories?


The semiconductor industry's response was straightforward: economics. Building a fab in America cost roughly thirty percent more than building one in Asia, even before considering ongoing operational costs. Without subsidies, companies would simply continue building overseas, where governments had been offering generous incentives for decades. Taiwan, South Korea, and Singapore had all used industrial policy to capture the semiconductor industry. America was just catching up.


But catching up meant playing a game other countries had already been playing. In 2022, the European Union proposed its own European Chips Act with forty-three billion euros in support. China was already spending heavily on domestic semiconductor production, despite American efforts to restrict its access to advanced manufacturing equipment. The CHIPS Act might not start a subsidy race—that race was already running—but it certainly accelerated it.


Analysts at the Brookings Institution raised concerns about the workforce development provisions, which they found vague and fragmented. The law created dozens of separate training programs spread across multiple agencies with no coherent strategy. Provisions for supporting workers in caregiver roles or addressing gender and racial gaps in the technology workforce were aspirational rather than operational. The Department of Commerce's own inspector general found the agency hadn't even planned for hiring the staff needed to implement the programs.


What China Thinks


China's government called the CHIPS Act evidence of "Cold War mentality," and from Beijing's perspective, that assessment wasn't entirely wrong.


The law was explicitly designed to contain Chinese technological advancement. The ten-year ban on investing in Chinese chip facilities meant companies had to choose: American subsidies or Chinese market access. The research security provisions targeted Chinese talent programs specifically. The entire framing of the legislation—endless references to competition, strategic autonomy, supply chain resilience—identified China as the threat requiring this massive government response.


China wasn't standing still. Despite American export controls restricting access to advanced chip-making equipment, Chinese companies like SMIC (Semiconductor Manufacturing International Corporation) continued advancing. In 2023, Huawei released a smartphone containing a seven-nanometer chip that analysts believed SMIC had manufactured, suggesting Chinese capabilities were developing faster than American policymakers assumed.


The technology competition between the United States and China has become the defining industrial policy challenge of the twenty-first century. The CHIPS Act represents America's opening move in a contest that will likely last decades.


The Bet


Industrial policy is inherently a gamble. Governments try to predict which industries will matter in the future, then steer resources toward them. Sometimes this works spectacularly—Taiwan's investment in TSMC created a company that manufactures the chips for Apple, Nvidia, AMD, and most other technology leaders. Sometimes it fails expensively—remember Solyndra, the solar panel company that received five hundred million in federal loan guarantees before going bankrupt?


The CHIPS Act assumes several things will prove true. First, that semiconductors will remain critical to economic and military power for decades to come. Given the explosion of artificial intelligence, which requires massive amounts of computing power, this seems like a safe bet. Second, that manufacturing location matters—that having fabs on American soil provides security benefits worth tens of billions of dollars. This is harder to evaluate. In a true crisis with China, would Arizona fabs really operate independently of the global supply chain for materials, chemicals, and components?


Third, and perhaps most uncertain, the law assumes the American government can effectively manage industrial policy at this scale. Historically, America has preferred market-based approaches, leaving investment decisions to private companies. The CHIPS Act represents a significant philosophical shift toward the kind of state-directed capitalism that Asian governments have practiced for decades.


Whether American institutions can adapt to this new role remains to be seen. The early implementation challenges—bureaucratic delays, workforce shortages, budget cuts—suggest the transition won't be smooth. But the alternative, watching passively as critical manufacturing capabilities concentrate in geopolitically vulnerable locations, seemed increasingly untenable.


The chips may be small, but the stakes are enormous.
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    Top 10 Books of the Year of the Snake

    Jordan Schneider · ChinaTalk · Feb 16, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  Some essays I want to write at some point include
	How corruption in China compares to corruption in American politics

	Why Bruce Catton’s The Potomac Army series is better than Robert Caro’s LBJ saga

	Deep dive into the writing in Ian Toll’s The Pacific War series and how he sets up scenes and transitions from individual engagements to strategic dilemmas as smoothly as I’ve ever read

	Over paternity leave I read ten different books on the theme of “oh I raised my kid in X country here’s what it was like”. I could compare and contrast, tier list countries…


Vote for what you’re interested in in the comments?
Top Ten
Religion
Genesis, Exodus, and Prophets. 
After a lifetime of reading the torah in bits and bites, dutifully reading footnotes and commentary, this year I tried a new tack with an audiobook bible binge, listening straight through first the Robert Alter and then the King James Bible. Alter feels deeply foreign and startling while KJB’s language gently washes into you. The plotblast in Genesis can be overwhelming but this experience helped my brain refocus away from my natural default of specific verses and word choice and towards broader arcs. 
Bob Thurman’s Jewel Tree of Tibet (audiobook) + Circling the Sacred Mountain

Donald Lopez’ Buddhism: A Journey Through History and The Buddha: Biography of a Myth were fantastic intros but the Buddhism books this year that left more of an impact were Robert Thurman’s. His Jewel Tree of Tibet lecture series puts Headspace to shame. This book, a combination of guided meditation and lectures best enjoyed via audiobook, gives a sense of just how strange the Tibetan cosmology is and allows you a taste of it yourself with his Lake Manasarovar visualization. Falling asleep to random episodes of his podcast leads to weird and wonderful dreams.
Circling the Sacred Mountain is a travelogue with paired narrations to a trip to Tibet in the 1990s. One is the enlightened Robert Bowman, the other an annoying hanger-on whose experience is very skippable. I felt the blade wheel of mind reform.
He also does some superb phrase translations, like Superbliss-Machine Embrace (Buddha Paramasukha Chakrasamvara).
Now recall the three roots, finding the points that make the  most sense to you: that death is a certainty; that the time of death is completely unpredictable; and that nothing of this life will trans­late into the next except what enlightened qualities you have at­tained. Give up all of your mental and physical possessions, the body that you identify with as your self. Your soul will proceed into new forms, guided by imprints of generosity and morality, tolerance, enterprise, concentration, and intelligence — the opposite of stinginess and fear and paranoia. Forget about the peripheral things. You will go forth with your luminous soul, your sea of infinite bliss, your buddha-nature, so build up that subtle deepest part of yourself.

War Section
Ian Toll’s Pacific Theater WWII trilogy is a modern masterpiece of writing and scholarship. The third book is the strongest, thanks to the drama of the material and Toll’s maturation as an historian over the fifteen years it took to produce.
His chapters to bookend the series are some of the best I’ve ever read. He opened with Admiral Nimitz taking a cross-country train from DC to SF on the way to Pearl Harbor, meditating on the national mobilization and the burden he was about to adopt. The closing climax of Hiroshima, Nagasaki and the decision to surrender, takes the reader from the Truman to the Enola Gay, to the Emperor recording his surrender, a military coup trying to stop the broadcast only for Japanese to hear it across the country is also a masterpiece.

A few masterful pages on the recording and reception of the famous surrender broadcast.




Covered in podcasts here and here.
Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, Hannah Arendt, 1963. I would have read this years ago if anyone told me how funny it was! As she wrote to a friend, “You are the only reader to understand what otherwise I have never admitted—namely that I wrote Eichimann in Jerusalem in a curious state of euphoria.” It shows and is so much better for it.

World-historically funny.

Extended excerpts here in my Tel Aviv writeup.
Communism
The Party’s Interests Come First: The Life of Xi Zhongxun, Father of Xi Jinping, Joseph Torigian, 2025. A China book at the level we get only a few times a decade. A true must read for anyone hoping to deeply understand the CCP and Chinese 20th century history. Covered in a podcast here.
Cancer Ward, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, 1968.
The Gulag Archipelago, Vol. 1: An Experiment in Literary Investigation, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, 1973. Survivor and stylist. Energy and humanity sparks though the prose.
Look around you—there are people around you. Maybe you will remember one of them all your life and later eat your heart out because you didn’t make use of the opportunity to ask him questions. And the less you talk, the more you’ll hear. Thin strands of human lives stretch from island to island of the Archipelago. They intertwine, touch one another for one night only in just such a clickety-clacking half-dark car as this and then separate once and for all. Put your ear to their quiet humming and the steady clickety-clack beneath the car. After all, it is the spinning wheel of life that is clicking and clacking away there.

To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause: The Many Lives of the Soviet Dissident Movement, Benjamin Nathans, 2024. Covered this podcast. A masterful book. For a taste:
Samizdat provided not just new things to read, but new modes of reading. There was binge reading: staying up all night pouring through a sheath of onion-skin papers because you’d been given twenty-four hours to consume a novel that Volodia was expecting the next day, and because, quite apart from Volodia’s expectations, you didn’t want that particular novel in your apartment for any longer than necessary. There was slow-motion reading: for the privilege of access to a samizdat text, you might be obliged to return not just the original but multiple copies to the lender. This meant reading while simultaneously pounding out a fresh version of the text on a typewriter, as a thick raft of onion-skin sheets alternating with carbon paper slowly wound its way around the platen, line by line, three, six, or as many as twelve deep. “Your shoulders would hurt like a lumberjack’s,” recalled one typist.
Experienced samizdat readers claimed to be able to tell how many layers had been between any given sheet and the typewriter’s ink ribbon. There was group reading: for texts whose supply could not keep up with demand, friends would gather and form an assembly line around the kitchen table, passing each successive page from reader to reader, something impossible to do with a book. And there was site-specific reading: certain texts were simply too valuable, too fragile, or too dangerous to be lent out. To read Trotsky, you went to this person’s apartment; to read Orwell, to that person’s.
However and wherever it was read, samizdat delivered the added frisson of the forbidden. Its shabby appearance—frayed edges, wrinkles, ink smudges, and traces of human sweat—only accentuated its authenticity. Samizdat turned reading into an act of transgression. Having liberated themselves from the Aesopian language of writers who continued to struggle with internal and external censors, samizdat readers could imagine themselves belonging to the world’s edgiest and most secretive book club. Who were the other members, and who had held the very same onion-skin sheets that you were now holding? How many retypings separated you from the author?

To Run the World: The Kremlin’s Cold War Bid for Global Power, Sergey Radchenko, 2024. Covered in a two-parter.
A Swim in a Pond in the Rain, George Saunders, 2021. Saunders reprints his favorite classic Russian short stories paired with essays on what each of them illustrate about the writing fiction. I can read much more deeply now thanks to the perspective this book brings. The audiobook featured all-star narration. 
Breakneck: China’s Quest to Engineer the Future, Dan Wang, 2025. Covered in a pod with Dan here.
Past Years Best Books
H1 2025.
2024 (+ media diet)
2023
2022
2021
and 2016…
Other H2 2025 books
The British Are Coming: The War for America, Lexington to Princeton, 1775-1777, Rick Atkinson, 2019. I respect Atkinson for the work he put in here but he’s just not on Ian Toll or Bruce Catton war trilogy level. It’s partially a skill issue but also just downstream of the material he’s working with—The Revolutionary War doesn’t have the source material, scale or sense of modernity to give historians as much to work with.
Slouching Towards Bethlehem, Joan Didion, 1968.  Was Joan Didion built up too much for me to appreciate her? Like she’s good, but not world historic amazing. I loved this though. California is “out in the golden land, where every day the world is born anew. The future always looks good in the golden land, because no-one remembers the past. Here is the last stop for those who came from somewhere else, for all those who drifted away from the cold, and the past, and the old ways.”
The Secret of Our Success: How Culture Is Driving Human Evolution, Domesticating Our Species, and Making Us Smarter, Joseph Henrich, 2015.
The Kill Chain: Defending America in the Future of High-Tech Warfare, Christian Brose, 2020. Covered on this pod.
Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s, Frederick Lewis Allen, 1931. The Scholar’s Stage did a great job summarizing this book here.
The Sword of Freedom: Israel, Mossad, and the Secret War, Yossi Cohen, 2025.
Part spy memoir, part political manifesto, incredibly ego-forward in a deeply Israeli way (him bragging about beating Pompeo at a shooting contest at the farm is really something). Interesting seeing someone who wanted to scream to the rooftops about how noble and professional his work is for so long finally getting the chance to do so. Best read in parallel with Rise and Kill First, a journalist’s take on the mossad.
The Forever War, Joe Haldeman, 1974. One interesting idea (literally brainwashing soldiers to do war crimes) surrounded by awful writing, awful characters, and blah sci fi. How is this a classic? 
Attack and Die: Civil War Military Tactics and the Southern Heritage, Grady McWhiney and Perry D. Jamieson, 1982. An interesting thesis (Celtic heritage meant Southern officers and soldiers were way too into the offensive) they wait until the conclusion to lay out and don’t really prove, though tactical recklessness was clearly an issue.
War, Bob Woodward, 2024.
The Mission: The CIA in the 21st Century, Tim Weiner, 2025. 
U. S. Grant and the American Military Tradition, Bruce Catton, 1954.
The Murderous History of Bible Translations: Power, Conflict and the Quest for Meaning, Harry Freedman, 2016. Great premise but really disappointed, should have picked fewer examples and gone deeper with more textual analysis.
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    Heather Cox Richardson · Letters from an American · Feb 17, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  Trump’s White House website welcomes visitors with a pop-up that reads: “WELCOME TO THE GOLDEN AGE!” But on this heavy news day a year into Trump’s second term, it is increasingly clear that as his regime focuses on committing the United States to white Christian nationalism, the country is becoming increasingly isolated from the rest of the world, and its own economy is weakening.
At the Munich Security Conference over the weekend, Secretary of State Marco Rubio’s endorsement of white Christian nationalism does not appear to have swayed European countries to abandon their defense of democracy and join the U.S.’s slide toward authoritarianism. Instead, as retired lieutenant general and former commander of U.S. Army Europe Mark Hertling wrote, it squandered the strategic advantage its partnership with Europe has given the U.S.
Foreign affairs journalist Anne Applebaum noted that the word in Munich was that “Europe needs to emancipate itself from the U.S. as fast as possible.” In Germany, Der Spiegel reports plans to bring Ukrainian veterans to teach German armed forces drone use and counter-drone practices the Ukrainians are perfecting in their war against Russian occupation. Canada’s prime minister Mark Carney is working to reduce Canada’s defense dependence on the U.S., ramping up domestic defense production.
Carney has advanced a foreign policy that centers “middle powers” and operates without the U.S. That global reorientation has profound consequences for the U.S. economy, as well. Canada is leading discussions between the European Union and a 12-nation Indo-Pacific bloc to form one of the globe’s largest economic alliances. A new agreement would enable the countries to share supply chains and to share a low-tariff system. Canada also announced it is renewing its partnership with China. As of this week, Canadians can travel to China without a visa.
Today France’s president Emmanuel Macron and India’s prime minister Narendra Modi upgraded Indian-French relations to a “Special Strategic Partnership” during a three-day visit of Macron to Mumbai. They have promised to increase cooperation between the two countries in defense, trade, and critical materials.
Trump insisted that abandoning the free trade principles under which the U.S. economy had boomed since World War II would enable the U.S. to leverage its extraordinary economic might through tariffs, but it appears, as economist Scott Lincicome of the Cato Institute wrote today for Bloomberg, that the rest of the world is simply moving on without the U.S.
While Trump boasts about the U.S. stock market, which is indeed up, U.S. markets have underperformed markets in other countries. Today, Carl Quintanilla of CNBC reported that the S&P 500, which measures 500 of the largest publicly traded companies in the U.S., is off to its worst year of performance since 1995 when compared to the All Country World Index (ACWI), an index that measures global stocks.
In May 2023 the Florida legislature passed a law requiring employers with 25 or more employees to confirm that their workers are in the U.S. legally. The new law prompted foreign farmworkers and construction workers to leave the state. Now, the Wall Street Journal reported in a February 6 editorial, employers “are struggling to find workers they can employ legally.”
The newspaper continued: “There’s little evidence that undocumented migrants are taking jobs from Americans. The reality is that employers can’t find enough Americans willing to work in the fields or hang drywall, even at attractive wages. Farm hands in Florida who work year-round earn roughly $47,000, which is more than what some young college graduates earn.” “The lesson for President Trump is that businesses can’t grow if government takes away their workers,” the Wall Street Journal Editorial Board concluded.
Today Florida attorney general James Uthmeier reacted to the Wall Street Journal editorial, explaining on Fox Business that the Republican Party expects to replace undocumented workers with young Americans: “We need to focus on our state college program, our trade schools, getting people into the workforce even earlier. We passed legislation last year to help high school students get their hands dirty and get on job sites more quickly. So I think there’s a lot more we can do with apprenticeships, rolling out, beefing up our workforce, and trying to address the demand that is undoubtedly here in the state.”
Steve Kopack of NBC News reported on February 11 that while the U.S. added 1.46 million jobs in 2024, the last year of former president Joe Biden’s administration, it added just 181,000 jobs in 2025. That makes 2025 the worst year for hiring since 2003, aside from the worst year of the coronavirus pandemic. Manufacturing lost 108,000 jobs in 2025.
Peter Grant of the Wall Street Journal reported today that banks that have loaned money to finance the purchase of commercial real estate are requiring borrowers to pay back tens of billions of dollars as the delinquency rate for such loans has climbed to a high not seen since just after the 2008 financial crisis. About $100 billion in commercial real estate loans that have been packaged into securities will come due this year and probably won’t repay when they should. More than half of the loans are likely headed for foreclosure or liquidation.
Trump vowed that he would cut “waste, fraud, and abuse” out of the country’s government programs, but cuts to social programs have been overwhelmed by spending on federal arrest, detention, and deportation programs, as well as Trump’s expansion of military strikes and threats against other countries. In his first year back in office, Trump launched at least 658 air and drone strikes against Iraq, Somalia, Iran, Yemen, Syria, Nigeria, and Venezuela.
Just today, U.S. Southern Command announced it struck three boats in the eastern Pacific and the Caribbean yesterday and killed 11 people it claims were smuggling drugs, bringing the total of such strikes to more than 40 and the number of dead to more than 130. Now Trump is moving American forces toward Iran, threatening to target the regime there.
The administration is simply tacking the cost of these military adventures onto government expenditures, apparently still maintaining that the tax cuts for the wealthy and corporations Republicans extended in their July “One Big Beautiful Bill Act” and tariffs will address the growing deficit and national debt by increasing economic growth.
The nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office (CBO) last week projected that the deficit for the fiscal year ending September 30, 2026, will be $1.85 trillion. Richard Rubin of the Wall Street Journal notes that for every dollar the U.S. collects this year, it will spend $1.33. The CBO explained that the Republican tax cuts will increase budget deficits by $4.7 trillion through 2035.
If the American people have suffered from Trump’s reign, the Trump family continues to cash in. Today Trump’s chair of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, Michael Selig, announced he will try to block states from regulating prediction markets, saying they “provide useful functions for society by allowing everyday Americans to hedge commercial risks like increases in temperature and energy price spikes.”
Republicans insist that prediction markets are more like stock trading than like betting, but a group of over 20 Democratic senators warned last week in a letter to Selig that prediction market platforms, where hundreds of millions of dollars are wagered every week, “are offering contracts that mirror sportsbook wagers and, in some cases, contracts tied to war and armed conflict.” They added that the platforms “evade state and tribal consumer protections, generate no public revenue, and undermine sovereign regulatory regimes,” and urged Selig to support regulations Congress has already put into law.
Prediction markets also cover the actions of President Trump, whose son Don Jr. is both an advisor to and an investor in Polymarket and a paid advisor to Kalshi. Polymarket and Kalshi are the two biggest prediction markets, and both are less regulated than betting sites. The Trump family has announced it is starting its own “Truth Predict.”
David Uberti of the Wall Street Journal reported that Eric Trump is investing heavily in drones, particularly in Israeli drone maker Xtend, which has a $1.5 billion deal to merge with a small Florida construction company to take the company public. The Defense Department has invited Xtend to be part of its drone expansion program.
And yet it is clear the administration fears the American people. The Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension (BCA), a statewide program that specializes in police shootings, said yesterday that it has received formal notice that the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) will not allow it any “access to information or evidence that it has collected” related to the shooting death of Minneapolis intensive care nurse Alex Pretti. The BCA says it will continue to investigate and to pursue legal avenues to get access to the FBI files.
Fury at ICE continues to mount, with voices from inside the government complaining about Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem. Gordon Lubold, Courtney Kube, Jonathan Allen, and Julia Ainsley of NBC News reported today on her alienation of senior officials at the Coast Guard as she has shifted their primary mission of search and rescue to flying deportation flights. Noem’s abrupt removal of Coast Guard commandant Linda Fagan only to move into her vacated housing at Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling herself also rankled, along with Noem’s lavish use of expensive Coast Guard planes.
Daniel Lippman and Adam Wren of Politico reported today that Noem’s spokesperson, Tricia McLaughlin, is resigning.
Marissa Payne of the Des Moines Register reported today that in Iowa, Republican state lawmakers are working to rein in the power of the state governor before the 2026 elections, a sure sign that they are worried that a Democrat is going to win the election.
That fear appears to be part of a larger concern that the American people have turned against the Republicans more generally. Last night, late-night talk show host Stephen Colbert told viewers he had been unable to air an interview he did with a Democratic candidate for the U.S. Senate from Texas, James Talarico. “I was told…that not only could I not have him on, I could not mention me not having him on,” Colbert said. “And because my network clearly doesn’t want us to talk about this, let’s talk about this.”
Talarico is a Texas state lawmaker studying to be a minister, who criticizes the Republican use of Christianity as a political weapon. Such politicization of Christianity both distorts politics and cheapens faith, he says. The true way to practice Christianity is simple but not easy, he says: it is to love your neighbor. Political positions should grow out of that to feed the hungry, welcome the stranger, and heal the sick. “[T]here is nothing Christian about Christian nationalism,” he told Colbert. “It is the worship of power in the name of Christ, and it is a betrayal of Jesus of Nazareth.”
Although Talarico is locked in a tight primary battle with Representative Jasmine Crockett, his message offers a powerful off-ramp for evangelicals uncomfortable with the administration, especially its cover-up of the Epstein files. Without evangelical support, MAGA Republicans cannot win elections.
Talarico has the administration nervous enough that Federal Communications Commission (FCC) chair Brendan Carr opened an investigation of the morning talk show The View after Talarico appeared on the show earlier this month. Lawyer Adam Bonin explained that Carr changed the FCC’s enforcement of the Equal Time Rule (which is not the Fairness Doctrine). It says that when broadcast networks (not cable) give air time to someone running for office, they have to give the same time to any other candidate for that office. The obvious exception is when a candidate does something newsworthy outside the race, in which case a network can interview that person without interviewing everyone else.
For 20 years, that rule has applied to talk shows, but Carr announced last month that if a non-news talk show seems to be “motivated by partisan purposes,” then it will not be exempt. For Colbert’s show, it would have meant that after interviewing Talarico, the network would have had to give equal time to all other Democrats and Republicans running for the Senate seat. CBS could have challenged the rule but chose not to.
Why is the administration worried about Talarico in a state Trump won in 2024 by 14%? “I think that Donald Trump is worried that we’re about to flip Texas,” Talarico said. “Across the state there is a backlash growing to the extremism and the corruption in our politics…. It’s a people-powered movement to take back our state and take back our country.”
As of 10:00 tonight, Colbert’s 15-minute interview with Talarico has been viewed on YouTube 3.8 million times. Forbes says it is Colbert’s most watched interview in months.
—
Notes:
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The Bulwark
Europe Is America’s Secret Weapon. And We’re Giving It Up.

THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION’S two representatives at the Munich Security Conference, Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Under Secretary of Defense Elbridge Colby, …
Read more
a day ago · 240 likes · Mark Hertling
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    Deep Dive

    Munich Security Conference

    Based on Wikipedia: Munich Security Conference


Five days before Russian tanks rolled into Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelenskyy stood at a podium in Munich and delivered a warning that would prove prophetic. "We don't have any firearms," he told the assembled world leaders. "And there's no security." The leaders listened politely, then returned to their hotel rooms at the Bayerischer Hof. Less than a week later, Europe faced its largest land war since 1945.


This is the strange power of the Munich Security Conference—a gathering that has no official authority, issues no binding resolutions, and produces no final communiqué, yet somehow manages to be the world's most consequential salon for national security. Every February, the ornate rooms of a nineteenth-century luxury hotel in Bavaria become the crossroads of global power.


Born from the Ashes of Resistance


The conference exists because of a remarkable act of conscience. In 1963, a German aristocrat named Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist-Schmenzin decided to bring together security experts and military leaders for informal dialogue. This was not an obvious career move for someone in postwar Germany. But von Kleist had credentials that commanded respect across the Atlantic divide.


He had tried to kill Hitler.


As a young officer in 1944, von Kleist volunteered for a suicide mission to assassinate the Nazi dictator by detonating explosives during a uniform presentation. The attack never happened—Hitler cancelled the demonstration. Von Kleist then joined the conspiracy led by Claus von Stauffenberg, the famous July 20th plot that came heartbreakingly close to success. When it failed, the Gestapo executed von Kleist's father. The son survived only because the chaos of Germany's collapse interrupted his trial.


This history mattered enormously. Here was a German who had risked everything to stop the war, now dedicating his life to ensuring such catastrophes never recurred. When he invited American and European security officials to Munich for quiet conversations, they came. That first meeting in 1963 had only about sixty participants. Among them were two young men who would shape the Cold War: Helmut Schmidt, future Chancellor of West Germany, and Henry Kissinger, future Secretary of State.


The Hotel Where Secrets Are Shared


The venue has never changed. The Hotel Bayerischer Hof sits on a plaza in central Munich, a palatial establishment that has hosted guests since 1841. Its chandeliers and wood-paneled rooms provide a setting both grand and intimate—perfect for the conference's peculiar purpose.


What happens in Munich is not negotiation. No treaties are signed here. No communiqués are issued. The conference is, officially, nothing more than a series of conversations. This is precisely what makes it valuable.


Diplomacy normally proceeds through formal channels, with every word scrutinized and every position hardened by the need to maintain national credibility. Munich offers something different: a place where a Russian foreign minister can share a drink with an American secretary of state, where defense officials can float ideas without committing their governments, where the real concerns behind official positions can be explored off the record.


The bilateral meetings matter as much as the speeches. At a typical conference, more than a thousand private conversations take place on the margins. A head of state might address the main hall in the morning, then spend the afternoon in back-to-back meetings with counterparts from a dozen countries. The hallways buzz with whispered negotiations while journalists crowd the lobby hoping for scraps.


How It Grew


Von Kleist ran the conference for thirty-five years, from 1963 until his retirement in 1998. During the Cold War, the gathering focused overwhelmingly on one question: how to prevent nuclear war between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization—the American-led military alliance of Western democracies—and the Soviet Union. The participants were almost exclusively from NATO countries and their close partners.


The conference was cancelled only three times in its history. In 1965, a scheduling transition caused a gap. In 1991, the First Gulf War made international travel inadvisable. And in 1997, von Kleist's retirement created a brief interregnum before new leadership took over.


That new leader was Horst Teltschik, a German politician and business executive who had served as a close advisor to Chancellor Helmut Kohl during the reunification of Germany. Teltschik recognized that the end of the Cold War demanded a transformation. The conference that von Kleist had built for a bipolar world needed to adapt to a more complex reality.


Under Teltschik, the guest list expanded dramatically. Leaders from Central and Eastern Europe—the former Soviet satellite states now charting their own courses—received invitations for the first time. So did representatives from India, Japan, South Korea, and eventually the People's Republic of China. The Munich Security Conference was becoming truly global.


The Ischinger Era


In 2008, leadership passed to Wolfgang Ischinger, a career diplomat who had served as Germany's ambassador to both the United States and the United Kingdom. Ischinger would reshape the conference more fundamentally than anyone since its founding.


He began by professionalizing the organization. In 2011, he established the Munich Security Conference as a formal non-profit company. This provided legal structure and enabled serious fundraising. The budget grew from less than one million euros of government funding in 2008 to approximately ten million euros by 2022, most of it now coming from corporate sponsors rather than taxpayers.


The scale expanded accordingly. Where von Kleist's early conferences had sixty participants, Ischinger's gatherings drew hundreds. The 2017 conference—the largest to that point—hosted 680 participants, including thirty heads of state and government, sixty representatives of international organizations, sixty-five top business executives, and seven hundred accredited journalists.


Ischinger also created new formats. The annual Munich meeting remained the flagship event, but the organization began hosting smaller gatherings in other capitals. These "Core Group Meetings" allowed more focused discussions among select participants. Sessions were held in Washington in 2009, Moscow in 2010, and Beijing in 2011—a geographic distribution that illustrated both the conference's ambitions and its careful diplomatic balance.


In 2009, the conference established the Ewald von Kleist Award, honoring its founder by recognizing individuals who had made outstanding contributions to peace and conflict resolution. The first recipient was Henry Kissinger, who had attended that initial 1963 meeting as a young academic. The award ceremony has since become one of the conference's signature moments.


When History Interrupts


For all its informal status, the Munich Security Conference has witnessed moments of genuine historical significance.


In 2003, German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer used the platform to challenge American arguments for invading Iraq. Looking directly at Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Fischer declared: "Excuse me, I am not convinced." The moment crystallized the transatlantic rift over the war and became one of the most memorable exchanges in the conference's history.


Four years later, Russian President Vladimir Putin delivered what would become known simply as "the 2007 Munich speech." In an address that shocked Western observers, Putin attacked American unilateralism, questioned the expansion of NATO, and warned that Russia would no longer accept being treated as a defeated power. Diplomats who were present describe the speech as a turning point—the moment when Russia's growing alienation from the Western order became unmistakable.


More constructive drama occurred in 2011. The conference had become prominent enough that Catherine Ashton, the European Union's foreign policy chief, chose it as the venue for a meeting of the Middle East Quartet—the diplomatic grouping of the EU, Russia, the United States, and the United Nations that attempted to mediate Israeli-Palestinian peace. More dramatically still, on the conference's sidelines, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and American Secretary of State Hillary Clinton exchanged the instruments of ratification for the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, formally bringing into force the most significant nuclear arms control agreement in decades.


The Return of Great Power Competition


The conference's recent history reads like a chronicle of deteriorating international order.


In 2015, the fifty-first conference focused heavily on the war in eastern Ukraine, which had erupted the previous year after Russia's annexation of Crimea. The discussions also addressed nuclear negotiations with Iran and the spreading refugee crisis that would soon destabilize European politics.


By 2016, the Islamic State—the terrorist organization that had seized vast territories in Iraq and Syria—dominated the agenda. The conference hall was filled with intelligence chiefs and defense ministers grappling with a threat that seemed to metastasize faster than anyone could contain it.


The 2020 conference carried a particular poignancy in retrospect. Joe Biden, then a private citizen after his vice presidency, addressed the gathering with a promise: "We will be back." He was speaking of American recommitment to multilateralism after the disruptions of the Trump administration. Within weeks, the COVID-19 pandemic would shut down international travel. Within two years, Biden would be president, and the world would face challenges far greater than anyone in that Munich ballroom had imagined.


The 2021 conference was held entirely online—the first and so far only virtual edition. From their respective capitals, Boris Johnson, Angela Merkel, Emmanuel Macron, and the newly inaugurated President Biden addressed cameras instead of a live audience. Biden's message echoed his promise from the year before: "America is back."


Ukraine and the New World


The February 2022 conference will be remembered as long as the institution exists.


The motto that year was "Turning the Tide—Unlearning Helplessness." The organizers hoped to inspire renewed confidence in the ability of democracies to shape events. But the conference was overshadowed by something more immediate: American intelligence indicated that Russia was about to invade Ukraine.


Russia, notably, was not present. Moscow had declined its invitation, a break from decades of participation. Ukrainian President Zelenskyy was there, warning Western leaders that their policy of engagement with Russia amounted to appeasement. He reminded them of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, in which Ukraine had surrendered the world's third-largest nuclear arsenal in exchange for security guarantees from Russia, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Those guarantees, Zelenskyy made clear, had proven worthless.


United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres delivered a grim assessment: the world was in a more precarious security situation than during the Cold War. Vice President Kamala Harris warned that the United States was prepared to impose severe sanctions if Russia attacked.


Five days after the conference ended, Russian forces crossed the border.


Grappling with a Fractured World


The 2023 conference, the first under new chairman Christoph Heusgen—a German diplomat who had served as Angela Merkel's foreign policy advisor—operated under the theme "Re:Vision." The word carried double meaning. On one hand, it acknowledged the efforts of autocratic powers to revise the international order by force. On the other, it called for new shared visions of what that order should become.


Heusgen made a particular effort to include voices from what diplomats call the Global South—the developing nations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America that have often felt marginalized in Western-dominated security discussions. The first panel discussion was dedicated specifically to this perspective. Among the participants were representatives from Ghana, Colombia, and other countries rarely centered in Munich conversations.


The 2024 conference, the sixtieth anniversary edition, took this inclusivity further. Of more than two hundred side events, a significant portion focused on climate change, food security, and other issues of particular concern to developing nations. The main program featured speakers from 109 countries, with over half being women and more than a quarter representing the Global South.


The motto was "Lose-Lose?"—a pointed question about whether the growing fragmentation of the international system was creating outcomes in which everyone suffers. The alternative, the conference suggested, was an inclusive reform of global institutions that could produce benefits for all.


What Munich Means


Critics have long questioned whether the Munich Security Conference accomplishes anything concrete. It has no formal authority. Its discussions are not binding. Its participants return home and often pursue policies that contradict the cooperative spirit of their Munich conversations.


But this critique misunderstands the conference's purpose. Munich is not meant to replace formal diplomacy; it is meant to enable it. The relationships built in the Bayerischer Hof's corridors can facilitate negotiations that would otherwise never begin. The frank exchanges that occur off the record can reveal flexibility that official positions obscure. The simple fact that adversaries occupy the same space, however briefly, maintains the possibility of dialogue even when relations are at their worst.


The conference also serves as a barometer. What happens in Munich often predicts what will happen in the world. Fischer's 2003 confrontation foreshadowed the transatlantic crisis over Iraq. Putin's 2007 speech anticipated Russia's increasing assertiveness. Zelenskyy's 2022 warnings proved tragically prescient. For those who know how to read it, Munich offers early signals of the storms to come.


In October 2024, the organization announced that Jens Stoltenberg, the former Secretary General of NATO, would assume chairmanship in 2025. His appointment signals the conference's continued centrality to Western security discussions—and perhaps its ongoing evolution as the world it monitors continues to change.


Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist, the man who tried to kill Hitler and then spent his life trying to prevent the next catastrophe, died in 2013 at the age of ninety. By then, his small gathering of sixty security officials had grown into the world's most important forum for discussing war and peace. Whether it can help prevent the conflicts that now threaten—or at least help the world understand them—remains the open question that brings leaders back to Munich every February.
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  On February 13 and 14, President Donald J. Trump’s representatives filed three applications with the United States Patent and Trademark Office to trademark his name for future use on an airport. As trademark lawyer Josh Gerben of Gerben IP noted, the application also covers merchandise branded “President Donald J. Trump International Airport,” “Donald J. Trump International Airport,” and “DJT,” including “clothing, handbags, luggage, jewelry, watches, and tie clips.”
Because of the trademark filing, Gerben notes, any airport adopting the Trump name would have to get a license to use the name, potentially paying a licensing fee. Gerben emphasizes that while it is common for public officials to have landmarks named after them, “never in the history of the United States” has “a sitting president’s private company…sought trademark rights” before such a naming.
In October, Office of Management and Budget director Russell Vought withheld billions of dollars Congress appropriated for a tunnel between New York and New Jersey under the Hudson River, saying he wanted “to ensure funding is not flowing based on unconstitutional DEI principles.” Trump told Senate minority leader Chuck Schumer (D-NY) that he would release the funds if Schumer would agree to name Dulles Airport outside Washington, D.C., and New York City’s Penn Station after him.
After a Florida state lawmaker proposed putting Trump’s name on the Palm Beach International Airport, Jason Garcia of Seeking Rents today reported that the Florida legislature is currently pushing through measures to change the name of that airport to the “Donald J. Trump International Airport.” The amount of money proposed in Florida’s budget to make the change is $2,750,000, but Garcia notes this is likely a placeholder: the budget request is for $5.5 million.
The Trump grab for an airport named after him is just the latest grift in a presidential term that experts so far estimate has enriched the Trump family by at least $4 billion. That windfall includes merch, political contributions, and multiple cryptocurrency deals that have led, for example, to Sheikh Tahnoon bin Zayed Al Nahyan, who manages the United Arab Emirates’ sovereign wealth fund, buying a 49% stake in the Trump family’s World Liberty Financial crypto company for $500 million days before Trump took office. This deal put $187 million immediately into Trump family entities and at least $31 million into entities owned by the family of Steve Witkoff, whom Trump had just named his Middle East envoy.
“President Trump only acts in the best interests of the American public—which is why they overwhelmingly re-elected him to this office, despite years of lies and false accusations against him and his businesses from the fake news media,” White House spokesperson Anna Kelly said of the UAE deal. “President Trump’s assets are in a trust managed by his children. There are no conflicts of interest.”
Earlier this month, Trump, his sons Don Jr. and Eric, and the Trump Organization sued the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the Treasury Department for $10 billion in damages after an IRS contractor during Trump’s own first term was convicted of leaking their tax information, along with that of thousands of other Americans who are not suing, to news outlets. Trump has control over the IRS, and Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent says he will write whatever check he is told to cut. This move advances Trump’s use of the presidency to enrich himself into the realm of autocratic rulers who move their country’s money to their own accounts.
In 1789, when George Washington took the oath of office as the first president of the United States of America, no one knew what to expect of leaders in a democratic republic. Washington understood that anything he did would become the standard for anyone who came after him. “I walk on untrodden ground,” he wrote in 1790, the year after he assumed the office of the presidency. “There is scarcely any part of my conduct w[hi]ch may not hereafter be drawn into precedent.”
After watching colonial lawmakers under royal rule demand payoffs before they would approve popular measures, Washington rejected the idea of profiting from the presidency. In his short Inaugural Address, he took the time to state explicitly that he would not accept any payments while in the presidency except for an official salary appropriated by Congress.
Washington noted that the support of the American people for the new government was key to its survival. He hailed the pledges of the new nation’s lawmakers to rule for the good of the whole nation, not for specific regions or partisan groups. He also predicted that the power of the government would come not from military might but from its determination to serve the needs of the public. He promised “that the foundations of our National policy will be laid in the pure and immutable principles of private morality; and the pre-eminence of a free Government, be exemplified by all the attributes which can win the affections of its Citizens, and command the respect of the world.”
Washington put a hopeful spin on human nature to launch the institution of the presidency, but the Framers had no illusions. They constructed the Constitution to pit men’s ambitions against each other so no individual could gain enough power to become a tyrant. Later, the rise of formal political parties in the 1830s guaranteed hawkish oversight of those in power by those out of it, exposing corruption or personal vices before those exhibiting them made it to the height of the government.
As recently as the 1970s, those systems held strongly enough that Republican senators warned Republican president Richard M. Nixon that the House was about to impeach him for obstruction of justice, abuse of power, and contempt of Congress for his actions during and after the Watergate break-in during which operatives tried to bug the headquarters of the Democratic National Convention. And, they told him, when the House impeached, the Senate—including Senate Republicans—would convict. They urged him to resign, which he did on August 8, 1974, the only president so far to resign the office of the presidency.
Since then, Republicans have fallen into the trap Washington warned against in his Farewell Address, putting party over country. Such partisanship, he said, would “distract the public councils and enfeeble the public administration,” agitate “the community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms,” kindle “the animosity of one part against another,” foment “occasionally riot and insurrection,” and open “the door to foreign influence and corruption, which find a facilitated access to the government itself through the channels of party passion. Thus the policy and the will of one country are subjected to the policy and will of another.”
Fierce partisanship would lead partisans to seek absolute power through an individual who “turns this disposition to the purposes of his own elevation on the ruins of public liberty,” Washington warned. And as Washington predicted, today’s Republicans have replaced the prerogatives of Congress with loyalty to Trump.
They have also ignored the vices of Trump and his loyalists. Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. explained to a podcaster on February 12 why he doesn’t worry about Covid. “I’m not scared of a germ,” he said. “I used to snort cocaine off of toilet seats.”
Jonathan Landay and Douglas Gillison of Reuters reported yesterday that Office of Management and Budget director Russell Vought took $15 million in unlawfully impounded money that Congress had appropriated for the U.S. Agency for International Development, which fed starving children, for his own security detail. Michelle Hackman, Josh Dawsey, and Tarini Parti of the Wall Street Journal reported that Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and her affair partner Corey Lewandowski travel in a $70 million luxury 737 MAX jet with a private cabin in the back.
Over all are the horrors of the Epstein files, in which Trump’s name appears so often observers have suggested it is the one place that could legitimately be rebranded with Trump’s name as the Trump-Epstein files.
And so, Washington’s dire warnings have come true.
Profiting off his name is only part of why Trump appears to want to splash it anywhere he can: so far, the U.S. Institute of Peace, the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, a new class of battleships, and perhaps “The President Donald J. Trump Ballroom” where the East Wing of the White House used to be.
It’s also about his legacy. In a tour of George Washington’s Virginia home, Mount Vernon, in April 2019, Trump expressed surprise that the first president hadn’t named any of his property after himself. “If he was smart, he would’ve put his name on it,” Trump said. “You’ve got to put your name on stuff or no one remembers you.”
In fact, Americans remember and revere Washington because of his reluctance to promote himself, not in spite of it. John Trumbull’s portrait of him resigning his wartime commission after negotiators had signed the Treaty of Paris ending the Revolutionary War hangs in the U.S. Capitol as a moment that defined the United States: a leader voluntarily giving up power rather than becoming a dictator. Then, when voters made him president of the new United States in 1789, he refused a second time to become a king, emphasizing that he was the servant of the people and then, after two terms, voluntarily handing power to a successor chosen not by him but by the people.
As Washington predicted, the presidents Americans revere despite their faults—George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Franklin Delano Roosevelt—are those who used the enormous power of the U.S. government not for their own aggrandizement but to secure and expand the rights and the prosperity of the American people.
Trump has made no secret of wanting his image carved onto Mount Rushmore in South Dakota, where sculptor Gutzon Borglum carved the busts of Presidents George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Theodore Roosevelt, and Abraham Lincoln in the Black Hills of the Lakotas. Beginning his sculpture in 1927, Borglum chose President Washington because he had founded the nation, Jefferson because he had launched westward expansion, Lincoln because he had saved the United States from destruction, and Roosevelt because he had protected working men and helped fit democracy to industrial development.
But Trump’s interest in being added to Mount Rushmore does not appear to be related to a desire to advance the interests of the American people. In September 2025 the IRS granted tax-exempt status to the Donald Trump Mount Rushmore Memorial Legacy, making it a charity that can accept tax-free donations.
Happy Presidents Day 2026.
—
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  The Trump administration’s white nationalist project was on full display this weekend at the 62nd Munich Security Conference that took place from February 13 to 15, 2026. The Munich Security Conference is the leading international forum for discussions of security policy. It was begun in 1963, at the height of the Cold War, to be an independent venue for experts and policymakers to discuss the most pressing security issues around the globe.
While the USSR absorbed neighboring countries as satellites, the U.S. and its allies and partners embraced a theory that international relations could achieve permanent peace so long as they emphasized representative democracy, economic interdependence, and international organizations. The equality, shared norms, and costs for wars that this system built, the theory went, along with new mechanisms for negotiation, would prevent global military conflict like those the world had suffered twice in the early twentieth century.
Since World War II, those values have reinforced civil rights and created opportunities for women and people of color, created dramatically higher standards of living around the globe, and prevented global wars. But the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 changed global calculations. Rather than defending the tenets of democracy, American leaders focused on spreading capitalism into the newly accessible states, arguing that democracy and capitalism went hand in hand.
At home, the end of the Cold War meant that the extremist Republicans who hoped to destroy business regulations and slash taxes, as well as halt infrastructure projects and end civil rights protections, no longer had to work with Democrats to stand against the USSR. They focused on getting rid of those they called the American “left,” a term that for them included not just Democrats but also Independents and traditional Republicans in the mold of President George H.W. Bush, who believed the government had a role to play in regulating business, providing a basic social safety net, promoting infrastructure, and protecting civil rights.
Extremist Republicans attacked their opponents as socialists even as their tax cuts and deregulation were moving money dramatically upward: at least $50 trillion moved upward from the bottom 90% to the top 1% between 1975 and 2020. Republican leaders and media figures fed their audiences the story that the middle class was imploding not because of Republican policies but because undeserving Black people, people of color, and feminist women demanded government handouts. This narrative fueled Trump’s political rise. He promised to fix the economic dispossession of those the modern economy left behind, by “draining the swamp,” restoring white men to control, and rebuilding the American middle class.
Once in office, though, Trump continued Republican policies of tax cuts and deregulation, maintaining his hold over his supporters by increasing attacks on racial and gender minorities and on women. As he distanced himself from democratic principles, he cozied up to Arab monarchs and Russia’s president Vladimir Putin. Like right-wing media leaders, he championed Hungarian prime minister Victor Orbán, who had destroyed democracy in Hungary in favor of establishing autocracy.
At the Munich Security Conference last year, just after Trump had taken office for the second time, Vice President J.D. Vance announced the U.S. was switching sides in global affairs. Henceforth, it would work to destroy the values of representative democracy and the global systems of trade and security that the U.S. and partners constructed after World War II.
In their place, officials in the Trump administration and their media allies have embraced the Great Replacement theory that says Brown and Black migration to Europe and the U.S. is destroying “western civilization.” Such migration must be stopped, they argue, and Brown and Black people purged from the U.S. and Europe. The end of equal rights for migrants will enable white Christian men to dominate society and pass laws that reinforce traditional religious and patriarchal hierarchies.
A report the organizers of the Munich Security Conference released before this year’s event named the elephant in the room: “the changing role of the United States in the international system.”
The report looked back to the statement of U.S. secretary of state Dean Acheson, who oversaw the development of the post–World War II global order, that he was “present at the creation.” Now, the report said, we may be present at its destruction. “The world has entered a period of wrecking-ball politics. Sweeping destruction—rather than careful reforms and policy corrections—is the order of the day. The most prominent of those who promise to free their countries from the existing order’s constraints and rebuild stronger, more prosperous nations is the current US administration. As a result, more than 80 years after construction began, the US-led post-1945 international order is now under destruction.”
Trump is leading that destruction, the report says, but it’s not clear that he is clearing the ground for new policies that will secure Americans’ safety, prosperity, or freedom. It warns that Trump is building a world based on private transactions that privilege a global elite and replace international cooperation with a few powerful countries. “Ironically,” it says, “this would be a world that privileges the rich and powerful, not those who have placed their hopes in wrecking-ball politics.”
When he opened this year’s conference, German chancellor Friedrich Merz warned the Trump administration that “[t]he leadership claim of the U.S. is being challenged, perhaps already lost,” and that the world of great-power rivalry the U.S. is trying to set up will leave the U.S. alone and weakened. “We Germans know a world in which might makes right would be a dark place,” he said. “Our country has gone down this path in the 20th century until the bitter and dreadful end.”
“The culture war of the MAGA movement is not ours,” Merz said. “Freedom of speech ends here with us when that speech is turned against human dignity and the constitution. And we don’t believe in tariffs and protectionism, but in free trade.  We stand by climate agreements and the World Health Organization.”
In his speech to the conference yesterday, Secretary of State Marco Rubio was less confrontational than Vance was last year, but the message was the same. He attacked all three of the pillars on which the U.S. has previously stood in foreign affairs. Global trade has ruined the U.S. economy, he said, while international institutions have undermined sovereignty, and “a climate cult” has imposed energy policies that are “impoverishing our people.”
He focused, though, on “mass migration,” which he claimed “threatens the cohesion of our societies, the continuity of our culture, and the future of our people.” He called for Europe to join with the U.S. in rejecting the tenets of the post–World War II vision, claiming that “[w]e are part of one civilization—Western civilization. We are bound to one another by the deepest bonds that nations could share, forged by centuries of shared history, Christian faith, culture, heritage, language, ancestry, and the sacrifices our forefathers made together for the common civilization to which we have fallen heir.”
His description of that shared heritage reflected the Trump administration’s fantasy past. It was all white and Christian, quite weirdly erasing the Indigenous Americans who were central to the development of a peculiarly “American” identity in the eastern colonies of North America and the reality that the vast majority of the American West was Indigenous, Spanish, and Mexican for hundreds of years before it became part of the United States in 1848.
Rubio’s version of the U.S. did not include Black Americans at all, even though they were among the first inhabitants of the colonies that became the U.S., and even though he called out the Rolling Stones, who built their body of work on that of Black American blues musicians like Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf, as part of “western civilization.” Rubio even ignored his own family’s arrival in the U.S. from Cuba in 1956, rooting his own heritage not in the modern migration from Latin America to the U.S. that the administration is criminalizing, but in eighteenth-century Spain.
Entirely ignoring the threat of autocratic Russia against Europe, Rubio pushed Europe to abandon the values of democracy in favor of imperialism. He said the U.S. had “no interest in being polite and orderly caretakers of the West’s managed decline” and urged Europe to work with the U.S. for a return to western “dominance.”
From Munich, Rubio will travel to Hungary to visit with Orbán, who is facing an election on April 12, following a stop in Slovakia, whose leader is also a Trump ally.
Rubio’s version of history echoes that of the Nazis during World War II and ignores the strength of the real multicultural history of the United States. European leaders wanted no part of it.
European Union foreign policy chief Kaja Kallas rejected the ideology behind Rubio’s speech. “Contrary to what some may say, woke, decadent Europe is not facing civilizational erasure,” she said. She noted that other nations want to join the E.U. and those that are already members want the E.U. “to take a stronger role in the world: To defend our values. To take care of our people. To push humanity forwards.”
Kallas disputed the argument that the postwar order is economically backward compared to autocracy, noting that since the fall of the Soviet Union, nations that have joined the E.U. have grown economically more than twice as fast as Russia. She reiterated the value of international trade and security partnerships, and she reminded the audience that “the vast majority of countries also want the same thing: stability, growth, and prosperity for their people. The best way to get there is to go together.”
As Merz had done, Kallas called for Europeans to assert their own agency to protect “not only our excellent living standards, health and happiness, but the lessons we have learnt from our own history.”
Former secretary of state Hillary Clinton said in Munich that Trump “has betrayed the West, he’s betrayed human values, he’s betrayed the NATO charter, the Atlantic Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” and warned he is modeling himself after Putin.
The Trump administration’s attempt to replace the postwar international order with a great-power system driven by autocracy has opened the door for Democrats to suggest a different kind of U.S. foreign policy. A number of elected Democrats traveled to Munich, where they tried to counter administration officials’ message. California governor Gavin Newsom touted his state’s climate policies and signed a memorandum of understanding with Deputy Governor Oleksandr Kulepin of Lviv, Ukraine, to strengthen trade and commercial ties with Lviv Oblast, California’s sister-state.
Representatives Jason Crow (D-CO) and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY) cut more closely to the heart of the crisis that led to Trump’s rise by calling for a U.S. foreign policy rooted in the working class. “We can’t fall into right-wing populism’s lie that the most vulnerable in society are to blame for wealth inequality in our countries,” Ocasio-Cortez later summarized her argument. “We need to build movements that tell the truth: the story of wealth inequality is not a cultural one, but a class one.” At Munich, she said: “We want to make sure that we dive deeply into shared innovation, investment, strategic priorities, and trade policies that ensure the benefits of that trade actually benefit working-class people and that we restrain ourselves from the military interventions of our past.”
“Our foreign policy is being turned into an extortion ring for Big Oil, for the Trump family, for elites,” Crow said. ‘They’re bullying our partners and allies.… We want strength and peace, but we don’t want to be extorting and bullying our friends. We want to be a force for good.” “We need a national security and foreign policy that looks like America and has the experiences of the American people [with] partnerships that are rooted in fairness and that deliver for working-class folks everywhere.”
—
Notes:
https://time.com/5888024/50-trillion-income-inequality-america/
https://securityconference.org/assets/02_Dokumente/01_Publikationen/2026/MSR2026/Under_Destruction%E2%80%93Munich_Security_Report_2026.pdf, pp. 6, 9, 18.
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/feb/14/jd-vance-stuns-munich-conference-with-blistering-attack-on-europes-leaders
https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesperson/2026/02/secretary-of-state-marco-rubio-at-the-munich-security-conference
https://www.dw.com/en/marco-rubio-visits-trump-allies-in-eastern-europe/a-75980359
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/keynote-speech-hrvp-kaja-kallas-msc-europeans-assemble-reclaiming-agency-rougher-world_en
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/germanys-merz-calls-on-u-s-and-europe-to-repair-and-revive-trans-atlantic-trust-together
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-firedrich-merz-blasts-lost-us-leadership-as-international-order-no-longer-exists/
https://crow.house.gov/media/press-releases/crow-ocasio-cortez-advance-alternate-foreign-policy-vision-for-working-people-at-munich-security-conference
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/feb/13/us-not-powerful-enough-to-go-it-alone-merz-tells-munich-conference
https://www.gov.ca.gov/2026/02/14/munich-security-conference-governor-newsom-reinforces-climate-partnerships-as-donald-trump-abandons-long-standing-american-allies/
https://www.mediaite.com/politics/hes-betrayed-the-west-hillary-clinton-scolds-panelist-after-he-mocked-her-anti-trump-rant-at-european-forum/
https://www.cbsnews.com/sanfrancisco/news/gavin-newsom-munich-security-conference-anti-trump-arguments-europe/
Bluesky:
ocasio-cortez.house.gov/post/3mewdsuc7ds2l
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Five days before Russian tanks rolled into Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelenskyy stood at a podium in Munich and delivered a warning that would prove prophetic. "We don't have any firearms," he told the assembled world leaders. "And there's no security." The leaders listened politely, then returned to their hotel rooms at the Bayerischer Hof. Less than a week later, Europe faced its largest land war since 1945.


This is the strange power of the Munich Security Conference—a gathering that has no official authority, issues no binding resolutions, and produces no final communiqué, yet somehow manages to be the world's most consequential salon for national security. Every February, the ornate rooms of a nineteenth-century luxury hotel in Bavaria become the crossroads of global power.


Born from the Ashes of Resistance


The conference exists because of a remarkable act of conscience. In 1963, a German aristocrat named Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist-Schmenzin decided to bring together security experts and military leaders for informal dialogue. This was not an obvious career move for someone in postwar Germany. But von Kleist had credentials that commanded respect across the Atlantic divide.


He had tried to kill Hitler.


As a young officer in 1944, von Kleist volunteered for a suicide mission to assassinate the Nazi dictator by detonating explosives during a uniform presentation. The attack never happened—Hitler cancelled the demonstration. Von Kleist then joined the conspiracy led by Claus von Stauffenberg, the famous July 20th plot that came heartbreakingly close to success. When it failed, the Gestapo executed von Kleist's father. The son survived only because the chaos of Germany's collapse interrupted his trial.


This history mattered enormously. Here was a German who had risked everything to stop the war, now dedicating his life to ensuring such catastrophes never recurred. When he invited American and European security officials to Munich for quiet conversations, they came. That first meeting in 1963 had only about sixty participants. Among them were two young men who would shape the Cold War: Helmut Schmidt, future Chancellor of West Germany, and Henry Kissinger, future Secretary of State.


The Hotel Where Secrets Are Shared


The venue has never changed. The Hotel Bayerischer Hof sits on a plaza in central Munich, a palatial establishment that has hosted guests since 1841. Its chandeliers and wood-paneled rooms provide a setting both grand and intimate—perfect for the conference's peculiar purpose.


What happens in Munich is not negotiation. No treaties are signed here. No communiqués are issued. The conference is, officially, nothing more than a series of conversations. This is precisely what makes it valuable.


Diplomacy normally proceeds through formal channels, with every word scrutinized and every position hardened by the need to maintain national credibility. Munich offers something different: a place where a Russian foreign minister can share a drink with an American secretary of state, where defense officials can float ideas without committing their governments, where the real concerns behind official positions can be explored off the record.


The bilateral meetings matter as much as the speeches. At a typical conference, more than a thousand private conversations take place on the margins. A head of state might address the main hall in the morning, then spend the afternoon in back-to-back meetings with counterparts from a dozen countries. The hallways buzz with whispered negotiations while journalists crowd the lobby hoping for scraps.


How It Grew


Von Kleist ran the conference for thirty-five years, from 1963 until his retirement in 1998. During the Cold War, the gathering focused overwhelmingly on one question: how to prevent nuclear war between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization—the American-led military alliance of Western democracies—and the Soviet Union. The participants were almost exclusively from NATO countries and their close partners.


The conference was cancelled only three times in its history. In 1965, a scheduling transition caused a gap. In 1991, the First Gulf War made international travel inadvisable. And in 1997, von Kleist's retirement created a brief interregnum before new leadership took over.


That new leader was Horst Teltschik, a German politician and business executive who had served as a close advisor to Chancellor Helmut Kohl during the reunification of Germany. Teltschik recognized that the end of the Cold War demanded a transformation. The conference that von Kleist had built for a bipolar world needed to adapt to a more complex reality.


Under Teltschik, the guest list expanded dramatically. Leaders from Central and Eastern Europe—the former Soviet satellite states now charting their own courses—received invitations for the first time. So did representatives from India, Japan, South Korea, and eventually the People's Republic of China. The Munich Security Conference was becoming truly global.


The Ischinger Era


In 2008, leadership passed to Wolfgang Ischinger, a career diplomat who had served as Germany's ambassador to both the United States and the United Kingdom. Ischinger would reshape the conference more fundamentally than anyone since its founding.


He began by professionalizing the organization. In 2011, he established the Munich Security Conference as a formal non-profit company. This provided legal structure and enabled serious fundraising. The budget grew from less than one million euros of government funding in 2008 to approximately ten million euros by 2022, most of it now coming from corporate sponsors rather than taxpayers.


The scale expanded accordingly. Where von Kleist's early conferences had sixty participants, Ischinger's gatherings drew hundreds. The 2017 conference—the largest to that point—hosted 680 participants, including thirty heads of state and government, sixty representatives of international organizations, sixty-five top business executives, and seven hundred accredited journalists.


Ischinger also created new formats. The annual Munich meeting remained the flagship event, but the organization began hosting smaller gatherings in other capitals. These "Core Group Meetings" allowed more focused discussions among select participants. Sessions were held in Washington in 2009, Moscow in 2010, and Beijing in 2011—a geographic distribution that illustrated both the conference's ambitions and its careful diplomatic balance.


In 2009, the conference established the Ewald von Kleist Award, honoring its founder by recognizing individuals who had made outstanding contributions to peace and conflict resolution. The first recipient was Henry Kissinger, who had attended that initial 1963 meeting as a young academic. The award ceremony has since become one of the conference's signature moments.


When History Interrupts


For all its informal status, the Munich Security Conference has witnessed moments of genuine historical significance.


In 2003, German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer used the platform to challenge American arguments for invading Iraq. Looking directly at Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Fischer declared: "Excuse me, I am not convinced." The moment crystallized the transatlantic rift over the war and became one of the most memorable exchanges in the conference's history.


Four years later, Russian President Vladimir Putin delivered what would become known simply as "the 2007 Munich speech." In an address that shocked Western observers, Putin attacked American unilateralism, questioned the expansion of NATO, and warned that Russia would no longer accept being treated as a defeated power. Diplomats who were present describe the speech as a turning point—the moment when Russia's growing alienation from the Western order became unmistakable.


More constructive drama occurred in 2011. The conference had become prominent enough that Catherine Ashton, the European Union's foreign policy chief, chose it as the venue for a meeting of the Middle East Quartet—the diplomatic grouping of the EU, Russia, the United States, and the United Nations that attempted to mediate Israeli-Palestinian peace. More dramatically still, on the conference's sidelines, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and American Secretary of State Hillary Clinton exchanged the instruments of ratification for the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, formally bringing into force the most significant nuclear arms control agreement in decades.


The Return of Great Power Competition


The conference's recent history reads like a chronicle of deteriorating international order.


In 2015, the fifty-first conference focused heavily on the war in eastern Ukraine, which had erupted the previous year after Russia's annexation of Crimea. The discussions also addressed nuclear negotiations with Iran and the spreading refugee crisis that would soon destabilize European politics.


By 2016, the Islamic State—the terrorist organization that had seized vast territories in Iraq and Syria—dominated the agenda. The conference hall was filled with intelligence chiefs and defense ministers grappling with a threat that seemed to metastasize faster than anyone could contain it.


The 2020 conference carried a particular poignancy in retrospect. Joe Biden, then a private citizen after his vice presidency, addressed the gathering with a promise: "We will be back." He was speaking of American recommitment to multilateralism after the disruptions of the Trump administration. Within weeks, the COVID-19 pandemic would shut down international travel. Within two years, Biden would be president, and the world would face challenges far greater than anyone in that Munich ballroom had imagined.


The 2021 conference was held entirely online—the first and so far only virtual edition. From their respective capitals, Boris Johnson, Angela Merkel, Emmanuel Macron, and the newly inaugurated President Biden addressed cameras instead of a live audience. Biden's message echoed his promise from the year before: "America is back."


Ukraine and the New World


The February 2022 conference will be remembered as long as the institution exists.


The motto that year was "Turning the Tide—Unlearning Helplessness." The organizers hoped to inspire renewed confidence in the ability of democracies to shape events. But the conference was overshadowed by something more immediate: American intelligence indicated that Russia was about to invade Ukraine.


Russia, notably, was not present. Moscow had declined its invitation, a break from decades of participation. Ukrainian President Zelenskyy was there, warning Western leaders that their policy of engagement with Russia amounted to appeasement. He reminded them of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, in which Ukraine had surrendered the world's third-largest nuclear arsenal in exchange for security guarantees from Russia, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Those guarantees, Zelenskyy made clear, had proven worthless.


United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres delivered a grim assessment: the world was in a more precarious security situation than during the Cold War. Vice President Kamala Harris warned that the United States was prepared to impose severe sanctions if Russia attacked.


Five days after the conference ended, Russian forces crossed the border.


Grappling with a Fractured World


The 2023 conference, the first under new chairman Christoph Heusgen—a German diplomat who had served as Angela Merkel's foreign policy advisor—operated under the theme "Re:Vision." The word carried double meaning. On one hand, it acknowledged the efforts of autocratic powers to revise the international order by force. On the other, it called for new shared visions of what that order should become.


Heusgen made a particular effort to include voices from what diplomats call the Global South—the developing nations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America that have often felt marginalized in Western-dominated security discussions. The first panel discussion was dedicated specifically to this perspective. Among the participants were representatives from Ghana, Colombia, and other countries rarely centered in Munich conversations.


The 2024 conference, the sixtieth anniversary edition, took this inclusivity further. Of more than two hundred side events, a significant portion focused on climate change, food security, and other issues of particular concern to developing nations. The main program featured speakers from 109 countries, with over half being women and more than a quarter representing the Global South.


The motto was "Lose-Lose?"—a pointed question about whether the growing fragmentation of the international system was creating outcomes in which everyone suffers. The alternative, the conference suggested, was an inclusive reform of global institutions that could produce benefits for all.


What Munich Means


Critics have long questioned whether the Munich Security Conference accomplishes anything concrete. It has no formal authority. Its discussions are not binding. Its participants return home and often pursue policies that contradict the cooperative spirit of their Munich conversations.


But this critique misunderstands the conference's purpose. Munich is not meant to replace formal diplomacy; it is meant to enable it. The relationships built in the Bayerischer Hof's corridors can facilitate negotiations that would otherwise never begin. The frank exchanges that occur off the record can reveal flexibility that official positions obscure. The simple fact that adversaries occupy the same space, however briefly, maintains the possibility of dialogue even when relations are at their worst.


The conference also serves as a barometer. What happens in Munich often predicts what will happen in the world. Fischer's 2003 confrontation foreshadowed the transatlantic crisis over Iraq. Putin's 2007 speech anticipated Russia's increasing assertiveness. Zelenskyy's 2022 warnings proved tragically prescient. For those who know how to read it, Munich offers early signals of the storms to come.


In October 2024, the organization announced that Jens Stoltenberg, the former Secretary General of NATO, would assume chairmanship in 2025. His appointment signals the conference's continued centrality to Western security discussions—and perhaps its ongoing evolution as the world it monitors continues to change.


Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist, the man who tried to kill Hitler and then spent his life trying to prevent the next catastrophe, died in 2013 at the age of ninety. By then, his small gathering of sixty security officials had grown into the world's most important forum for discussing war and peace. Whether it can help prevent the conflicts that now threaten—or at least help the world understand them—remains the open question that brings leaders back to Munich every February.
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  Professor Sara Silverstein is someone to whom I listen on issues of health and history. This essay helps us to situate the present American health drama in the history of health care, and thereby to see much more clearly what we face. It draws from her forthcoming book For Your Health and Ours: An Eastern European History of Global Health. Professor Silverstein is currently at work on her next book, provisionally entitled Corporal Capitalism.
Consumptive Capitalism, by Sara Silverstein
Until very recently, tuberculosis was common, expensive, and lethal in the United States. It defined the lives and brought the deaths of many of the people who created our world. We have forgotten about all this because antibiotics, public health, and improved living conditions have largely erased the disease.
The current administration’s health policy rests on nostalgia rather than knowledge. It romanticizes a harsh past, a time when few and desperate choices were available to Americans. Because all that was available then was hope, many suffered for the profit of the wellness industry of the day. A few portraits of life with the disease can help us to imagine, and perhaps to prevent, a return to such profiteering.
In the cold central European winter of 1904, a young Polish political thinker called Kazimierz Kelles-Krauz visited a sanatorium in the Tyrol to treat his tuberculosis. He had been sick for a year and this was his second visit to the mountains. The sanatorium had a routine: resting and eating, taking the air and taking exercise. He would also try creams, compresses, and injections. He would go home after two months, still sick, only to enter another sanatorium in the summer.
Treatments in sanatoria gave him hope. But they were expensive and he and his wife struggled to afford them. His family was poor, but generally made ends meet until his illness. There was no cure for tuberculosis. The medical advice of the time was to dedicate yourself to building your general constitution. An entire industry, centered on the sanatorium, grew up around the tubercular patient’s expensive efforts to recover.
Franz Kafka also spent years chasing hope in sanatoria. At a low point in 1921, he described the sanatorium as a place where “the torture goes on for years, with pauses for effect so that it will not go too quickly, and – the unique element – the victim himself is compelled by his own will, out of his own wretched inner self, to protract the torture.” Hope was the problem. The unpredictable course of the disease, the sense that a recent improvement just might be related to the treatment, drew people in and drew people back. Kafka pursued the relentless hope that the next sanatorium would enable him to live his life with more strength and less pain. We associated the word “Kafkaesque” mainly with politics; this might be because we have forgotten about tuberculosis.
Tuberculosis, known in the past as consumption, has infected somewhere between one-quarter and one-third of all humans ever, and it possibly infected more than ninety percent of the population in industrializing countries during its peak in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Not everyone who is infected develops an active disease. Whether they become sick depends partly on social and economic conditions that affect the immune system. Only about a fifth of those people who became sick recovered permanently and absolutely before the discovery of modern antibiotics. And of course tuberculosis is only one of the infectious diseases that once caused a vast portion of the population to live with chronic illness and disability.
The experiences of Kafka and Kelles-Krauz were normal. Illness was normal. And so basic historical fact casts a bitterly absurd light on Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s “Make America Healthy Again” (MAHA) slogan. Americans, MAHA leadership tells us, live with unprecedented rates of chronic disease. This is a misrepresentation – a counting phantom that arises from longer lives, more careful recording, and omitting historical sources of chronic disease. Offering solutions that reject science and public health pushes us backwards into a past of shorter lives and more variety in lethal illness. This is perverse.
MAHA seduces with the notion that America, having been healthy once, can be healthy again. They paint a picture of a time before medical science intervened in the “natural” course of life. It is an unrealistic picture, indeed a deadly picture. It was a time when the only choice for people who contracted tuberculosis, such as Kafka and Kelles-Krauz, was to concentrate on their health by immersing themselves in nature.
Kelles-Krauz spent two years in and out of sanatoria in the mountains and forests of Tyrol and then Galicia, in what is now western Ukraine. He missed his young daughter and hoped to build up his health enough to spend more time with her – and to continue his work for social and political change. But he knew that his tuberculosis would likely kill him. He died from the disease in the summer of 1905.
The greatest modern Ukrainian writer, Lesya Ukrainka, was a contemporary of Kafka and Kelles-Krauz. A poet, dramatist, and chronicler of dreams of freedom, she contracted tuberculosis of the bone as a child. Tuberculosis most frequently affects the lungs but it can infect other parts of the body. It attacked Kafka’s larynx, eventually making it extremely painful for him to swallow and causing him to starve to death in 1924. This was a natural course of life before vaccines and antibiotics. It happened quite often.
Lesya Ukrainka lived in pain. She underwent surgery to amputate affected fingers as a child, then concealed the stumps from photographers for the rest of her life. She traveled to sanatoria in Ukraine, Europe, Egypt, and the Caucasus. The limits of her body made her wry, determined, and empathetic. She loved nature, despite everything, as a glimpse through a window or breath of sea air. “In all the forest there is nothing mute,” she wrote in 1911. The rustling of the forest echoed the fluttering of hope and elusive health.
With no cure for tuberculosis, a growing industry offered uncertain treatments and promoted lifestyle changes. By the late nineteenth century, health resorts (sanatoria) capitalized on the disease known as consumption. The industry began in the 1850s with the work of a German doctor in a town that is part of present-day Poland. His sanatorium was the model for the first in the United States, at Saranac Lake in the Adirondacks. Soon, sanatoria could be found on the Danish shores of the North Sea, in the rolling hills of the English countryside, in the forests of Germany, and in mountains from the Urals to the Rockies.
The sanatorium was something like a cross between a hospital and a hotel. There was medical staff and medical interventions could occur. Surgically collapsing a lung was one of the more common drastic treatments. But many people went to the sanatorium for its natural lifestyle and reassuring routines.
Yet somehow “nature” was very expensive. There were public sanatoria, but they never had enough beds. Kelles-Krauz struggled to pay. Kafka wasn’t able to secure the travel documents to go to his desired sanatorium in Davos, high in the Swiss Alps. A sanatorium was far beyond the means of Gavrilo Princip, a young student and revolutionary who was sick with tuberculosis when he assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand in 1914. Had he been treated, would he have become a revolutionary? Would he have fired that shot?
The great German writer Thomas Mann wrote a novel that turned that Davos sanatorium and its patients into a commentary on a decaying European society. Mann knew the Davos tuberculosis industry through visits to his consumptive wife. In The Magic Mountain, he recorded the sanatorium’s wellness rituals and calculated the costs. There were blankets and clothing necessary for resting in the fresh air and taking the prescribed exercise, there was the thermometer that would allow you to measure your own temperature, there were special foods, and recommended creams and injections. The ethos was that you would spend money if you cared about your own health.

We are familiar with the money to be made from a jittery hope for health. In our time, about a hundred years later, the wellness industry in the United States reached more than $2 trillion. It repeats the recommendations of the consumption sanatorium, including nutrition and special diets, exercise, clean air, personal hygiene, and skin care. You can even travel to a luxury health retreat in Austria that promises to introduce you to the lifestyle for a healthier you – following in the footsteps of Kelles-Krauz, Kafka, and Ukrainka but treating a taste for sugar rather than a tuberculosis infection.
Some of the media techniques are new, although the psychological appeal is the same. Worry about being ill, and spend money to show that you care. Wearables and apps advise routines for eating and exercise and maximizing the value of sleep. Dietary supplements alone account for a $69 billion market. Subscription services guide you through weight loss or a nutritious diet. Influencers promote their favorite wellness products and routines. The wellness industry makes a virtue of investing financially in your health, suggesting that the virtue of prevention is only accessible to people who can afford it. And surely you can afford to spend more on yourself?
To be sure, nothing is more important than health, and Americans can certainly use more exercise and nutritious food. The wellness industry provides resources that are useful for many people. But the profit motive tends to promote anxiety about health rather than the thing itself, creating more demand rather than delivering satisfying solutions. It does nothing about problems of access – precisely the opposite.
At the extreme, following this logic, a wellness industry seeking profit would naturally undermine the government’s responsibility for safeguarding the health of the entire population. It would sabotage efforts to reimagine equal and inexpensive access to healthcare in the United States, and reject the possibility for future advances in medical science.
MAHA leadership builds its community and sows distrust in medical science by pointing to the pharmaceutical industry’s profit motive. They warn the profit motive makes everyone involved in pharmaceuticals unscrupulous, pumping your body full of unproven vaccines that are unnecessary since you are not even sick yet. Their answer is to build up your constitution to prevent illness or to address chronic conditions.
The wellness industry is receiving a boost from RFK Jr. and MAHA. They advocate a return to nature and the natural and portray the wellness industry’s consumerism as a way for people to take control of their own bodies, breaking free from the medical industry. The imperative to be responsible for your own body places an imperative on you to buy ever more. Embrace consumption – build your health by buying.
Tuberculosis killed Lesya Ukrainka in 1913, thirty years before the discovery of the first antibiotic that would contribute to curing tuberculosis. Antibiotics were a revolution in how people lived their lives. Davos emptied, leaving its remote but expensive hotels and shops open for the world’s business and political elite. Today, pharmaceutical company executives travel to Davos each January for the World Economic Forum. To be sure, they too are motivated by profit. But unlike sanatoria, antibiotics do cure tuberculosis.
MAHA, were it a serious movement, would criticize capitalism, or at least the bloated “health sector” of the American economy. And that would be the right target. But MAHA is not a social movement but a capitalist faction, or an ad campaign, seeking to divert profits from one set of businesses to another. MAHA leadership criticizes the pharmaceutical industry’s profit motives in order to promote the wellness industry, which of course also operates according to the profit motive.
By directing its energies against a competitor, MAHA worsens the problem. By dodging the basic issue – that instead of a strong public health system we have commercial medicine – it only strengthens and consolidates the status quo it claims to be critiquing. Then, to make matters worse, it undermines belief in practices that do in fact work, in the present flawed system, to prevent suffering and save lives. And so it creates a situation in which reform is less likely and epidemics are more so.
The MAHA attack on government can disable the only institutions that can implement certain kinds of health policies, and thereby open new sectors of an infectious economy. Antibiotics and vaccines save lives, but only with the support of public education about the body and campaigns for public health. If these are dismantled, bodies suffer, and anxious minds spend money.
MAHA exploits fear and hope in a disheartening echo of the consumption sanatoria industry. But the profiteering of today is far more mendacious than that of the past. A century ago, the tragedy was that only hope was available. Today, forces are at work to artificially recreate that situation, entirely unnecessarily, with profit for the few as an obvious motive.
Tuberculosis is curable, but it remains widespread in parts of the world where the price of pharmaceuticals outstrips the value global capitalism places on life. It is still the leading cause of death by a single infectious disease globally. A serious critique of the pharmaceutical industry would also look beyond the United States, even to where there is no opportunity to divert profits.
Tuberculosis will not be the first epidemic to return to the U.S. Other diseases are much closer. Measles can affect long-term health as well as kill quickly, and we are on the verge of losing our measles elimination status. MAHA depends on the “again,” the fantasy of a better past. But it also depends on the “America,” the notion that we are in some way exceptional. But we are as vulnerable as everyone else without investment in medical science and public health. Valuing profit above life undermines our progress, and doing so under misleading appeals to myth only makes matters worse. The wellness industry will not have a solution for the future’s disease landscape. But health industries will have a vast new market.
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The Man Who Saw the Future: Franz Kafka's Enduring Legacy

Imagine waking up one morning to find yourself transformed into a monstrous insect. Your family, repulsed by your new form, isolates you in your room. You are left to grapple with your bizarre predicament, slowly starving as you lose the ability to eat. This nightmarish scenario is not a fever dream but the premise of Franz Kafka's iconic novella "The Metamorphosis," a story that has become emblematic of the surreal and oppressive worlds Kafka created.

Kafka, born in Prague in 1883, was a German-language Jewish writer who spent much of his life feeling torn between his literary aspirations and the practical demands of his legal career. His work, which often features isolated protagonists facing incomprehensible bureaucratic powers, has left an indelible mark on 20th-century literature. The term "Kafkaesque" has entered our lexicon to describe situations that are bizarre, illogical, and oppressive, much like those depicted in his writings.

A Life of Internal Conflict

Kafka was born into a middle-class Jewish family in Prague, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. His father, Hermann Kafka, was a successful businessman, and his mother, Julie, was a dutiful wife and mother. Kafka's childhood was marked by a sense of loneliness and isolation, as his parents were often absent, leaving the children in the care of governesses and servants. This early experience of detachment would later influence his writing, which often explores themes of alienation and isolation.

Kafka trained as a lawyer and worked in various legal and insurance jobs, but he felt that his true calling was writing. His professional obligations often led to internal conflict, as he struggled to balance his day job with his literary pursuits. Despite this, Kafka managed to produce a body of work that has had a profound influence on artists, philosophers, and cultural theorists alike.

The Influence of Family and Culture

Kafka's troubled relationship with his father is a recurring theme in his work. In his "Letter to His Father," Kafka describes his father as an overbearing and authoritarian figure, whose demanding character profoundly affected him. This complex relationship is evident in many of Kafka's stories, which often feature protagonists struggling against oppressive paternal figures.

Kafka's Jewish heritage also played a significant role in his life and work. Although he was deeply fascinated by Eastern European Jewish culture, he often felt alienated from his Jewish identity. His diaries contain many references to Jewish writers and themes, and his work often explores the tension between tradition and modernity.

A Legacy of Literary Innovation

Kafka's most famous works include "The Metamorphosis," "The Trial," and "The Castle." These stories often blend realism with the fantastique, creating surreal worlds where characters face bizarre and incomprehensible situations. Kafka's writing style is marked by its precision and clarity, which he attributed to his upbringing in a German-speaking environment within a predominantly Czech-speaking country.

My job is unbearable to me because it conflicts with my only desire and my only calling, which is literature… I am nothing but literature and can and want to be nothing else.

This quote from Kafka's diary encapsulates his dedication to writing, despite the challenges he faced. His work has been seen as prophetic, foreshadowing the totalitarian regimes of the 20th century. His exploration of bureaucracy, alienation, and the struggle for individual identity has resonated with readers and thinkers across generations.

The Enduring Impact of Kafka's Work

Kafka's influence extends far beyond literature. His work has inspired artists, philosophers, composers, filmmakers, and cultural theorists. The term "Kafkaesque" has become a shorthand for describing situations that are bizarre, illogical, and oppressive. His stories have been adapted into films, plays, and even operas, and his themes continue to resonate in contemporary culture.

Kafka's impact on literature is undeniable. He has been compared to Dante and Proust, and his work has been cited as an influence by writers as diverse as Gabriel García Márquez, Milan Kundera, and Haruki Murakami. His exploration of existential themes and his unique narrative style have made him a seminal figure in modern literature.

The Man Behind the Myth

Despite his literary fame, Kafka was a private and introspective man. He never married, and his relationships with women were often complex and tumultuous. He was known for his dry sense of humour and his passion for physical activities like swimming and rowing. His letters and diaries reveal a man who was deeply self-analytic and often struggled with feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt.

Kafka's health was another significant factor in his life. He was diagnosed with tuberculosis in 1917, a disease that would ultimately take his life. His illness often prevented him from working, and he spent much of his later years in sanatoriums, trying to recover his health. Despite his struggles, Kafka continued to write, producing some of his most profound and introspective work during this period.

A Legacy That Transcends Time

Kafka's death in 1924 at the age of 40 marked the end of a life dedicated to literature. His friend and literary executor, Max Brod, ignored Kafka's wishes to destroy his unpublished works and instead ensured their publication. This decision has allowed Kafka's legacy to live on, inspiring generations of writers and thinkers.

Kafka's work continues to be studied and celebrated today. His novels and short stories are read and analyzed in classrooms and literary circles around the world. His influence can be seen in the work of contemporary writers and artists, who continue to draw inspiration from his unique vision and narrative style.

Conclusion

Franz Kafka's life and work are a testament to the enduring power of literature. His exploration of alienation, bureaucracy, and the human condition has resonated with readers and thinkers across generations. His legacy continues to inspire and challenge us, reminding us of the importance of individual identity and the struggle for meaning in an often incomprehensible world.

As we reflect on Kafka's life and work, we are reminded of the power of literature to illuminate the human experience. His stories, with their surreal worlds and complex characters, continue to captivate and inspire us, offering a glimpse into the mind of a man who saw the future and wrote about it with unparalleled clarity and insight. In a world that often feels Kafkaesque, his work serves as a beacon of understanding and a call to question the systems that govern our lives.
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At midnight tonight, most of the agencies and services in the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) will run out of funding, as popular fury over the violence and lawlessness of federal agents from Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and the U.S. Border Patrol made Senate Democrats refuse to agree to fund DHS without reforms. And yet, because the Republicans lavished money on ICE and Border Patrol in their July 2025 budget reconciliation bill—the one they call the One Big Beautiful Bill Act—those agencies will continue to operate. The 260,000 federal employees affected by the partial shutdown will come from other agencies in DHS, including the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the Transportation Security Agency (TSA), and the Coast Guard. 

A measure to fund DHS passed the House by a majority vote, but in the Senate, the filibuster allows the Democrats, who are in the minority, to make demands before the measure can pass. On February 4, Senate minority leader Chuck Schumer (D-NY) and House minority leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-NY) sent Senate majority leader John Thune (R-SD) and House speaker Mike Johnson (R-LA) a letter outlining demands Democrats want incorporated into a measure to appropriate more funds for the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 

Those demands are pretty straightforward. The Democrats want federal agents to enter private homes only with a judicial warrant (as was policy until the administration produced a secret memo saying that DHS officials themselves could sign off on raids, a decision that runs afoul of legal interpretations of the Fourth Amendment). They want agents to stop wearing masks and to have their names, agencies, and unique ID numbers visible on their uniforms, as law enforcement officers do. They want an end to racial profiling—that is, agents detaining individuals on the basis of their skin color, place of employment, or language—and to raids of so-called sensitive sites: medical facilities, schools, childcare facilities, churches, polling places, and courts. 

They want agents to be required to have a reasonable policy for use of force and to be removed during an investigation if they violate it. They want federal agents to coordinate with local and state governments and for those governments to have jurisdiction over federal agents who break the law. They want DHS detention facilities to have the same standards as any detention facility and for detainees to have access to their lawyers. They want states to be able to sue if those conditions are not met, and they want Congress members to have unscheduled access to the centers to oversee them. 

They want body cameras to be used for accountability but prohibited for gathering and storing information about protesters. And they want federal agents to have standardized uniforms like those of regular law enforcement, not paramilitaries. 

As Schumer and Jeffries wrote, these are commonsense measures that protect Americans’ constitutional rights and ensure responsible law enforcement, and should apply to all federal activity even without Democrats demanding them. Democrats said White House offers were insufficient to address their concerns, although the White House did not make its position public. Before they left Washington yesterday for a ten-day break, senators refused to fund DHS in its current state.

Before the vote, administration officials appeared to try to soften the image of the federal agents who have terrorized Americans, arrested citizens and legal immigrants as well as undocumented immigrants, and shot people. Trump’s immigration advisor Tom Homan, who took over in Minneapolis after Border Patrol agents acting under the leadership of then-commander Greg Bovino shot and killed a second American citizen in that city, told reporters yesterday that that administration will end its surge of federal agents into Minneapolis, saying it had achieved “successful results” including 4,000 people arrested. Agents will remain in the city, he said, but the surge of thousands of agents will end. Torey Van Oot of Axios adds that more than a dozen federal prosecutors resigned after the Department of Justice declined to investigate the killings of Renee Good and Alex Pretti, and support for Trump’s handling of deportations cratered as Americans saw children tear-gassed and citizens shot.  

Acting director of ICE Todd Lyons told the House Homeland Security Committee on Tuesday that the agency is training agents adequately before they go into the field and that once there, they are properly enforcing U.S. immigration laws. “And,” he added, “we are only getting started.” 

But Lyons’s claim that federal agents are adequately trained was belied on Wednesday when the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) abruptly closed the airspace over El Paso, Texas, for what it initially said would be ten days. Such a closure would shut down all flights below 18,000 feet, including medical helicopters, and is rare enough that the comparison media used was to the closure of airspace after 9/11. Confusion reigned, since no one had notified even the mayor of El Paso, a city of 700,000 people. Shortly afterward, the FAA reopened the airspace.

Administration officials immediately said the problem was drones flown into the area by drug cartels, though such drone flights are common. Then the media reported that the Defense Department had been testing out a new antidrone defense system without signoff from the FAA on danger to civilian planes. Then it turned out that Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth had permitted U.S. Customs and Border Protection, the parent agency of Border Patrol, to use an antidrone laser near Fort Bliss, where detainees are housed at Camp East Montana. Someone then used the laser without informing the FAA. And then it turned out that the “drones” agents used the laser to shoot down were actually party balloons. 

That the Defense Department is loaning a military weapon to CBP is itself concerning, but that a weapon powerful enough to cause the closure of El Paso’s airspace was in the hands of someone who mistook balloons for cartel drones is also a problem. So, too, of course, is that the administration’s initial impulse was to lie about what happened.  

In his testimony, Lyons maintained that ICE is indeed prioritizing the removal of undocumented immigrants with records of violent crime, enabling Republicans to claim that Democrats who want to rein ICE in are deliberately endangering public safety. Camilo Montoya-Galvez of CBS News reported this week that documents from DHS itself show that fewer than 14% of the nearly 400,000 immigrants arrested in Trump’s first year had either convictions or charges for violent crimes, with fewer than 2% either charged with or convicted of homicide or sexual assault. 

Leah Feiger of Wired reported today that ICE has been quietly and aggressively expanding across the United States in the past months. It has bought or leased new facilities in nearly every state, many of them outside of the country’s largest cities, although they are concentrated in Texas. Feiger reports that DHS asked the General Services Administration (GSA), which manages government properties, to ignore competitive bidding rules and hide lease listings out of “national security concerns.” 

Douglas MacMillan and Jonathan O’Connell of the Washington Post reported today that ICE officials are planning to spend $38.3 billion to buy warehouses across the country. ICE will retrofit sixteen of them to become processing centers that can hold 1,000 to 1,500 detainees at a time before funneling them into eight megacenters that can hold up to 10,000 detainees each.  

The administration has dramatically changed ICE policy to assert the right to imprison noncitizens until they are deported, even if they are applicants for asylum. Representative Jamie Raskin (D-MD) made an unannounced oversight visit to the ICE field facility in Baltimore, Maryland, yesterday. He saw “60 men packed into a room shoulder-to-shoulder, 24-hours-a-day, with a single toilet in the room and no shower facilities. They sleep like sardines with aluminum foil blankets.” Mike Hixenbaugh at NBC News today narrated the life of a Russian family in the U.S. seeking asylum. For four months, they have been incarcerated at the Dilley Immigration Processing Center in Texas, where there is little medical care and the food is often spoiled with mold or worms. 

In a statement, a spokesperson for DHS accused the media of “peddling hoaxes” about poor conditions in detention centers. 

But DHS has lied about so many things that no one should take their words seriously. In January, when an ICE agent shot Julio Cesar Sosa-Celis in Minneapolis, DHS claimed that he had driven away from a “targeted traffic stop,” crashed into a parked car, and run. When an ICE agent caught up with him and Alfredo Alejandro Aljorna, DHS said, the men had attacked the agent with a snow shovel and a broom handle. DHS said an agent had then fired on the men “to defend his life.” The men escaped but were later captured and charged with assault. 

Yesterday, the Justice Department dropped the charges, saying “newly discovered evidence” suggested the allegations were false. Aljorna’s lawyer explained: “It is my understanding that the video surveillance evidence that captured the incident was materially inconsistent with the federal agent's claims of what happened.”

Last night, in a deep expose of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and her advisor Corey Lewandowski, Wall Street Journal reporters Michelle Hackman, Josh Dawsey, and Tarini Parti described a department in chaos. Noem and Lewandowski—who the authors say are having an affair and essentially run the department together—are using DHS for their own aggrandizement with an eye to elevating Noem to the presidency. The reporters detailed the focus on image, the decimation of ICE by firing or demoting 80% of the career field leadership that was in place when they arrived, the apparent steering of contracts to allies, and Noem and Lewandowski's excessive demands, including “a luxury 737 MAX jet, with a private cabin in back, for their travel around the country.” DHS is currently leasing the $70 million plane but is in the process of buying it.

DHS and the violence of federal agents have exacerbated rather than silenced opposition to the Trump administration, causing a crisis for it as the American people increasingly turn against it. Trump is adamant that Republicans must win the 2026 elections and so is calling for new election laws, claiming that Democrats can win elections only through the illegal votes of undocumented immigrants. 

This ties DHS and American elections together. Today Noem told reporters in Arizona that Congress must pass the Safeguard American Voter Eligibility, or SAVE America, measure to secure U.S. elections, lying that noncitizens are voting for Democrats and thus enabling them to win elections. This is an old saw Republicans have used since 1994, the year after the Democrats passed the Motor Voter Act, and it has been repeatedly debunked. Indeed, when reporters asked for an example of noncitizen voting, she said she couldn’t point to a case but assumed it happened. The bill not only would require voters to show either a passport or a birth certificate with the name matching theirs in order to register, but would also require states to purge their voting rolls every month. The measure passed the House Wednesday but must overcome a filibuster to pass the Senate. 

Jen Fifield of ProPublica and Zach Despart of ProPublica and the Texas Tribune reported today that DHS has been using an electronic tool called Systematic Alien Verification for Entitlements (SAVE), previously used to check eligibility for public benefits, to find noncitizen voters in a database made up of confidential data from different government agencies. That information includes confidential data from the Social Security Administration, accessed by the Department of Government Efficiency. Republican secretaries of state in twenty-seven states have agreed to use SAVE to check their voter rolls. 

But Fifield and Despart report that the system makes "persistent mistakes,” frequently assessing naturalized citizens as noncitizens. The system automatically refers those individuals to DHS for possible criminal investigation, and in certain states, individuals have had to prove their citizenship to be reinstated as voters. “This is not ready for prime time,” county clerk Brianna Lennon of Boone County, Missouri, told the reporters. “And I’m not going to risk the security and the constitutional rights of my voters for bad data.”

And so Trump clearly thinks he must take matters into his own hands. Although the Constitution is quite clear that it is Congress, and Congress alone, that can make laws, today his social media account announced he intends to change the nation’s voting laws all by himself. The account posted: “The Democrats refuse to vote for Voter I.D., or Citizenship. The reason is very simple—They want to continue to cheat in Elections. This was not what our Founders desired. I have searched the depths of Legal Arguments not yet articulated or vetted on this subject, and will be presenting an irrefutable one in the very near future. There will be Voter I.D. for the Midterm Elections, whether approved by Congress or not! Also, the People of our Country are insisting on Citizenship, and No Mail-In Ballots, with exceptions for Military, Disability, Illness, or Travel. Thank you for your attention to this matter! PRESIDENT DONALD J. TRUMP”

Today, ICE protesters carried a giant U.S. Constitution through the streets of Minneapolis, demanding that federal agents honor the rights the Framers established with that foundational document.
—
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    Deep Dive

    Fourth Amendment to the United States Constitution

    Based on Wikipedia: Fourth Amendment to the United States Constitution


In 1761, a young lawyer named James Otis stood before a Massachusetts court and argued for five furious hours against a piece of paper. That paper was called a "writ of assistance," and it gave British customs officials the power to barge into any colonist's home, at any time, and ransack the place looking for smuggled goods. No specific suspicion required. No judge asking questions. Just unlimited authority to search.


John Adams was in the courtroom that day. Decades later, he would write that those five hours were "the spark in which originated the American Revolution."


Adams wasn't exaggerating. The right to be left alone in your own home—to shut your door against the government—became one of the founding obsessions of American liberty. It would eventually be carved into the Constitution as the Fourth Amendment, fifty-four words that still shape how police can and cannot investigate crimes today.


What the Fourth Amendment Actually Says


Here's the complete text:


The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by Oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be seized.


That's it. Fifty-four words that lawyers and judges have been arguing about for over two centuries.


The amendment does two things. First, it declares a right: you have the right to be secure against "unreasonable" searches and seizures. Second, it sets rules for warrants: if the government wants a warrant to search your property or arrest you, a judge must approve it, there must be "probable cause" (meaning real evidence suggesting wrongdoing), and the warrant must specifically describe what's being searched and what's being seized.


Notice what's missing: the amendment doesn't actually say that police always need a warrant. It just says searches can't be "unreasonable" and that warrants have to meet certain standards. This ambiguity has kept the Supreme Court busy for decades.


An Englishman's Home Is His Castle


The intellectual foundation for the Fourth Amendment comes from English common law, particularly a principle established in 1604 by the legendary jurist Sir Edward Coke. In a case called Semayne's Case, Coke declared: "The house of every one is to him as his castle and fortress."


This wasn't just poetry. It was law. Even the King of England couldn't simply burst into a subject's home on a whim.


But there were limits to this protection. In practice, English authorities could obtain "general warrants"—broad authorizations that didn't specify what was being searched for or who was suspected of what. These warrants were essentially blank checks for government snooping.


The abuse of general warrants reached a fever pitch in the 1760s during the British government's campaign against a political troublemaker named John Wilkes. Wilkes published pamphlets criticizing the King's policies, and the government responded by issuing general warrants to raid the homes of anyone suspected of involvement.


One of these raids targeted a man named John Entick. In 1762, the King's messengers broke down Entick's door, spent four hours rifling through his belongings, and carried off hundreds of charts, pamphlets, and papers. They weren't looking for anything specific—just anything that might be incriminating.


Entick sued. And won.


The case, Entick v. Carrington, became a landmark of English law. Lord Camden, the presiding judge, declared both the search and seizure unlawful. The warrant was too broad. There was no probable cause. And most importantly, Camden articulated a principle that would echo through American constitutional law: "Our law holds the property of every man so sacred, that no man can set his foot upon his neighbour's close without his leave."


The government, Camden ruled, is not above the law when it comes to invading private property.


The Colonial Epidemic of Searches


If British subjects enjoyed robust protections against government searches, American colonists did not. In the colonies, the law had been written specifically to enable aggressive enforcement of British tax and customs policies.


Historian William Cuddihy calls this period "the colonial epidemic of general searches." British customs officials wielded writs of assistance—permanent, transferable general warrants that allowed them to search any home, any ship, any warehouse, at any time, for any customs violation. No suspicion needed. No expiration date. No oversight.


The writs were renewable upon the death of a monarch. When King George II died in October 1760, all existing writs expired. They would need to be re-issued by the new King, George III, to remain valid.


Boston merchants saw an opportunity. In January 1761, more than fifty of them hired James Otis to petition the court against renewing the writs. Otis's argument—that five-hour oration Adams witnessed—wasn't just about customs enforcement. It was about the fundamental relationship between government power and individual liberty.


Otis lost the case. The court ruled the writs were legal. But his argument planted a seed that would grow into revolution.


From Outrage to Amendment


Massachusetts became the first colony to push back against general warrants, banning them in 1756. The trigger was an especially offensive law called the Excise Act of 1754, which gave tax collectors unlimited power to interrogate colonists about goods subject to customs duties. The public outcry was so intense that the legislature acted.


After the Revolution, the newly independent states began writing their own constitutions. Virginia led the way in 1776 with a Declaration of Rights that explicitly forbade general warrants. The language is striking:


That general warrants, whereby any officer or messenger may be commanded to search suspected places without evidence of a fact committed, or to seize any person or persons not named, or whose offense is not particularly described and supported by evidence, are grievous and oppressive and ought not to be granted.


Massachusetts went further in 1780. John Adams himself wrote Article XIV of the Massachusetts Declaration of Rights, which added a crucial word: "reasonable." Every subject, Adams wrote, has a right to be secure from all "unreasonable" searches and seizures.


That word would make it into the federal Constitution.


By 1784, eight state constitutions contained provisions against general warrants. The principle was spreading. But when the Constitutional Convention met in Philadelphia in 1787, the delegates didn't include a bill of rights in their proposed new Constitution.


This was a deliberate choice. James Madison and others argued that listing specific rights was unnecessary—the federal government would only have the powers explicitly granted to it, so why enumerate things it couldn't do? Besides, state constitutions already protected individual liberties.


George Mason, the Virginia delegate who had drafted his state's Declaration of Rights, disagreed vehemently. He proposed adding a bill of rights. The other delegates voted him down unanimously.


It was a political miscalculation.


The Price of Ratification


Opposition to the Constitution—the Anti-Federalist movement—seized on the missing bill of rights as a devastating critique. How could Americans trust this new, more powerful federal government without explicit protections for their liberties?


In several key states, the Constitution's supporters realized they would lose the ratification fight unless they promised to add a bill of rights after ratification. Virginia, Massachusetts, and New York all demanded it. Four states specifically requested protections against unreasonable searches.


The Constitution was ratified. And true to their word, its supporters moved to add a bill of rights.


James Madison introduced twenty proposed amendments to the first Congress in 1789. One of them addressed searches and seizures, drawing on the language of state constitutions and English precedents like the Bill of Rights of 1689. Congress debated, revised, and ultimately submitted twelve amendments to the states for ratification.


The fourth of these—our Fourth Amendment—passed with relatively little controversy. By December 15, 1791, the required three-quarters of states had ratified it. Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson announced on March 1, 1792, that it was officially part of the Constitution.


A Century of Dormancy


Then something curious happened: almost nothing.


For roughly a hundred years, the Fourth Amendment was largely irrelevant in practice. The Bill of Rights applied only to the federal government, not to states or local authorities. And the federal government simply wasn't in the business of investigating ordinary crimes. There were no federal drug laws, no Federal Bureau of Investigation, no Drug Enforcement Administration. Criminal justice was a state and local matter.


Historian Gordon S. Wood noted that "after ratification, most Americans promptly forgot about the first ten amendments to the Constitution."


The Fourth Amendment woke up in the twentieth century. As federal criminal law expanded—starting with the Interstate Commerce Act and the Sherman Antitrust Act in the late 1800s, then accelerating with Prohibition and drug laws—federal agents started conducting more searches and seizures. And defendants started challenging them in court.


The Exclusionary Rule: Poisoned Fruit


If police violate your Fourth Amendment rights, what happens? For a long time, the answer was: not much. The evidence they found could still be used against you in court. You might be able to sue the officers personally, but that was cold comfort if you were heading to prison based on illegally obtained evidence.


In 1914, the Supreme Court changed this with a landmark ruling in Weeks v. United States. The Court established what's now called the "exclusionary rule": evidence obtained through a Fourth Amendment violation is generally inadmissible at trial.


The logic is straightforward. If police can use illegally obtained evidence, they have every incentive to conduct illegal searches. The Fourth Amendment becomes meaningless. But if courts refuse to admit tainted evidence, police have a powerful incentive to follow the rules.


The exclusionary rule comes with a vivid metaphor: the "fruit of the poisonous tree." If a search is unlawful (the poisonous tree), then any evidence discovered as a result of that search (the fruit) is also tainted and inadmissible. Find an illegal gun in someone's car during an unconstitutional stop? You can't use the gun as evidence. And if examining that gun leads you to discover the suspect committed a murder? That evidence might be excluded too.


There's one exception: if the evidence would inevitably have been discovered through legal means anyway, it can still be admitted. The poisonous tree doctrine has limits.


Extending the Amendment to State Police


For decades, the exclusionary rule only applied to federal courts. State and local police—who conduct the overwhelming majority of criminal investigations—could still use illegally obtained evidence.


This changed in 1961 with Mapp v. Ohio. Cleveland police, searching for a bombing suspect, forced their way into Dollree Mapp's home without a valid warrant. They didn't find the suspect. But they did find obscene materials, and Mapp was convicted of possessing them.


The Supreme Court threw out her conviction and, more importantly, ruled that the Fourth Amendment and the exclusionary rule apply to state and local governments through the Fourteenth Amendment's Due Process Clause. From that point forward, all police in America—federal, state, and local—were bound by the same Fourth Amendment rules.


What Counts as a "Search"?


The Fourth Amendment protects against unreasonable "searches and seizures." But what exactly is a search?


For most of American history, courts interpreted "search" narrowly. It meant physical intrusion into a protected space—your home, your person, your papers. If police trespassed on your property to find evidence, that was a search requiring a warrant. But if they gathered information without physical intrusion, the Fourth Amendment didn't apply.


This changed dramatically in 1967 with Katz v. United States. Federal Bureau of Investigation agents suspected Charles Katz of illegal gambling. Rather than entering his property, they attached a listening device to the outside of a public phone booth he used and recorded his conversations.


No physical intrusion. No trespass. Under the old rules, no search.


The Supreme Court disagreed. Justice Potter Stewart wrote that "the Fourth Amendment protects people, not places." What matters is not whether the government physically invaded your property, but whether you had a "reasonable expectation of privacy" that the government violated.


Katz was making private calls in a phone booth with the door closed. He reasonably expected those calls to be private. The government violated that expectation. Therefore, it was a search—and an unconstitutional one, since the FBI hadn't obtained a warrant.


The "reasonable expectation of privacy" test has become the primary framework for Fourth Amendment analysis. It's why police generally need a warrant to track your cell phone location, read your emails, or use thermal imaging to see inside your home. You reasonably expect those things to be private.


But the test also has limits. If you expose something to the public, you've given up your expectation of privacy. Garbage left on the curb? Police can search it without a warrant—you've abandoned it. Conversations in public where others might overhear? No expectation of privacy. The smell of marijuana wafting from your car window? You can't reasonably expect that to be private.


When Warrants Aren't Required


The Fourth Amendment's text suggests that searches require warrants. But over the years, courts have carved out so many exceptions that warrantless searches are now extremely common—perhaps even the norm.


The most important exceptions:


Consent. If you voluntarily agree to a search, police don't need a warrant. They don't even need probable cause. This is why police often ask: "Do you mind if I take a look around?" Say yes, and you've waived your Fourth Amendment rights. You can refuse, though police aren't required to tell you that.


Motor vehicles. Cars receive much less Fourth Amendment protection than homes. If police have probable cause to believe your car contains evidence of a crime, they can search it without a warrant. The rationale is that cars are mobile—by the time police got a warrant, the car might be gone—and that people have a reduced expectation of privacy in vehicles.


Plain view. If police are lawfully present somewhere and spot evidence of a crime in plain view, they can seize it without a warrant. The key is that the officers must be where they have a right to be—they can't break into your house, see drugs on the table, and claim plain view.


Exigent circumstances. When there's an emergency—someone's life is in danger, evidence is about to be destroyed, a suspect is fleeing—police can act without waiting for a warrant. The emergency has to be real, not manufactured by the police themselves.


Border searches. At international borders and their "functional equivalents" (like international airports), the government has broad authority to search people and their belongings without warrants or probable cause. National security and customs enforcement trump normal Fourth Amendment protections.


Search incident to arrest. When police lawfully arrest someone, they can search the person and the area within their immediate control without a warrant. This is justified as necessary to protect officer safety and prevent destruction of evidence.


Stop and frisk. Under the 1968 ruling in Terry v. Ohio, police can briefly detain someone based on "reasonable suspicion" (a lower standard than probable cause) and pat them down for weapons. This has been one of the most controversial applications of Fourth Amendment law, particularly regarding its use in minority communities.


The Core Purpose


Throughout all these doctrinal developments, courts have consistently emphasized the Fourth Amendment's fundamental purpose: protecting the privacy and dignity of individuals against arbitrary government intrusion.


As the Supreme Court put it in Schmerber v. California in 1966, "the security of one's privacy against arbitrary intrusion by the police" is "at the core of the Fourth Amendment" and "basic to a free society."


The Court has also recognized that conversations are protected, not just physical spaces. In Berger v. New York in 1967, the justices made clear that the Fourth Amendment's protections "include conversation" and aren't limited to "persons, houses, papers, and effects."


This expansive interpretation reflects the amendment's origins. Those Boston merchants in 1761 weren't just upset about customs duties. They were outraged at the fundamental indignity of having government agents burst into their homes and rifle through their belongings without any showing of wrongdoing. James Otis's five-hour argument wasn't really about writs of assistance. It was about the relationship between the individual and the state—about whether the government serves the people or dominates them.


That question hasn't gone away. It resurfaces every time police conduct a traffic stop, every time federal agents execute a search warrant, every time technology enables new forms of surveillance that the Founders could never have imagined. The Fourth Amendment forces us to keep asking: Is this search reasonable? Is this how a free society treats its citizens?


The Ongoing Debate


Two and a half centuries after James Otis's courtroom oration, the Fourth Amendment remains deeply contested territory. Critics of the exclusionary rule argue that it lets guilty people go free on technicalities. Defenders counter that without it, the Fourth Amendment would have no teeth.


Civil liberties advocates worry that the many exceptions to the warrant requirement have swallowed the rule. Law enforcement officials respond that rigid warrant requirements would make effective policing impossible.


And as technology evolves—GPS tracking, facial recognition, social media monitoring, predictive policing algorithms—courts struggle to apply eighteenth-century language to twenty-first-century realities. What does "reasonable expectation of privacy" mean when our phones track our every movement and our smart speakers listen to our conversations?


The Fourth Amendment doesn't answer these questions. It poses them. And that may be exactly what the Founders intended—not a detailed rulebook, but a constitutional commitment to the principle that in America, the government cannot simply barge into your life without justification.


Your home is still your castle. The debate is about where the moat should be.
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    The Masks of the Master: Reading Nietzsche's Beyond Good and Evil
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  {"content": ["Nietzsche's Radical Claim About Truth and Suffering", "What Nietzsche is really arguing here challenges everything we think we know about truth, happiness, and virtue. Wes Cecil explores how the philosopher insists that a doctrine isn't true simply because it makes people happy or virtuous — and that suffering itself can be a sign of doing something right.", "## The Happiness Problem", "Nietzsche makes a provocative claim: no one should regard a doctrine as true merely because it brings happiness or virtue. Even if a theory makes people feel good, behave well, or do moral things, that doesn't make it metaphysically real. This is the problem with utilitarian thinking — the greatest good for the greatest number sounds wonderful, but it carries no claim to absolute truth.", "Cecil notes this applies even to our deepest intuitions: happiness and virtue are not arguments. We tend to forget that making someone unhappy or causing harm can be equally meaningless as a counterargument. This is where Calvinism enters the conversation — the idea that suffering itself indicates moral correctness.", "## Suffering as Virtue", "The notion that pain equals growth runs through American culture like a spine. It's why we celebrate the early risers, the grinders, the people exhausting themselves. We tell stories of suffering for your art as if that's inherently good. The phrase "no pain, no gain" isn't just a meme — it's a core belief many Americans hold without realizing it.", "When someone complains about being exhausted or stressed, our cultural response isn't usually "that's terrible, do something else." Instead, we often respond: "That's good. You're doing it right." This self-flagellating tradition comes directly from Protestant Christianity, and Nietzsche sees it still dominating how we evaluate truth.", "> Suffering is not a counterargument to truth — it's been treated as evidence of virtue for centuries.", "## Truth That Breaks the Mind", "Nietzsche proposes something almost Lovecraftian: reality itself might be so overwhelming that encountering truth directly could destroy you. The strength of any mind can only be measured by how much truth it can actually endure.", "This leads to a strange conclusion — truth requires attenuation, softening, falsification. We can't handle reality unmixed. And here's the twist: certain types of people access truth more easily than others.", "## The Wicked and Happy", "Nietzsche argues that the wicked and the happy might perceive aspects of truth more clearly than the virtuous. Those who are morally upstanding and comfortable might be blind to certain truths — while those living in sin and contentment might see better.", "This isn't a moral endorsement. It's simply an observation about how perception works. Critics might point out that this reasoning could justify harmful people, but Nietzsche is describing a philosophical insight rather than prescribing moral behavior.", "The "wicked who are happy" is a species about which moralists are silent — they don't fit into our categories of good or evil. Think of Shakespeare's Richard III: the charming villain who enjoys his cruelty and gains insight from it.", "Cecil points out this applies to how we imagine philosophers themselves. We tend to picture them as ascetic scholars, but Nietzsche suggests independent spirits might develop better under severity and craft than under gentle refinement. The philosopher isn't limited to those who write books — Stendhal pursued happiness in his novels through deliberate self-reflection.", "## Bottom Line", "Cecil's strongest insight is that Nietzsche reframes what we mean by truth-seekers. We imagine virtuous, suffering scholars finding wisdom, but Nietzsche suggests the "wicked and happy" mind might dig out truths the good-minded cannot perceive. The biggest vulnerability: this sounds like moral relativism gone too far, but it's actually a rigorous claim about how perception works — not an endorsement of harm."]}
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  The problem: people hate crime and think it’s going up. But actually, crime barely affects most people and is historically low. So what’s going on? 
In our discussion yesterday, many commenters proposed that the discussion about “crime” was really about disorder.
Disorder takes many forms, but its symptoms include litter, graffiti, shoplifting, tent cities, weird homeless people wandering about muttering to themselves, and people walking around with giant boom boxes shamelessly playing music at 200 decibels on a main street where people are trying to engage in normal activities. When people complain about these things, they risk getting called a racist or a “Karen”. But when they complain about crime, there’s still a 50-50 chance that listeners will let them finish the sentence without accusing them of racism. Might everyone be doing this? And might this explain why people act like crime is rampant and increasing, even when it’s rare and going down?
This seems plausible. But it depends on a claim that disorder is increasing, which is surprisingly hard to prove. Going through the symptoms in order:
Litter: Roadside litter (eg on highways) decreased 80% since records began in 1969 (1, 2), but it’s unclear if this extends to urban environments. New York City has a litter inspection and rating system that’s been in place since 1973, and they also report improvement - “from roughly 70 percent acceptably clean in the 1970s to over 90 percent clean now” - although citizens protest that the system doesn’t match their experience. National surveys find that the percent of people who admit to littering has gone down from 50% in 1969 to 15% today. None of these are knockdown evidence on their own, but taken together and added to the overall crime trends, the evidence for a secular trend downwards is convincing. The more recent numbers are all confounded by the pandemic, and I have no confidence in the direction of the trend since 2010.
Graffiti: There are no good data for graffiti. Most of the discussion focuses on New York, where everyone agrees the long-term trend is down since 1970. The Graffiti In New York City Wikipedia page has a “decline of New York graffiti subculture” section, which explains that in the 1980s, when “broken window” policing became popular, the police cracked down on graffiti and this worked somewhat. The only numbers are here, and they describe a decrease of 13% in calls to the graffiti hotline between 2011 and 2016. But the more recent picture, and the story in other cities, is less sanguine; in the past few years, graffiti is “a bigger problem than ever” in Los Angeles and has “gotten worse” in San Francisco. Plausibly this is the same pattern as crime, which was declining for decades until COVID and the Black Lives Matter protests caused it to rebound in 2020. A contrary data point is Britain, where graffiti reports almost doubled between 2013 - 2017; I don’t know enough about the British context to have an opinion.
Shoplifting: According to FBI crime statistics, shoplifting remains well below historic highs, although still somewhat higher than the local minimum in 2005 (source):

Even if we worry about the increase over the 2005 low, it seems to be only about 33%, over fifteen years, which should be hard to notice. Strange! 
(the FBI runs a different shoplifting reporting program, NIBRS. This does show a large increase since 2018, but is considered less reliable because new cities keep joining and so year-to-year reports aren’t comparable.)
Maybe the problem is limited to a few big cities? What about San Francisco in particular?

At least in these data, it’s - if anything - less.
Okay, so could stores be failing to report to police? Some stores say they’re doing this, and there was an embarrassing incident - it might be the 2021 spike on the graph above - where two stores briefly changed their reporting policy and nearly doubled the total report number.
We need an equivalent of the NCVS - reports coming from the victims themselves. Our best bet is the National Retail Survey, from a retail organization which asks stores what percent of their inventory they believe they lose to various causes, including shoplifting. 

Only about a 20% increase during the 2004 - 2022 period. The NRS is sponsored by a retail trade industry group which really wants to find shoplifting so they can lobby for better anti-shoplifting measures. In 2024 they were so embarrassed by their failure to do so that they stopped the survey entirely and sold the survey brand to an anti-shoplifting security tech company (no bias there!). The company replaced it with a survey of vibes among store owners, and dutifully reported that the vibes about shoplifting had never been worse and you needed to buy their product right away.
Now what? The survey doesn’t disaggregate by city, so maybe national shoplifting is stable, but San Francisco really is worse, and just isn’t reporting it to the police? 
Might this be because there are fewer stores (everyone is buying through Amazon) and therefore even if all existing stores are crammed with shoplifters all the time, it shows up as less shoplifting? This isn’t trivially true - the number of stores has declined less than I would expect, maybe not at all - but there’s been a shift in types of stores (from big box to local). If these types have different shoplifting or reporting patterns, that might matter.
Otherwise, we’re in the awkward position where everyone (including stores) reports higher shoplifting numbers, but two datasets both disagree.
Homelessness and Tent Encampments: Here’s a graph of homelessness, courtesy of Claude:

This looks like a similar pattern to crime, although here the likely explanation for the COVID bump is the pandemic-associated rise in house prices. 
Good measures of tent encampments over long periods are hard to find. San Francisco has this one:

…but it starts in 2019, peaks during the pandemic, and then declines. This can’t really show whether 2019 was already higher than some previous year.
Here is an interesting graph of Seattle homeless sweeps, ie number of times the police acted against encampments:

…but it doesn’t tell us whether encampments are increasing, or the police are taking them more seriously. It does rule out a story where encampments are increasing because the police are no longer taking action - aside from the pandemic, police are taking more action than ever, at least as measured here.
People With Loud Boom Boxes In Public Places: All I have to say about this one is that it’s terrible and I hate it.
Overall, it’s surprisingly hard to find data confirming that disorder has increased:
	Littering seems to be down

	Graffiti is unclear, probably varies by city.

	Shoplifting seems to be up 20% from generational lows, but still lower than 1990s.

	Homelessness seems to be up 25% from generational lows, and equal to the 1990s.

	Tent encampments are hard to measure nationally; in SF, they are below pre-pandemic levels.


All of this is compatible with a story where disorder levels mostly track crime levels: rising from 1970 - 1990, declining from 1990 - 2020, and rising a little after 2020. Crime began falling again around 2023, but the evidence on disorder, while too spotty to say for sure, doesn’t seem to include such a reversal.
So here are three theories of perceived rise in disorder:
Theory one: these concerns stem from the small (compared to secular trends) bump in these problems around 2020. Since then, crime and tent cities have declined, but people still haven’t updated because of a combination of lag time and maybe some other forms of disorder still increasing.
This feels wrong to me: people aren’t comparing the present to the golden age of 2019, they’re comparing it to the golden age of their parents and grandparents’ generation. So let’s take a longer view.
Theory two: Modern disorder was effectively impossible before 1950. There was little litter: cheap packaging and disposable bottles had not yet entered into common use. There was no graffiti: spray paint had not yet been invented. There were no boom boxes: they hadn’t been invented either. There were no cheap polyester tents. There was no pot smoke; although marijuana was known to science, it hadn’t yet entered common use.
Then there was a surge in all these bad things, starting with litter in the 1950s and continuing to cheap boom boxes around 1990. But this happened at the same time as the 1960s race riots, and white people fled to the suburbs and didn’t encounter the urban environments where these problems were worst. Around 2000, when the direction of white flight reversed and became gentrification, white people moved back to the cities, experienced the urban environment for the first time, and awareness of these problems rose.
This still doesn’t quite cash out to a secular rise in squalor and disorder. Murder rates in 1900 were still higher than today. And although there was no plastic waste, the streets of turn-of-the-20th-century cities were “literally carpeted with horse feces and dead horses”, providing “a breeding ground for billions of flies”. Let’s sharpen our focus.
Theory three: The 1930s - 1960s were a local minimum in crime and disorder of all types. The horses had been sent to pasture, but plastic litter had yet to take off. The tenements were being replaced by suburbs, but graffiti had not yet been invented. Crime rates were only half as high as the periods immediately before or after:

What caused this local minimum in crime? Claude suggests a combination of low Depression-era birth rates (small cohort of adolescents in peak crime years), the wartime economy and postwar economic boom, high psychiatric institutionalization rates, and “cultural and social cohesion” in the wake of WWII - but none of these explain why the trend should start in 1933, nor reach then-record lows by 1939.
Nor does it explain why we should update so strongly on this unique period that we still feel cheated sixty years later when things aren’t quite as good. Maybe this is just the way of things; the Romans were constantly complaining about their failure to equal golden ages centuries in the past. Still, I find it helpful to remember that although things are worse than the best they’ve ever been (except murder! murder might actually be beating 1950s record lows!), they’re not so bad by the standard of average historical periods.
Finally, theory four: the squalor and disorder of the past took different forms than the squalor and disorder of the present. Horse feces and flies instead of litter and graffiti. People crowded ten to a tenement apartment instead of sharing the subway with a boom box guy. Tobacco smoke everywhere (including restaurants and fancy hotels) instead of marijuana smoke everywhere. Crime that looked like picaresque stabbings at bordellos, or gunfights at saloons, by characters with names like Thomas Piper, the Belfry Butcher and Sarah Jane Robinson, The Poison Fiend, rather than [insert various descriptions that would get me cancelled for racism]. We look for our current problems in the past and cannot find them, then romanticize the problems the past really had.
Many people complained that by talking about crime yesterday, I was distracting from the rise in disorder. Probably people will complain today that by talking about littering and graffiti and so on, I’m distracting from some other kind of disorder which is definitely increasing - maybe open-air drug markets, or tent cities, or the boom boxes. That’s fine. But as I said when arguing with you in the comments, I think the following two statements are importantly different:
	Littering, graffiti, and most violent and property crimes are down, but tent encampments and boom box playing are up. Shoplifting is stable nationally, but that could hide local variation. As some areas gentrify and others worsen, there are shifts in who experiences these problems, and the well-off highly-literate white people who set the national conversation are getting more exposed to them.

	Crime and disorder are rampant, nobody feels safe anymore, cities are falling apart and the police don’t care, the West has fallen.


My goal isn’t to deny anyone’s lived experience, nor to discount the importance of solving these problems (I support the death penalty for boom box carriers). It’s to push back against a sort of Revolt Of The Public-esque sense that everything is worse than it’s ever been before and society is collapsing and maybe we should take the authoritarian bargain to stop it. On an emotional level, I feel this too - I can’t go downtown without feeling it (one of many reasons I rarely go to SF). But I don’t like feeling omnipresent despair at the impending collapse of everything. Having specific thoughts like “house prices are up since the pandemic, so it’s no surprise that there are more homeless people, and more of the usual bad things downstream of homeless people”, rather than vague ones like “R.I.P. civilization, 4000 BC - 2026 AD” isn’t just more grounded in the evidence. It’s also more compatible with living a normal life. I’m not a pragmatist who thinks you should be allowed to lie or do a biased survey of the evidence in order to live a normal life and escape despair. But I’m also not some kind of weird anti-pragmatist who makes a virtue out of ignoring evidence in order to keep despairing. 
Here, as with the Vibecession, I will try to keep one foot in the statistical story, one foot in the vibes, and hold myself lightly enough not to miss whatever evidence comes next.
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  Last year, the US may have recorded the lowest murder rate in its 250 year history. Other crimes have poorer historical data, but are at least at ~50 year lows.
This post will do two things:
	Establish that our best data show crime rates are historically low

	Argue that this is a real effect, not just reporting bias (people report fewer crimes to police) or an artifact of better medical care (victims are more likely to survive, so murders get downgraded to assaults)


Here’s US murder rate, 1776 - present:

The pre-1900 estimates come from Tcherni-Buzzeo (2018); their ultimate source seems to be work by sociologist Claude Fisher which I can’t access. The 1900 - present data come from historian Randolph Roth’s American Homicide and the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting, both by way of the Council on Criminal Justice.
There’s less historical data for property crimes, and the nature of property has changed throughout history in ways that make numbers incommensurable (is it bad if we have a higher grand theft auto rate today than in 1840?) I was only able to get good data since 1960, but here it is:

The 1960-2023 data come from FBI Data Explorer via Vital City; the 2024 and 2025 data come directly from the FBI website, with 2025 annualized via incomplete Jan - Oct data. This one may or may not be an all-time low, but it’s pretty good.
These data are counterintuitive. Are they wrong? 
Could This Be An Artifact Of Reporting Bias?
People could be so inured to crime that they stop reporting it to the police. Or the police could be so overwhelmed that they stop accepting the reports. Since most crime statistics are based on police reports, this would look like crime going down. There’s some evidence of this happening in specific situations, like shoplifting in San Francisco. Could it be the whole effect? 
No, for three reasons.
The National Crime Victimization Survey is a government-run survey of a 240,000 person nationally representative sample. They find random people and ask whether they were the victims of crimes in the past year. This obviously doesn’t work for murder, but they keep statistics on rape, assault, larceny, and burglary. Their numbers mostly mirror those reported by police and used in the usual statistics about crime rates. But here there’s no extra step of needing to trust the police enough to make a report: the surveyors ask the victims directly. Although there could be biases in this methodology too, it would be an extraordinary coincidence if they exactly matched the proposed reporting bias to police.
Also, you can use NCVS and police reports to calculate reporting rates directly. Overall, they seem to have increased over time - did you know that the 9-1-1 emergency hotline wasn’t available in most areas until the 1970s? This is especially true for aggravated assault (which will become important later). 

There’s one caveat - FBI statistics show that crime had a small local peak in 2020/2021, then fell in 2023 - 2025. The most recent NCVS survey, in 2024, shows a smaller fall, leaving us still above 2019 lows. There’s some debate over whether the FBI vs. NCVS numbers are better for the 2022 - 2025 period, but they don’t change the overall trajectory or the fact that we’re at least close to record lows.
Murder is almost always reported to and investigated by police; there’s a person who should be alive but isn’t, and people inevitably notice and care about this. Therefore, reported murder rates should be accurate. But murder has decreased at about the same rate as every other crime. Therefore, we should believe that other crimes have gone down too (for the objection that murder statistics are unusually untrustworthy because of improving medical care, see below).
And car theft is consistently reported to the police, because insurances require a police report before they will compensate the lost car. So even if the victim doesn’t trust the police to do a good job investigating, they report it anyway. But car theft rates have declined at similar rates to other crimes. This is further evidence that the decline can’t be explained by poor reporting.
Could This Be An Artifact Of Improving Medical Care?
Good medical care can help victims survive, transforming murders into attempted murders or aggravated assaults (after this: “AM/AA”). If the same gunshot is only half as likely to kill someone today as it would have been in 1960, then a seemingly-equivalent murder rate would correspond to twice as many people getting shot. Could this explain the apparent decline in murders?
The argument would go something like: murder is the only crime that we’re completely sure gets reported consistently. But the murder rate is artificially depressed by improving medical care. Therefore, maybe the seemingly-low murder rate is because of the medical care, the seemingly-low rates of other crimes are because of reporting bias, and actually crime is up.
We’ve already seen that several parts of this can’t be true: other crimes like car theft are reported consistently, and among the inconsistently reported ones, reports are more often increasing than decreasing. But the part about murder also fails on its own terms. 
The source for the claim that improving medical care lowers murder rates is Harris et al, which analyzed crime from 1960 - 1999 and concluded that “the principal explanation of the downward trend in lethality involves parallel developments in medical technology”. 
They found that aggravated assaults rose faster than murders during this time; AAs increased by 5x, while murders “merely” doubled. Under the reasonable assumption that these crimes have similar generators, they suggested that the cause was improved medical care saving the lives of those who would have otherwise died, converting potential murders into AAs. If murders rose at the same rate as AAs, then the true murder rate could be up to 3x higher than reported.

But more recent research, especially Eckberg (2014), challenges this story. Eckberg argued the AA vs. murder divergence was caused by two things: first, better reporting of aggravated assault (as discussed above), and second, police being more likely to classify borderline causes as aggravated assault rather than regular assault. 
He turned to the National Crime Victimization Survey, which escapes reporting bias and police classification flexibility. In these data, AAs and murder rose at about the same rate. He concluded that (my emphasis):
Their lethality trend is not compatible with the previous finding [of declining lethality] across 1973 through 1999, remaining stable rather than falling. After 1999, both Uniform Crime Reports (UCR)-and NCVS-based measures indicate increases in lethality.

How is this possible, since medical technology has certainly improved? 
It seems that gun injuries are getting worse over time. Livingstone et al studied changing characteristics of gunshot victims between 2000 and 2011. They found that the proportion of patients with 3+ wounds almost doubled (13% → 22%) during that period (p < 0.0001). Manley et al did a similar study looking at 1996 - 2016 and found a similar result, saying that “wounding in multiple body regions suggests more effective weaponry, including increased magazine size”. A letter by top trauma doctors to the American Journal of Public Health describes:
…increases in gunshot injuries per patient, gunshot injuries to critical regions (head, spine, chest), and gunshot injuries to multiple regions. Injury Severity Scores were also higher over similar intervals correlating with lower probability of survival.

Despite which
…patients surviving evaluation in the emergency department had no significant increase in mortality. Major strides in trauma care have occurred over the last two decades, and nationwide organizational changes have expanded the delivery of these improvements.

Sakran et al, studying the 2007 - 2014 period, have an especially vivid portrayal of this pattern:

Likelihood of dying before hospitalization - primarily dependent on injury severity - went up. Likelihood of dying in the hospital went down, probably because trauma care improved (although this could also be because more of the sickest patients died before entering the hospital). Cook et al studied gunshot lethality during a slightly different period - 2003 - 2012 - and also found that it stayed the same overall.
There are three plausible explanations for gun injuries getting worse over time:
	Improved weapons technology (e.g. switch to semi-automatics)

	Shooters have been in criminal communities a long time and have a good intuitive sense of the likelihood that victims survive. As medical care improves, shooters invest more effort into harming their victims in order to maintain the same likelihood of lethality. For example, it might have been 1970s conventional wisdom in criminal communities that you only had to get one shot in, but it might be 2020s conventional wisdom that you have to get at least three shots to be sure.

	Changing nature of violence. Many late-20th-century shootings were robberies gone wrong. But armed robberies have decreased even more dramatically than other crimes, because of store security cameras and lower reliance on cash. In an armed robbery gone wrong, the shooter probably just shoots the clerk once and gets out. Now that there are fewer armed robberies, a higher percent of shootings involve shooters who really want to kill the victim and are working hard to make it happen. That means more gunshots to more critical areas.


I conclude that the 1960 - 2000 data are weak, but the best research (Eckberg’s) suggests stable lethality per act of violence during this time. The 2000 - 2020 data are stronger, and also suggest at-least-stable lethality per act of violence, and can even tell us why: severity of injuries is increasing at a rate comparable to the improvement in medical care.
Is it suspicious that two very different things are changing at exactly the right rate to cancel one another out, let us ignore the whole problem, take crime statistics at face value? I think so! It would be less suspicious if most of the explanation was (2) - the shooters specifically compensating for increased victim survival rates - but I can’t tell if this is true or not. But keep in mind that the alternate explanation - that apparent crime rates are around the same as in 1960 because a true increase in crime rates has been masked by improved medical care and reporting bias - also requires two things changing at exactly the same rate in a suspicious way. If we’re going to do this, we ought to at least take the suspicious cancellation that’s supported by the data.
Why are so many forms of crime (murder, violent crime, and property crime) at or near historic lows? This is an unsolved question among criminologists, but proposed answers include:
	High crime in the 1970s was caused by lead poisoning, but lead levels have declined precipitously (plausible but controversial)

	Mass incarceration worked (very plausible for 1990s, but hard to explain why crime continues to decline even as incarceration rates decrease)

	Increased abortion rates among the underclass prevented the birth of future criminals (very strongly challenged, but proponents still stand by it)

	High crime in the 1970s was caused by the drug trade. The rise of cell phones has replaced street-corner drug dealers with “a guy I know from college”, which necessitates fewer street-corner turf wars.

	Security cameras and DNA testing have increased clearance rates. The smart criminals know they’ll be caught and don’t commit crimes; the dumb criminals commit one crime, get caught, go to prison, and are out of commission for a while.

	Increased psychiatric care: all of the would-be criminals are on SSRIs, antipsychotics, and Adderall.

	Welfare programs, community policing, Hugs Not Crime After School Activity Circles, and/or whatever Palantir is doing actually work.

	The anti-police backlash after Black Lives Matter increased crime so much that it caused a backlash-to-the-backlash that gave police even more community support and resources than they had before (this is my explanation for why crime dropped so profoundly in 2023, 2024, and 2025 in particular)

	All the criminals are too addicted to video games and Instagram to commit any crimes.


Zooming out a level, why shouldn’t crime be at historic lows? We’re a safetyist culture. Car accident fatalities are near historic lows after we mandated airbags and other safety features. Childhood injuries and deaths are near historic lows after we mandated that all playgrounds be made of Styrofoam. Various forms of hospital error are near historic lows after we let lawyers sue hospitals for zillions of dollars if they weren’t. Why should crime be the exception?
The next question is: why do people’s intuitions clash so violently with the statistics? More on that soon.
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  Thanks to our Patreon members for helping to make this episode possible and we're now available on all the major podcasting platforms. You can find more information at the links below. Good evening ladies and gentlemen and welcome to late capitalism a survival guide on Elon Musk. a bit painful to say that but nonetheless the recent news is so rich in its uh example exemplary power for what we've been discussing I think is worth a pause and so Musk just announced that he's going to take his XAI company and roll it into his SpaceX company those are both private um in preparation for theoretically later this year although many things he predicts do not come true but you know theoretically later this year they're going to do an IPO Why is this of any interest to our story at ev at all?

Well, Elon Musk in some way is both an outlier but a functionally the perfect model for everything we've been talking about uh in the late capitalist series. Why is he an outlier? Because functionally he's a 19th century industrialist. He is not a modern industrial.

He's not a late capitalist guy in some ways because he's actually built things in the real world that real people use in existing markets. So, um, we have Tesla, the car company that actually builds cars. So, he took a niche small electric car maker and turned it into a global electric car producer. So, that is sort of an impressive amazing feat.

They sell [clears throat] lots of cars. It generates lots of money. Sometimes it's profitable, sometimes it's not. Of course, they're having a little trouble these days, but there you go.

He's also built the SpaceX company, which launches satellites. Now, he went into this is a well-developed market, but he kind of uh transformed the market, doing it more quickly at a much lower cost, and so now he does satellite deliveries. So, that's kind of impressive. And he developed the Starlink system.

And Starlink is a satellite communication system. By the way, satellite communications has been around since you know the 50s and the 60s. So this is a 60 70 year old industry. It's not a new industry.

Telecommunications goes uh way you know back before that. Hello Alexander Graanbell. Hello this telegraph. Right.

So that sort of communication at distance information processing systems. This is a well-developed wellestablished industry. But he enters this industry with the SpaceX, launched the Starlink satellites, satellite communication company. So he's been building real physical things in the world that provide cars for people and electric cars.

He sort of cracked open that industry to a certain degree. He's built satellites uh space uh ships to launch satellites. He sort of expanded that industry. So, you know, here the real space, real uh rockets launching real satellites into space.

And he's created this new network for telecommunications has a couple of million users, which is great. Um, all real things built in real world providing new value for the clients, which again runs counter to what I've been arguing uh using as examples of the late capitalist model. What's well and to know by the way also how has he done this? Well, he's done this with the old playbook, which is to say, uh, government subsidies, tax evasion and tax avoidance strategies, uh, bribing of government officials of, you know, uh, environmental damage, you know, again, so, you know, the the old playbook.

That's the old playbook. But what's fascinating to me at least, and I think hopefully to you if you've been listening to this series, is that he denies that he does any of this. >> [laughter] >> He he keeps saying that Tesla is not a car company. SpaceX is a going to Mars company.

Uh Starlink is a data centers in space company. These are all artificial intelligence companies or there are something else. But what he what he keeps saying that whatever it is his companies are actually palpably clearly doing is not what they're doing. Like we don't make cars.

And I'm like you know I feel like you do make cars, right? [laughter] Maybe I'm confused here, but I see them and they must come from someplace. I don't think it's trees. I think you actually are making them.

This is my suspicion. I could be wrong, but I think they do actually make them. And it's like, oh, what a weird seeming uh friction between what you're actually doing and what you claim to be doing. And this is where the late capitalism comes absolutely to the four and all the problems we've been talking about come to the four.

the pro the reason he doesn't want to be a car company. Tesla is not a car company. He's doing something else. By the way, what changes day by day what he's doing, you know, it was going to be a cyber truck company.

That fell apart. Still don't have those things years later. Fully autonomous driving for for robo taxis. Well, that's been pushed back.

Uh I think we're on like year eight, nine, seven, a long time. That's that's not coming anytime soon because not now they're not even a car company. Robots apparently theoretically. Who knows what's going on there.

Right. So all of these promises, promises, promises, anything but being a car company. And the reason he he needs to do this, it's necessary. This isn't incidental.

Is if it were priced like a regular car company, i.e. where you look at how many cars they make, how much it costs them, how much they sell them for, how much revenue they generate, how much profit, look at the market, do some calculations, and go, "Hey, how much are they worth?" Well, if you if you price them the way a Volkswagen or a Toyota is priced, they would be worth about Tesla. today would be worth about $75 billion. That would be at about 10x uh price per earnings and about $25 a share.

But Tesla is worth $1.4 trillion. [laughter] That's a price to earning ratio of a truly insane $370 $370 times at $440 a share. So there's no relationship functionally between the money that Tesla generates, certainly not the profit they make, which is it is occasionally profitable. So it's not that there's no profit there, but and the and and a $1.4 trillion valuation.

And you see this again with, you know, so they bought Twitter for some crazy billions of dollars, lost a bunch of money doing that, took it private, and then, okay, that's failing, that's losing money. Well, let's roll it into another private company. Exactly what we talked about with the private equity industry. We've talked about this model, which is our Gro AI, our XAI program.

Well, [clears throat] that's just burning cash and they're running out of cash. So, they need a new cash infusion. So, they decide, hey, don't admit that a you have no idea what you're doing, and this is losing huge piles of cash uh uh and that you've combined it with another money losing business, which is Twitter. And so, now you have two money [clears throat] losing businesses.

So what you do is you roll it into your one business that is making money which is SpaceX and which is very profit or was very profitable and now you have a business that is in fact was cash positive and debt low and now you have a business that is debt high and running a significant deficit and burning cash again all in the name of what ah an IPO. So again, if you look at the earnings to debt and all of that kind of stuff, then you go, "Oh, the IPO will be worth one kind of thing." But if you say, "Oh, no. This is a space data center future Mars colony, you know, potential, then all of a sudden in the valuation that might be perfectly fine. A couple of hundred billion or a billion dollar, whatever, you know, some billions." No, no.

All it's going to be the largest, they're saying largest IPO potential in history. And it's all built on that magic asset valuation multiplier that we keep talking about. This is not mark to market. This is not a reasonable in any uh financial traditional calculation.

But it's like oh maybe maybe maybe. And this is where that massive massive asset inflation which leads to all kinds of inflation, real estate inflation, you know, just the all the inflations that we've been talking about. This is part of where it comes from. Where does that extra $1.4 trillion, right?

That Tesla is worth. That valuation has all kinds of bizarre impacts. It's real impacts on the financialized world. is, you know, so people use that stock as uh an asset to borrow against to make other investments which then run up the asset value of those other investments.

And so this has an an incredible um distorting impact and and makes the markets one very much more volatile, much more hard to figure out and just uh creates this bizarre never neverland where when people talk about oh how where do we get these people that have all so much money hundreds of billions of dollars where they didn't exist before and people go oh so our knee-jerk reaction to say oh well they're stealing it from the workers and if I mentioned they're perfectly happy to steal it from the workers. and they're certainly stealing some of it from the workers, but most of it comes from this sort of financialized leverage insanity where you have a company with 370 times price per earning ratio. Just for the record, they used to say, you know, back in the day when I was younger that anything over 20 was considered a danger sign, right? If you have a company that was over 20 times price to earning ratio, that was probably getting into the don't invest in that.

This is not going to work out well. Well, so then you had companies that like 25 and 30 and people like ah 30 that's it's 370, right? There's just it's just functionally no world where that makes sense, right? There's you can't come up and I've never seen I've actually tried to do the research on this as you can imagine and you can't find a model where that actually like pans out.

But it doesn't seem to matter. So that's fine until it does and then you know up leverage is down leverage is always the magic story. But so what we're seeing here is the ex everything that we've talked about rolled into one juicy package with the with the extra bonus of how bizarre it is for someone who is actually doing traditional capitalism for good and ill producing things in the real world that have real customers who pay real money to do real services in an in in in delivering right actual needs for people denying it like Musk keeps saying this is 100% % not what we're doing. And it's like, wow, that's how bad it is.

You It's a It's a trap. If you get caught actually producing things that people use that you can price, then then you're over. It's done. Like then then Tesla stock value would fall by like one literally by like $1.3 trillion.

That's how much it would cost them if they ever became an actual car company. So they cannot let that happen. So they have to deny that they actually produce things in the world. You see how mad that is that this is when I say this whole system is wildly counterintuitive and unnatural.

This is this is what I'm talking about, right? This is precisely the the example of why I like this and also again the notion of of stealing from the worker. I mean yes there are many ways in which they are exploiting and uh taking profits and everything else from workers. So, I do not want to mitigate that again, but that's old-fashioned capitalism.

But the real like the massive disparities in wealth we're seeing don't come from people actually producing things and then stealing from the workers that produce them. That's the old system. This is from a system where people don't produce things except for these huge, [snorts] you know, 370 times price toearning asset explosions. Those assets are owned by relatively few people and so those people become worth titanic amounts of money on paper and that paper money distorts all the markets and all the political systems and all the everything but it's not necessarily built on robbing the workers in the way it was you know 50 75 100 200 years ago.

It's this new model. In fact, so much of a new model, as I keep saying, that Musk denies that they actually make things. We're not making cars. We're not launching rockets.

Instead, we're going to Mars. We're not doing satellite communications. No, we're building data centers in space. We, you know, it's is this this madness because again, if you get caught out actually doing something real in the real world, you'll lose all your value.

This is this. So, yeah. So, just a moment of reflection there uh on how truly strange how bizarre and never neverland uh we we've we've we've become. And again, if you struggle with understanding this and it feels counterintuitive and it feels wrong, that is because you're right.

It is all of those things. Thank you very much.
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  Alasdair MacIntyre believes modern moral conversations are broken — and he has a striking explanation for why.

In his influential book After Virtue, MacIntyre argues that today's discussions about right and wrong feel hollow because we've inherited moral language without understanding what gave these concepts meaning. He uses a vivid metaphor to make this point: imagine people stopped believing in the scientific method but continued using terms like gravity and inertia in everyday conversation. Eventually, everyone would have their own definitions. Someone might say "atoms behave differently for me than they do for you" — and that absurdity is exactly how MacIntyre sees modern moral discourse.

This isn't just an academic observation. It's a diagnosis of why arguments about ethics never resolve, why people talk past each other, and why something feels fundamentally wrong with how we discuss morality today. To fix this requires understanding the history of moral thought — specifically, what was lost that once made these conversations productive.

The Age of Roles

To understand where modern morality went wrong, you have to go back further — to ancient Greece around the 6th century BC, when people discussed ethics through storytelling rather than philosophical theory. In Homer's Iliad and Odyssey, calling someone virtuous meant they were good at a specific role: a warrior, a king, a friend. Virtue wasn't abstract moral correctness. It was excellence in a function.

This approach worked for a time, but it had serious gaps. Greek tragedies by playwrights like Sophocles and Euripides exposed the problem. A person isn't just a warrior. They occupy many roles simultaneously — parent, neighbor, citizen — and each role demands different behaviors. Helping a sick grandmother requires compassion. Storming a battlefield requires courage. Both virtues are valid, but following both can create genuine inner conflict.

The tragedies featured characters forced to choose between competing roles where every option feels wrong. This revealed something crucial: how do we prioritize when virtues clash? Which role takes precedence?

Plato's Answer

This moral complexity caught the attention of Plato, who responded with a revolutionary idea. He proposed that all these different virtues — courage, compassion, justice — stem from a single universal good. This higher form of the Good gave order to moral choices. Instead of agonizing over which virtue wins, you simply ask: what brings my life into alignment with the Good?

It was a consolidating move. The concept of a universal good became the foundation for productive moral conversation across centuries.

Aristotle and Teleology

But MacIntyre considers this next development far more significant than Plato's response — it's Aristotle's introduction of teleology, the idea that things have purposes or ends they should aim for.

Aristotle reasoned that everything in nature has a function. A good knife cuts well because that's what knives are designed to do. A good eye sees well. The same logic applies to human beings: there's a function tied to what humans are, and living well means fulfilling that function through virtues like courage, practical wisdom, and friendship.

This requires accepting some claim about human nature — that there's a correct way for humans to exist, an end or telos that represents flourishing. Courage isn't just subjectively good. For Aristotle, it's almost a moral fact derived from examining what kind of creature humans are and what the universe demands of them.

The virtues become bridges: they take you from where you are now to who you could be.

The Religious Turn

Ancient Greece passed, and Christianity became Europe's dominant moral framework. Islam spread across regions. Both traditions adopted Aristotle's teleological ethics, weaving it into religious forms while maintaining the core insight about human flourishing as a guiding principle.

This continued all the way through the Enlightenment — until philosophers attempted something radical: remove all predefined purposes entirely and rebuild morality from scratch using purely secular foundations.

The Enlightenment Problem

The project was well-intentioned. Could morality work without assuming any end or purpose? But MacIntyre argues this was doomed to fail from the beginning.

Here's why: these thinkers threw out teleology — the understanding of what a good human life looks like — yet they continued using moral terms that only made sense within that framework. Terms like "good," "just," and "virtue" remained, but the tradition that gave them meaning was gone.

The result is what MacIntyre calls a simulacrum of morality. People use the same language without shared understanding of what they're actually discussing. Kant attempted to ground morality in pure practical reason — rules valid for any rational being regardless of individual desires. But MacIntyre sees this as smuggling teleology back in under different cover.

The Enlightenment failed to create a foundation for moral conversation that doesn't assume some picture of human flourishing — and that's why modern debates feel so unsatisfying.
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This is a guest post by David Pinsof, who writes the excellent ‘Everything is Bullshit’ Substack.


One of the great joys of intellectual life is finding someone to argue with in good faith. As someone who thinks most arguing is bullshit, it’s all too rare and precious to have a genuine exchange of ideas stripped of character attacks, strawmanning, and status jockeying. Thankfully, I think I’ve found such a good faith interlocutor in the ever-brilliant Dan Williams, who has written a moderately cynical yet optimistic essay in response to my soul-crushingly cynical and pessimistic essay, A Big Misunderstanding.
Dan’s post is called “We Are Confused, Maladapted Apes Who Need Enlightenment.” What Dan means by “enlightenment” is something like: “the culture and ideas of intellectuals.” And what he means by “confused and maladapted” is something like: “irrational, ignorant, self-deluded, and in dire need of the culture and ideas of intellectuals.”
My essay has a different message. I argue that we humans are pretty savvy and rational, shaped as we are by millions of years of natural selection, and that intellectuals often overstate the demand for their grand ideas, in large part by pretending we humans are confused and maladapted, so that they can cast themselves as humanity’s saviors.
So my response to Dan might be something like, “Yea, maybe humans are kind of confused and maladapted sometimes, but it’s also really insightful to see humans as savvy animals strategically pursuing their Darwinian goals.” And Dan might say something like, “Yea, it’s pretty insightful to see humans as savvy animals strategically pursuing their Darwinian goals, but it’s also really important to recognize that humans are confused and maladapted sometimes.” It’s basically a disagreement over where to put the italics.
But if it was all about italics, I wouldn’t be writing this. There are a few areas where Dan and I might truly disagree, which is very exciting to me. Maybe one of us or both of us will change our minds or come to see the world a bit differently. Maybe you, dear reader, will benefit from the back and forth. What a beautiful thing. Let’s go through what I see as the biggest potential sources of disagreement.
Stone Age Minds in Modern Skulls
A big part of Dan’s post is about evolutionary mismatch. This is the idea that the human brain is primarily adapted to an ancestral environment of cave paintings and tribal warfare and saber-tooth tigers, which is very different from our modern environment of cellphones and skyscrapers and pornography. The lesson Dan draws from this is that if we’re so mismatched and maladapted, we could really use the help of intellectuals to tell us to put away our phones and read some economics. If we’re gorging on junk food that was scarce in ancestral environments, we might need a friendly reminder to eat healthy.
I take a different view. Mismatch is a thing, but it is increasingly being recognized by evolutionary psychologists to be overrated as an explanatory approach. I would know: I co-host Evolutionary Psychology (the Podcast) and talk to different evolutionary psychologists every week. The popular story about gorging on sugary or fatty foods that were scarce in ancestral environments has a bit of truth to it, but it’s too simple. A moment’s reflection will make you realize that we obviously have mechanisms for curbing our appetite when our stomachs are full, or when we’ve had too much bacon or fudge, or when we need to lie down because we’re in a food coma. If you don’t believe me, try eating nothing but Oreos for a couple days. You will feel like complete and utter dogshit. Your body will punish you; your mind will be driven to the brink of madness. Our evolved food psychology is more well-designed than the popular caveman story would suggest, in which the only thing stopping us from subsisting on Oreos is willpower. In reality, we have a variety of subtle cravings for specific nutrients that are sensitive to the vicissitudes of our diet and personal history and local ecology.
With regard to obesity, there’s a lot we don’t know, but part of the explanation may relate to the body’s tendency to store energy in the form of fat to ensure against the risk of future food shortages. Research by Daniel Nettle and colleagues suggests that obesity is more likely to occur when people experience skipped meals and food insecurity early in life, potentially explaining why poverty and obesity go together. It’s not that poor people lack willpower; it’s that their bodies are rationally stockpiling energy reserves when they’re getting cues that access to food is uncertain. If Nettle is right, then one could easily see why stress and obesity go together (thereby confounding the relationship between obesity and health), and why an obsession with dieting and fasting could tragically make matters worse.
But isn’t this just a different kind of mismatch story? I’m not sure: maybe stockpiling energy is still smart in the modern world, given that poor people really do face future food shortages, and given that civilization, the planet, and the international order are looking rather precarious right now. Maybe when catastrophic climate change or war with China or the AI apocalypse happens, fat people will inherit the earth. Regardless, what I like about Nettle’s hypothesis is that it avoids insulting the intelligence of both the evolutionary process and people living in poverty.
Then there is the story of ancestral, mobile, small-scale, egalitarian hunter gatherer tribes—another supposed example of mismatch to our swarming cities and towering wealth inequalities. Again, this story is too simple. Research by Manvir Singh and Luke Glowacki suggests that ancestral hunter gatherer societies were more variable in structure than is commonly assumed, with some being very large and very unequal. Singh and Glowacki have also gathered evidence from the ethnographic record to show that humans in forager groups often try to enforce the rules and social norms that personally benefit them, consistent with my cynicism about the intentions of intellectuals in the modern world. Finally, research by Duncan Sibbard-Hawkes and Chris von Rueden suggests that the “egalitarianism” found even among the most idyllic hunter gatherers has been greatly overstated, with many forms of brutal competition and hierarchy bubbling beneath the surface.
And as long as we’re on the subject of names you don’t know or care about, we should get into an important concept introduced by Clark Barrett: the difference between tokens and types. The idea is that we have cognitive adaptations to deal with particular types of things, like food, mates, groups, status, and zero-sum conflict. These adaptations help tailor our behavior to the particular tokens of those types we find in our current environment—the particular food items, groups, conflicts, mating opportunities, and status games we’re confronted with. The types of things we evolved to deal with are, for the most part, common to both modern and ancestral environments. We have groups now; we had groups then. We have status now; we had status then. We have politics now; we had politics then.
What’s more, many of these types are very broad, like “informative intentions” or “socially valued skills.” This enables unprecedented stuff to emerge, like sign language and constitutional lawyers. Then there are the various systems we call “reinforcement learning” or “predictive processing,” which provide us with additional tools to adapt our behavior to the novel tokens we’re confronted with in our lives, even tokens that are totally unprecedented in the history of life on earth. These learning systems can cleverly bundle together adaptations in new ways (like the bundling of object recognition and semantics that occurs with literacy), and they can turn amateur chess players into chessmasters who dream in pawns and rooks.
In other words, there are a lot of reasons to be skeptical of the idea that humans will be vexed, dumbfounded, flabbergasted, or ill-equipped to get their shit together in the modern world. Given the enormous range of social and physical environments our species currently inhabits, and likely inhabited ancestrally, it is a mistake to think there is one simple, caveman past that is tragically out of sync with the present moment. Our minds evolved in a bewildering variety of contexts, and part of the reason we have such huge brains is to reduce the bewilderment—to help us land on our feet in whatever urban or actual jungle we’re thrown into.
So if you’re tempted to call a human stupid for doing something that looks irrational, I think you should first ask yourself the question: “Am I grasping the entirety of that human’s situation, including all the relevant uncertainties and constraints?” If the answer is “yes,” then you should ask the follow-up question: “Is that human sufficiently incentivized to behave rationally in this context?” If the answer is “yes” again, then I would ask another follow-up question: “Am I correctly understanding that human’s motivations, including the motivations they may not want to admit to?” If you get another “yes” there, then sure, go ahead and call the human stupid. But please: don’t skip those first three questions.
Besides, even if it turns out that humans are woefully mismatched to the modern world—cavemen in suits, grunting their way through life—we have to ask ourselves another follow-up question: “Is there any reason to expect intellectuals to be more ‘matched’ than the masses?” The answer to this question is far from clear. After all, intellectuals have their own highbrow versions of junk food and misinformation.
Winners and Losers
Dan argues that one of the biggest sources of mismatch is in our zero-sum attitudes. Dan writes that “zero-sum thinking makes sense for hunter-gatherers. When you live at the subsistence level, one person’s dramatic gains likely mean someone else’s dramatic loss. Consequently, we struggle to comprehend how modern trade and innovation could make everyone better off, especially when gains are unevenly distributed or delayed.”
I think this is a good example of mismatch being overapplied. Dan is right that the modern world presents us with unique opportunities for wealth creation, but it also presents us with unique opportunities for cronyism, classism, cartelization, rent-seeking, censorship, surveillance, sectarianism, regressive redistribution, and regulatory capture. Status is zero-sum: when I rise, someone else falls. Political power is zero-sum: when the Republicans win, the Democrats lose. So once we correctly see wealth as an instrument of power-grabbing and status-seeking, it no longer seems like such a misunderstanding to view wealth in zero-sum terms. This is particularly true in a world where governments have interwoven themselves so much with capitalist wealth production that capitalism and politics can no longer be seen as separate entities. Perhaps our zero-sum mentality is exactly what we should expect to emerge in the sociopolitical system we currently inhabit, where political tribes cannot win at the same time, and where the winner gets to enforce its will on the loser by threat of imprisonment.
Of course, it would be better if our political system weren’t so high-stakes and zero-sum—with such a terrifying and enormous prize to fight over—but given that it is, we should not be surprised to see the masses rationally responding to it. Creating paranoid myths about conspiratorial outgroups is not stupid in this context: it is a good strategy for mobilizing one’s political coalition and gaining power—not to mention signaling one’s loyalties and jockeying for ingroup status. Just look at how well Trump’s preposterous bullshit worked out for him and his cronies: they’re some of the most powerful people in the world. Also, the left is hardly devoid of propaganda and has surely gained many political victories through fearmongering and Manicheanism historically. Yes, political elites can sometimes use propaganda to exploit the masses, but it’s important to remember that the masses often benefit from the propaganda too: political coalitions rise to power as a group, with both leaders and followers sharing in the victory.
The Arc of Progress
Dan talks about the positive trends in health, wealth, and safety that have occurred throughout history, citing the work of Steven Pinker and others. He views these salubrious trends as evidence that a kind of enlightenment has occurred—a march of progress led by the light of reason. I agree that positive trends have occurred throughout history, but I’m not so sure about the enlightenment bit.
I think it is a mistake to attribute these uplifting trends to any kind of conscious, overarching motivation for enlightenment. These trends must be explained in testable, mechanistic, incentive-based terms, like any other phenomenon in economics or social science. Ironically, viewing these trends as the product of conscious intent is the very same error of overattributed intentionality that Dan thinks the masses fall prey to. Insofar as intellectuals anthropomorphize “the enlightenment” as a brainy homunculus striving for a better world, it would be an example of intellectuals being just as cognitively mismatched as the masses—or, more plausibly, a case of them being biased toward self-aggrandizement.
So I don’t think the world became better because intellectuals got together and decided to help us all out of the goodness of their hearts. Instead, the world became better in the same way the world changes in any way at all: by people rationally responding to changing incentive structures. In this case, I would bet that the relevant incentives have more to do with expanding trade and global markets, which create wealth and break down tribal barriers, than with the good intentions of intellectuals, who often demonize markets.
Dan seems to agree on the importance of markets for explaining positive trends, citing the insights of Adam Smith and others, but then writes that “for this progress to be possible, societies require a critical mass of people to appreciate these insights.” I would disagree here: societies can get richer without anyone knowing or caring about Adam Smith. People do things that put cash in their pockets. No abstract theories from intellectuals are required for this to occur. Smith’s insights only emerged after the wealth-creating properties of markets were well underway, so he (or any other thinker) cannot take credit for producing them. I think the same is true of many other positive trends that intellectuals like to take credit for, including moral progress. Once you realize that markets pay people enormous sums of money to treat each other fairly and extend cooperation beyond tribal boundaries (as many different scholars have argued, including me), it begins to seem dubious that the primary cause of moral progress was a bunch of philosophizing.
Negative Nancies
Dan talks about our “deep-rooted negativity bias,” our “evolved (and, for hunter-gatherers, adaptive) tendency to attend disproportionately to threats and dangers.” He thinks that “the result is an information ecosystem systematically skewed towards catastrophe, conflict, and outrage.” The implication is that this negative skewing of reality is maladaptive in the modern world—something we should overcome with more enlightenment.
I disagree. If threatening, scary stuff is a kind of group mobilization fuel, then a good chunk of this catastrophism is politically rational. After all, it’s hard to mobilize a group by saying everything is peachy and getting better all the time. And once we realize that humans are not primarily dispassionate truth-seekers who care about accurately assessing intergenerational changes in health and income, but social primates who care about capturing each other’s attention, paying attention to what others are paying attention to, gaining and expressing sympathy for each other’s plights, signaling their competence and seriousness, being included in “important” conversations, demonizing their rivals, and saying things that are interesting and provocative, even our catastrophism has a certain kind of rationality to it. Positive trends are boring. Doomerism is exciting. Of course, all this doomerism takes a toll on our happiness. But as I’ve written about extensively (see here and here), we’re not pursuing happiness, so this shouldn’t count as evidence of human maladaptedness.
Mistakes Were Made (But Not By Me)
Dan lists a litany of bloody and catastrophic mistakes that have been made by humans throughout history, and I think this is where Dan is at his most persuasive. Humans have certainly done a lot of terrible shit. But while I acknowledge the tidal wave of stupidity that Dan is pointing to, it is important to remember that we are talking about the design of human nature, and how good we should expect that design to be—that is, whether the human mind is about as well-designed as the “hawk’s eye or the cheetah’s sprint,” as I put it in my post. When answering this question, we should not let ourselves get distracted by the specific failures of specific individuals, which are an inevitable part of life for any creature.
Predators often fail to catch their prey. Prey often fail to evade their predators. These failures cause death, which I’m told is a bad thing. But we shouldn’t conclude from these failures that predators and prey are dumb and irrational, or that they’re poorly designed for chasing and evading each other. “Haha, that gazelle just got eaten by a lion—what a dumbass!” In a world of fearsome competition and formidable constraints, deadly failures at the individual level and impeccable design at the species level are not mutually exclusive. Political revolutions often devour their children, but plenty of animals devour their children in the wild. The devouring does not necessarily make those animals, or their devoured children, maladapted.
Besides, even if we accept the Homo Stupidicus model that Dan is gesturing at, we have to ask ourselves the same question we asked previously: “Is there any reason to expect intellectuals to be less prone to these terrible blunders than the masses?” Given that many of the mistakes Dan cites were a result of intellectuals’ utopian visions, the answer is far from clear.
A Real Fixer Upper
Dan argues, contrary to my soul-crushing cynicism, that intellectuals often have a “genuine” motivation to fix the world. Rather than getting into a semantic debate about what it means to have a “genuine” motivation for something, I’d rather focus on what Dan and I seem to agree on: whenever people claim to be trying to fix the world, it is mostly because of deeper motives for esteem, prestige, admiration, etc. So if we want to understand this world-fixing business, we have to delve deeper into the prestige economy that gives rise to it. And once we delve deeper into that prestige economy, we will discover some serious grounds for pessimism. Because what gets a person prestige, and what fixes the world, are two very different things. 
It is the appearance of world fixing to a prestige-granting audience—not objective world fixing in external reality—that intellectuals are striving for. And insofar as prestige-granting audiences do not actually know what fixes the world, or hold politically biased beliefs about what fixes the world, then intellectuals’ prestige striving will be uncorrelated with objective improvements in the world. You might even get a few cases where intellectuals get showered with virtue points for creating hell on earth. The disconnect between audience perceptions and objective reality is why I am more pessimistic than Dan about the world-fixing motivations of intellectuals. The lack of depth to these motivations is precisely what should make us skeptical that they will always lead to good outcomes, or that they are the main causes of moral and material progress throughout history.
Enlightenment Now?
Aside from some differences in style, Dan and I probably agree on at least 90% of the substance, and I suspect he will be on board with most of what I’ve written here. That’s the beauty of good faith disagreement: it often reveals how little of it there is. And truth to be told, I’m just as enchanted by the ideals of the enlightenment as any other intellectual: it’s the animating force behind all my writing and researching and podcasting. So I really do get the emotional core of Dan’s essay. It’s what gets me out of bed in the morning.
But in spite of all the beauty and grandeur of the life of the mind, I cannot help but take a long hard look in the mirror and ask myself: “Is it all bullshit?” I think it’s important to ask ourselves this question, and if we’re going to ask it, we must be genuinely and uncomfortably open to the possibility that the answer is yes.

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Evolutionary psychology

    Based on Wikipedia: Evolutionary psychology


Your brain is running software that was last updated about fifty thousand years ago.


This is the central insight of evolutionary psychology: that sitting inside your skull is a biological computer optimized for solving problems that no longer exist. The anxieties that keep you up at night, the snap judgments you make about strangers, the things that make you fall in love or fly into rage—these aren't bugs in your mental operating system. They're features, carefully engineered by millions of years of evolution to help your ancestors survive long enough to have children who would eventually have you.


The trouble is, you're running stone-age software in a space-age world.


Why You Fear Snakes More Than Cars


Consider a simple puzzle. In the modern world, automobiles kill vastly more people than snakes do. The numbers aren't even close. Yet put a snake in a room with most humans and watch what happens—heart rate spikes, palms sweat, eyes lock onto the serpentine form with laser focus. Now put those same people in cars hurtling down highways at seventy miles per hour, separated from oncoming traffic by nothing but a painted line, and they'll casually sip coffee while arguing about podcasts.


This makes no rational sense. But it makes perfect evolutionary sense.


Your ancestors spent millions of years in environments where snakes were genuine threats. The ones who felt a jolt of fear when they spotted something long and slithery were more likely to jump back, avoid the bite, and live to pass on their genes. The ones who felt nothing special about snakes? They got bitten more often. Over enough generations, snake-wariness got baked into the hardware.


Cars, by contrast, have existed for barely a century. Evolution works slowly—it needs thousands of generations to sculpt new instincts. Your brain simply hasn't had time to develop an appropriate fear response to two-ton metal boxes moving at highway speeds. From evolution's perspective, cars might as well have appeared yesterday afternoon.


The Modular Mind


Evolutionary psychologists propose that the brain isn't a general-purpose thinking machine. It's more like a Swiss Army knife—a collection of specialized tools, each designed to solve a specific problem that our ancestors faced repeatedly.


Think about what your distant ancestors needed to do, day after day, generation after generation. They needed to find food without getting killed. They needed to identify which other humans were friends and which were threats. They needed to select mates who would help produce healthy offspring. They needed to care for those offspring long enough for them to become self-sufficient. They needed to navigate complex social hierarchies, forming alliances and avoiding enemies. They needed to communicate, cooperate, and sometimes compete.


Each of these challenges, evolutionary psychologists argue, spawned its own dedicated mental module—a specialized circuit optimized for that particular task.


You likely have a cheater-detection module, for instance. Humans are intensely social creatures, and our ancestors' survival depended on cooperation. But cooperation only works if cheaters get caught and punished. So we evolved mental machinery that's remarkably good at spotting when someone is violating a social contract, even though we're often terrible at the same logical problem when it's presented abstractly.


Here's a famous example. Psychologist Peter Wason developed a logic puzzle that most people fail. You're shown four cards with letters and numbers, and asked to test the rule "if a card has a vowel on one side, it must have an even number on the other." Most people can't figure out which cards to flip. But reframe the exact same logical structure as a social scenario—"if someone is drinking alcohol, they must be over twenty-one"—and suddenly people solve it easily. Same logic, wildly different performance. Why? Because our brains have specialized cheater-detection machinery that kicks in for social rule violations but not for abstract logical puzzles.


The Mismatch Problem


Here's where evolutionary psychology gets genuinely useful for understanding modern life: the mismatch between our evolved psychology and our current environment.


Your ancestors lived in small groups, rarely encountering strangers. They ate whatever they could find, which was never very much sugar or fat because those were rare and valuable. They experienced danger from predators and hostile humans, but also long stretches of relative safety. Physical activity wasn't exercise—it was life.


Now consider your situation. You encounter hundreds of strangers daily, if only on screens. Sugar and fat are not rare—they're engineered into every snack food on the shelf. Danger rarely comes from predators, but your news feed is an endless stream of threats from around the globe. Physical activity requires deliberate effort because survival no longer demands it.


The mismatch theory suggests that many modern psychological problems stem from this gap between the world we evolved for and the world we actually inhabit.


Take anxiety disorders. In the ancestral environment, anxiety served a crucial function—it kept you alert to genuine threats. The rustle in the bushes might be a lion. The stranger approaching your camp might be an enemy. Chronic worry meant chronic vigilance, and chronic vigilance meant survival.


But anxiety systems calibrated for occasional real threats can go haywire in an environment of constant simulated threats. Your brain can't really tell the difference between a genuine danger and a news report about a danger happening somewhere else to someone else. Each scary headline triggers the same ancient alarm bells. Your ancestors' threat-detection system, designed for occasional lions, now has to process an endless stream of terrorism, pandemics, economic collapse, and political chaos—all delivered directly to your pocket every few minutes.


What Darwin Actually Said


Charles Darwin planted the seeds of evolutionary psychology more than a hundred and fifty years ago, though he called it something else. In "On the Origin of Species," published in 1859, Darwin made a prediction that seemed almost offhand at the time:


In the distant future I see open fields for far more important researches. Psychology will be based on a new foundation, that of the necessary acquirement of each mental power and capacity by gradation.


Darwin was suggesting that the mind, like the body, was shaped by evolution. Just as we can study the heart as a product of natural selection—an organ designed by eons of evolutionary pressure to pump blood efficiently—we should be able to study jealousy, love, fear, and reason as products of the same process.


After finishing "Origin," Darwin spent more than a decade working out the implications for human psychology. He produced two major books on the subject. "The Descent of Man" tackled the evolution of human intellect, morality, language, and culture. "The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals" examined why we smile, frown, blush, and cry—arguing that emotional expressions evolved as signals, ways for social animals to communicate their internal states.


Darwin even conducted what might be the first scientific study of infant psychology. He kept detailed notes on his baby son William, recording observations about infant emotional expressions, early reasoning, and the development of self-awareness. Many of his observations have been confirmed by modern research.


The Problem of Altruism


Evolution posed a puzzle that troubled Darwin and continues to fascinate researchers today: why does altruism exist at all?


Natural selection, in its crudest form, seems to favor selfishness. Organisms that hog resources and ignore others' needs should outcompete those who share. Yet altruism is everywhere in nature. Bees sacrifice themselves to defend the hive. Birds give warning calls that attract predators' attention to themselves. Humans routinely help strangers they'll never see again.


How can genes for self-sacrifice spread through a population? Shouldn't selfish genes always win?


Several solutions emerged over the twentieth century. William Hamilton proposed the theory of inclusive fitness, sometimes called kin selection. The key insight is that your genes exist not just in you but in your relatives. If you share half your genes with your sibling, then helping your sibling reproduce is, from your genes' perspective, almost as good as reproducing yourself. Hamilton captured this in a formula: altruism makes evolutionary sense when the cost to you is less than the benefit to the recipient multiplied by your degree of genetic relatedness.


The biologist J.B.S. Haldane supposedly quipped that he would lay down his life for two brothers or eight cousins—a joking reference to Hamilton's math.


Robert Trivers added the concept of reciprocal altruism. You might help an unrelated stranger if there's a reasonable chance they'll help you back someday. This isn't pure altruism in the philosophical sense—it's more like a loan. But it explains why humans and some other species help non-relatives, especially in stable social groups where individuals encounter each other repeatedly.


Sex Differences and Sexual Selection


Darwin proposed two distinct mechanisms of evolution: natural selection, which favors traits that help organisms survive, and sexual selection, which favors traits that help organisms attract mates—even if those traits are useless or harmful for survival.


The peacock's tail is the classic example. That magnificent spray of feathers doesn't help the peacock survive. It makes him more visible to predators and burns energy to maintain. But it helps him attract peahens, and that's enough. Sexual selection can drive evolution in directions that seem to contradict survival logic.


Evolutionary psychologists argue that sexual selection has shaped human psychology differently for men and women, because the two sexes face different reproductive challenges.


Consider the basic biology. A woman can produce only a limited number of children in her lifetime, and each pregnancy represents an enormous investment—nine months of gestation, followed by years of dependent offspring. A man, biologically speaking, can father vastly more children with much less required investment per child.


This asymmetry, evolutionary psychologists suggest, creates different optimal strategies. Women, who must invest heavily in each offspring, should be choosier about mates—more concerned with finding partners who'll stick around and provide resources. Men, who can theoretically increase their reproductive success by mating with many partners, might be less choosy but more competitive with other men for access to women.


This doesn't mean these strategies are conscious, chosen, or morally justified. Evolutionary psychology describes what is, not what ought to be. And modern humans can and do override evolved tendencies constantly—that's largely what civilization is.


Still, the theory makes predictions that researchers can test. Studies consistently find that men, across cultures, place more emphasis on physical attractiveness in mate selection, while women place more emphasis on resources and status. Men are more distressed by sexual infidelity; women are more distressed by emotional infidelity. These patterns hold up remarkably well across different societies, suggesting something deeper than mere cultural convention.


The Mind as Computer


Evolutionary psychology draws heavily on the computational theory of mind—the idea that brains process information somewhat like computers process data. Perception, emotion, and thought are forms of information processing. The brain takes inputs from the senses, runs computations on that data, and produces outputs in the form of behavior.


This isn't meant literally. Your brain isn't made of silicon, and it doesn't run programs written in code. But the computational metaphor captures something important: mental processes transform inputs into outputs according to rules, and those rules can be studied scientifically.


Consider fear again. You see a shape that looks like a spider. Visual information travels from your eyes to your brain, where specialized circuits process the image. These circuits match the input against stored patterns—is this thing spider-shaped? If so, they trigger a cascade of physiological responses: elevated heart rate, heightened attention, preparation for flight. The whole process happens in milliseconds, mostly unconsciously.


Evolutionary psychology asks: what "programs" is the brain running, and why did evolution install those particular programs rather than others?


The answer, according to the theory, is that natural selection installed programs that helped our ancestors solve recurring adaptive problems. Problems like: Is this food safe to eat? Is this person trustworthy? Is this situation dangerous? Is this person a suitable mate? How do I maintain my status in the group? How do I care for my offspring?


These weren't intellectual puzzles our ancestors sat down to reason through. They were life-or-death challenges that had to be solved quickly, often unconsciously, generation after generation. Evolution's solution was to build specialized mental machinery that automates these decisions.


Language: The Flagship Example


Language acquisition is perhaps the most celebrated example of an evolved psychological mechanism.


Every normal human child learns to speak, without formal instruction, simply by being exposed to language. This happens in every culture, in every language, on a remarkably predictable schedule. Children babble, then produce single words, then combine words into sentences, then master complex grammar—all before they can tie their shoes or add single-digit numbers.


The linguist Noam Chomsky argued that this can't be explained by simple learning. Languages are too complex, children master them too quickly, and the input they receive—the fragmentary, error-filled speech of adults—is too impoverished to support such rapid acquisition. Children must come equipped with something Chomsky called universal grammar: an innate template for language structure that makes acquisition possible.


Evolutionary psychologists enthusiastically adopted this view. Language, they argue, is an evolved adaptation—a specialized mental module designed by natural selection to solve the problem of complex communication. Steven Pinker, in "The Language Instinct," detailed the evidence: the universality of language, its predictable developmental trajectory, its localization in specific brain regions, its vulnerability to specific genetic disorders, and its presence in the fossil record (the descended larynx that makes complex speech physically possible).


If language is an evolved adaptation, so might be many other psychological capacities. Theory of mind—the ability to infer what others are thinking and feeling—appears early in development and may be another specialized module. Face recognition seems to have dedicated neural machinery. Spatial navigation, number sense, and the detection of animacy all show signs of being evolved specializations rather than products of general learning.


Critics and Controversies


Evolutionary psychology has attracted fierce criticism, some of it scientific, some of it political, some of it personal.


The scientific criticisms are the most serious. How do you test claims about adaptations that evolved hundreds of thousands of years ago? We can't directly observe the ancestral environment or the selection pressures that operated there. We're forced to make educated guesses about what life was like for our Pleistocene ancestors, and those guesses inevitably shape our theories.


Critics call this the "just-so story" problem, after Rudyard Kipling's fanciful tales about how the leopard got its spots. It's easy to construct a plausible evolutionary narrative for almost any observed behavior. Humans are aggressive? That helped ancestors compete for resources. Humans are cooperative? That helped ancestors survive in groups. Whatever you observe, you can spin an evolutionary story to explain it. But a theory that can explain anything explains nothing.


Defenders respond that evolutionary psychology does make testable predictions. The cheater-detection findings are genuinely surprising—no one predicted before the studies that people would show dramatically different performance on logically identical problems depending on whether they were framed as social rules. Studies of mate preferences across cultures have confirmed predictions about sex differences. The theory has empirical teeth.


Another criticism targets the assumption of mental modularity. Is the mind really a Swiss Army knife of specialized tools? Or is it more like a general-purpose computer that can be programmed for different tasks? The truth likely lies somewhere in between. Some mental capacities—like language and face recognition—do seem remarkably specialized. Others seem more flexible and general-purpose.


Political criticisms have been even more heated. Critics worry that evolutionary psychology provides scientific cover for the status quo. If male aggression, female nurturance, and social hierarchy are evolved adaptations, does that make them natural, inevitable, and beyond criticism? Evolutionary psychologists insist no—natural doesn't mean good, and understanding the origins of a behavior doesn't justify it. But the suspicion lingers.


There's also the worry that evolutionary explanations have historically been misused. Social Darwinism—the notion that society should allow the weak to fail—was a perversion of Darwin's actual views. More recently, claims about evolved racial differences have been invoked to justify racism. Evolutionary psychologists are acutely aware of this history and try to distance themselves from it, but critics argue that the field inevitably attracts people looking for scientific validation of prejudice.


Environment of Evolutionary Adaptedness


Evolutionary psychologists frequently invoke the environment of evolutionary adaptedness, often abbreviated to E-E-A. This refers to the ancestral conditions under which human psychological mechanisms evolved—roughly, the African savannah during the Pleistocene epoch, from about two and a half million years ago to about twelve thousand years ago.


The E-E-A concept highlights a crucial point: evolution shaped us for a world that no longer exists. Understanding what that world was like helps explain why we're psychologically the way we are.


In the E-E-A, humans lived in small bands of fifty to one hundred and fifty individuals. Everyone knew everyone else. Strangers were rare and often dangerous. Food was scarce and had to be shared. Status hierarchies were important but less extreme than in later agricultural societies. Violence was common but mostly small-scale. Life expectancy was low, infant mortality was high, and reproductive success varied enormously.


This environment selected for certain psychological traits. Strong social bonds mattered enormously when survival depended on cooperation. Reputation mattered because you'd interact with the same people repeatedly. Status mattered because higher-status individuals had better access to resources and mates. In-group loyalty and out-group suspicion made sense when neighboring bands might be competitors or enemies.


Modern life violates these ancestral conditions constantly. We live among strangers. We interact with people we'll never see again. We accumulate resources far beyond what we can personally use. We're bombarded with images of strangers from around the world. Our evolved psychology isn't well adapted to these novel conditions, which may explain many modern pathologies.


Applications and Implications


Evolutionary psychology has found applications in fields far beyond academic psychology.


In medicine, evolutionary thinking has illuminated why we get sick. Fever, for instance, isn't just a symptom—it's a defense mechanism, raising body temperature to inhibit pathogen reproduction. Morning sickness during pregnancy may protect the developing fetus from toxins in food. Understanding the evolved functions of symptoms can improve treatment.


In law, evolutionary psychology has informed debates about criminal responsibility. If certain behaviors have evolutionary roots, what does that mean for moral and legal culpability? The field hasn't resolved these questions, but it has sharpened them.


In economics, evolutionary insights have challenged the assumption of rational actors maximizing utility. Humans systematically deviate from rational choice theory in ways that make sense given our evolutionary history. We're loss-averse because in the ancestral environment, losing resources could be fatal. We discount the future steeply because our ancestors often didn't survive to enjoy delayed rewards.


In mental health, the mismatch concept has spawned therapeutic approaches. If anxiety disorders stem from threat-detection systems operating in an environment they weren't designed for, perhaps treatment should focus on recalibrating those systems rather than suppressing them entirely.


The Stone-Age Mind in the Digital Age


Perhaps the most practically relevant insight from evolutionary psychology is how poorly our evolved minds fit the digital environment.


Social media exploits evolved drives in ways their designers may not have fully intended. Our ancestors needed to track their status relative to others—such comparisons helped them navigate social hierarchies and allocate mating effort efficiently. Now we can compare ourselves to millions of curated highlight reels, triggering status anxiety that has no evolutionary precedent.


Our ancestors needed to monitor their social world for gossip, alliances, and threats. Now we can monitor the entire planet's social world, drowning in information that triggers social processing circuits but provides no actionable insight for our actual lives.


Our ancestors craved sugar and fat because these nutrients were rare and valuable. Now we can consume unlimited calories while sitting motionless, and our ancient reward circuits keep driving us toward consumption long past any nutritional need.


Our ancestors evolved in environments where violence and threats were real but local. Now we can witness suffering and danger from anywhere on Earth, and our threat-detection systems can't distinguish between a murder in our neighborhood and a massacre on another continent.


Understanding these mismatches doesn't automatically fix them. But it provides a framework for thinking about why modern life feels so psychologically challenging, despite material abundance that would have seemed like paradise to our ancestors.


What Evolutionary Psychology Is Not


Several common misunderstandings deserve correction.


Evolutionary psychology is not genetic determinism. Genes don't dictate behavior; they provide tendencies and capacities that interact with environments in complex ways. Having an evolved capacity for violence doesn't mean you'll be violent. Having evolved mate preferences doesn't mean you can't override them. Humans are remarkably flexible precisely because our ancestors faced varied environments that selected for adaptability.


Evolutionary psychology is not a claim that current behaviors are optimal or good. Evolution produces adaptations that were useful in the past, not necessarily adaptations that are useful now—and certainly not adaptations that are moral. Understanding the evolutionary origins of aggression doesn't justify aggression. Understanding why we crave sugar doesn't mean we should eat sugar. Is and ought remain distinct.


Evolutionary psychology is not about proving that everything has an adaptive function. Many features of the mind are probably byproducts of adaptations rather than adaptations themselves. Reading and writing, for example, are too recent to be evolved adaptations—they're cultural inventions that piggyback on visual and language systems that evolved for other purposes. Evolutionary psychologists call such byproducts "exaptations" or "spandrels."


Evolutionary psychology is not reducible to "survival of the fittest." Darwin's phrase (actually coined by Herbert Spencer) captures only part of the picture. Sexual selection, kin selection, and reciprocal altruism all add complexity. Evolution produces cooperation as well as competition, altruism as well as selfishness.


An Unfinished Science


Evolutionary psychology remains contentious, even among those sympathetic to applying evolutionary thinking to human behavior. Some critics prefer "behavioral ecology" or "human ethology," objecting to what they see as excessive speculation about specific mental modules. Others embrace the evolutionary framework but dispute particular claims about sex differences or adaptation.


The field's proponents see it as the foundation for integrating all of psychology—perhaps all of the social sciences—into the broader framework of evolutionary biology. Just as we don't have separate theories for how the heart evolved and how the liver evolved, perhaps we shouldn't have separate theories for how language evolved and how jealousy evolved. The same principles of natural selection should apply throughout.


Its critics see it as premature at best, pernicious at worst—a field prone to unfalsifiable speculation and convenient findings that reinforce existing prejudices.


The truth probably lies somewhere in between. Evolutionary psychology has produced genuine insights, particularly about universal features of human cognition and behavior. It has also produced some embarrassing failures, claims that didn't replicate or turned out to be culturally specific rather than universal.


What seems undeniable is that the human mind is a product of evolution. Our brains didn't fall from the sky. They were shaped by the same processes of variation and selection that shaped every other organ in every other species. Any complete psychology must eventually come to terms with this fact.


In the meantime, you're still running stone-age software. Knowing this won't change your fear of snakes or your love of sugar. But it might help you understand why the modern world so often feels like it was designed by someone who doesn't quite understand human beings.


In a sense, it was. It was designed by human beings who didn't understand themselves.
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  The Question That Can't Be Asked: A Guide to Late Capitalism

In an era defined by economic anxiety and political upheaval, one question threatens to unravel everything we think we know about how society functions. That question is so dangerous that it's been systematically buried under decades of policy debate and public discourse. What if the answers we've accepted for generations were never the real answers at all?

Wes Cecil argues that late capitalism has constructed an entire ideology around scarcity—not natural scarcity, but artificially induced scarcity that forces people to pay premium prices for things they actually need. The mechanism is simple: create artificial walls around resources, then charge for access. Water. Healthcare. Housing. The list grows longer every year.

The implications are staggering when you pause to consider them.

The Unaskable Question

Consider this: in Catholic history before the Reformation, asking why we needed a pope wasn't permitted. The question wasn't mentioned in scripture. Yet asking it revealed everything about how power functioned. Today, the parallel is striking. In late capitalism, the unaskable question is what actually creates wealth?

The answer we're forced to accept is simple: money. We measure everything by money. We debate policy by money. We vote based on who promises more money for solutions. But this is a fundamental misunderstanding of what wealth actually means.

Cecil points out that the word wealth originally meant wellness—healthiness, wholeness, flourishing. Abundance comes from the notion of having excess, of overflow, of creation. Poverty originally meant those who could not produce, who had no surplus. These words once described physical reality and human capability, not financial instruments.

The Gatekeeper That Does Nothing

Here's where the argument becomes most compelling. Consider health insurance. People believe they want insurance because they want to be well. But insurance doesn't set bones. It doesn't take X-rays. It doesn't provide pain relief. It doesn't give you a healthy diet, exercise routine, social connections, or sleep patterns. Insurance does absolutely nothing to make you healthy.

And yet insurance has become the gatekeeper between you and medical care. This is pure circular logic: we accept that money solves health, but money doesn't actually create health at all. It's an artificial barrier imposed for one purpose—extracting money from people who need help.

The same pattern appears everywhere. Private equity companies buying water rights know water will become scarce. If water is scarce, you can charge enormous prices because people genuinely don't want to die of thirst. This isn't crazy—it's just how the system works. Dams, reservoirs, and communal water systems could make water abundant for everyone. Instead, we create scarcity artificially, then require money to access what people need.

Why Spending More Money Doesn't Work

Look at government budgets across nearly every major nation. They spend more today than they did five years ago, ten years ago, twenty years ago. Yet problems persist. The solutions haven't worked. This is the核心 of the unaskable question—we keep throwing money at issues but never asking whether money actually addresses what we need.

Cecil argues this represents complete mental fixation. We've become so certain that money answers everything that we've stopped asking what else might work. Once you start asking okay, what can a government do that has zero financial impact? The possibilities become almost infinite. Passing laws to protect people, regulating harmful ingredients in food, banning social media for children under sixteen—none of these require new revenue. They simply require different priorities.

In much of Europe, corn syrup is rare or nonexistent as a food additive. In the United States, it's everywhere. When someone suggests regulating it, the response immediately becomes about cost. But sugar isn't expensive. The financial implications would be minuscule. Yet any action that doesn't center on money gets treated as impossible.

Australia recently passed social media bans for children under sixteen. France is doing the same. Spain is likely to follow. These policies don't impact government revenue—they simply require different thinking. This reveals something crucial: we can solve problems without money, but we've forgotten how to ask those questions.

The Reformation We Need

The real question isn't whether we need more money or better efficiency with existing money. It's what kind of society we want that doesn't require financial extraction as its foundation.

Critics might note that dismissing money as a solution oversimplifies complex problems. Some issues genuinely require substantial resources—pandemic response, climate infrastructure, healthcare systems for aging populations. The argument that money is never the answer risks ignoring real constraints. Additionally, artificially induced scarcity isn't purely malevolent—some resource limits are genuinely environmental or logistical.

But the core insight remains powerful: we've become so locked into financial thinking that we can't see alternatives. We measure everything in money. We've stopped asking what else might work. And that's precisely what late capitalism wants—it keeps us arguing about money instead of questioning what we actually need.

Bottom Line

Cecil's strongest argument is that the scarcity mindset isn't natural—it's engineered for extraction. The biggest vulnerability is strategic: some problems genuinely require resources, and dismissing financial solutions entirely oversimplifies complex challenges. But once you start asking what else could work, you'll see alternatives everywhere. That's exactly what makes this uncomfortable to contemplate—it threatens the foundation of how we've organized society for generations.
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I had to say goodbye to my dog Lucy last Sunday. I spent Monday morning writing a Facebook post that expanded as I worked on it until it started to feel like an essay. It has almost nothing to do with any subject I’d normally write about here, but it’s also the only thing I had it in me to write for several days before or after. If this is nothing you feel like reading about, that’s fine. We’ll be back to normally scheduled programming next Sunday. If you do read it, though, note that I haven’t changed a word from the version I posted on Facebook. So, references to “yesterday,” for example, are about things that happened a week ago.
My ex-wife (and current good friend) Jennifer and I adopted Lucy when we were living in South Korea in 2014, when she was a tiny puppy who fit in my hands. She slept on the doggie bed we set up on the floor for, I think, the first couple of nights, until she could figure out how to maneuver her way onto the bed, and then that was that. We adopted a cat (Shabazz, who stayed with Jenn three years ago when we split up) around the same time. We always called them “the Koreans”--like, “who’s going to look after the Koreans this weekend while we’re away?”
Jenn was the one who insisted on adopting Lucy when I wasn’t sure it was such a good idea to get a puppy we’d have to potty-train while we lived in a fifth-floor apartment. But Lucy, in whatever way animals do this, very quickly decided that I was her primary person. I used to leave for like 45 seconds every night to take the bag of scooped cat litter down to the trash chute at the end of the hall, and Lucy would start whining unhappily about me being gone. So, eventually, I just started taking her with me. She’d happily bound down the hall toward the trash chute--then nervously look behind her to make sure I was still coming. With exactly one exception I can think of, her whole life, that’s how she was when she was off her leash. And “taking out the cat feces with Lucy” became a nightly tradition, continued (when we had to actually go outside to a dumpster) through all the moves to Michigan, New Jersey, and Georgia and (eventually, post-divorce and post-adopting my cat Ash) to California and Mexico.
The one exception to her impeccable off-leash behavior was one night in New Jersey when there were several deer standing around near the dumbster, and Lucy forgot that she was a miniature schnauzer and not a wolf, and through sheer force of personality she made them forget it too. Those deer, who were many times her size and could have easily crushed her, fled in terror while she joyfully chased them all around the parking lot, round and round while Jenn and I tried to call her back. But, well, deer. What are you going to do.
At Rutgers, Lucy used to come to both of our classes all the time. She was so shockingly well-behaved about it we always joked that she “knew how to behave in an academic environment.” She’d happily run into the classroom, run around saying hi to everyone for a minute, and then settle into a corner or under the desk of some particularly favored student and sit quietly until class was over.
Her whole life, she was always just so happy to just...come along. She was totally happy to sit at my feet for hours while I wrote in some coffee shop, or just plop herself on the couch and chill for hours while I watched TV, or do the same on someone else’s couch if I came over for a party and asked if it was cool if I brought my dog. Which I did a LOT.
Her favorite thing in the world was going on walks, and chasing a ball or chasing one of her many squeaky toys was pretty high on the list. (Several of those toys, she picked out for herself--every year she’d got to Petco or Petsmart on her birthday and we or I would try her on a few, and get the one she seemed most excited about. The weird orange crab in the picture, she got several years back, and for whatever reason that was her favorite for the rest of her life.) Every night, when she got her nightly dental treat, she’d get up on her hind legs and literally dance for it. Of course, sometimes she’d also just dance because she was excited. She was like that.
The last few months were awful. But it wasn’t a slow decline. It was a cliff. For a lot of last year, she was getting an hour and a half of walking every day since I was trying to do my daily 10,000 steps, and there was never the slightest question of whether she was up for all that walking. When we were in Mexico, I’d try to do part of the walks on the beach, so I could let her off the leash and throw her tennis ball a few times. One of the images I’ll always most associate with our time here is Lucy happily covered in sand.
In I think mid-October, I was at the place where I go to buy water in downtown Rosarito, and I had Lucy with me, because that’s just how life worked--what was I going to do, leave her in the car for five minutes like some kind of monster?--and a local who was leaving the water place as I was coming started to talk to me in a stream of rapid-fire Spanish way beyond my plodding laborious Duolingo Spanish comprehension, but I caught the word “schnauzer” in the stream, and when we’d managed to communicate a little, he showed me a picture of his own schnauzer. He asked me cuánto años Lucy was, and when I said she was 11, he was shocked, because she seemed so energetic and puppy-ish. People were always shocked about that. And this conversation was maybe a couple weeks before she started to decline.
Around then or a little earlier one of her back legs started shaking a bit, almost so you wouldn’t notice unless you were looking for it, and one day in late October her whole body started to shake and I took her into the emergency vet in Tijuana and they told me about her spinal issue, and that there was no surgical solution. She went on a heavy once-every-eight-hours dose of Gabapentin for the pain, and with a spinal disc eventually totally cutting off a nerve she needed for her brain to send signals to her back legs, by early November she couldn’t walk at all.
There were weeks after that where she couldn’t eat or drink without me propping her up and holding the bowl right up to her mouth, and she had so little bowel and bladder control she was wearing a diaper all the time, and all I did every day was sit with her curled up against me (in a diaper, on a towel) on the couch while I watched Star Trek on Netflix or wrote Jacobin articles or argued with people on the internet. Eventually, she got to some kind of equilibrium with the pain meds and everything else, and she got a lot perkier again, and I could leave the bowls on the ground in front of her, and if I carried her out to hold her over the grass once every few hours, she didn’t need a diaper except at night. (All I’ll say about the experience of helping her go to the bathroom is that I washed my hands more times and with greater fervor in the last few months than in the previous 45 years of my life put together.) I got her a stroller so she could go on walks and at least enjoy the smells, and she could do stuff like go to the coffee shop with me while I wrote again. Starting in late December, she even had enough energy to want to play with her crab.
On weeks that I got it together to make into LA to teach the in-person Capital class, I left her with a woman we’ll call K. who’d dog-sat for her in happier days, and who does care work for geriatric humans, so she was perfect. Other than those sporadic Wednesdays with K., though, I probably haven’t been apart from Lucy even for an hour or two more than half a dozen times in the last few months. But I spent most of November thinking we were heading into awful-decisions time already, and I was so insanely grateful to have been wrong about that, I very happily could have spent years more taking care of her like this.
We didn’t get those years. Her unrelated heart problem (also not curable), which the doctors had been tracking and worrying about for a while but which had never been the main priority, kicked in for real last week. She was having trouble breathing and she flat-out refused to eat and she had to be hospitalized. When I came to visit her in the hospital, they had me offer her food, in the hopes that she might take it from me even if she wouldn’t take it from anyone else, and she gave me what I can only describe as an offended look, like, “What the fuck? You too? I thought you were on my side!”
In the old days, when I’d come back to the apartment in New Jersey after a couple days out of town for some speaking gig, she’d jump on me a bunch of times on my way into the apartment and then I’d just sit down on the couch for a few minutes to give her a chance to get it out of her system--she’d jump on me, crawl all over me, lick my face, jump back onto the floor, run around, jump back on me and do it all again, over and over again. My glasses were always knocked off somewhere in the process. Even in the last few months, those half a dozen or less times I’d leave for an hour or two for some errand I didn’t see a practical way to take her along for and I left her on her doggie bed on the floor, she’d whine like crazy when I got back and I’d lie down next to the doggie bed and she’d lick my face while I pet her until she seemed to think everything was OK.
So, more than anything, I couldn’t stand the idea of her spending any more time in the hospital. As late as Friday, I was talking to the vets about maybe bringing her home, maybe seeing if I could give her an oral version of the medication they had in the IV drip, seeing if she would maybe be happier and start eating again at home (even though she hadn’t before, that was why I’d taken her in in the first place), but by yesterday morning she’d gotten so much weaker she couldn’t be safely discharged. And with the choice narrowed down to letting her starve to death or keeping her alive in miserable circumstances with a feeding tube or the godawful decision I finally made, I drove down that pothole-strewn highway from Rosarito to Tijuana to say goodbye.
They took her down from the hospital level on the third floor and brought her down to one of the regular vet examination rooms and left me alone with her for a few minutes while I cradled her in her blanket in my lap, her IV drip still attached, and I petted her and kissed her and babbled to her about how immensely unbelievably goddamned grateful I am for all the years we got and then I laid her down on the examination table with the blanket arranged to cushion her head and the vet came in and administered the shots while I pet her behind the ears until she was gone. And then I went home. And God but I feel like I’ve lost a limb.
Every non-travel day for the last eleven and a half years, the last thing I’ve done before I’ve gone to sleep at night is given her a dental treat and the first thing I’ve done when I’ve gotten up in the morning is taken her outside to pee. The whole pattern of my life is structured around taking care of her and hanging out with her--the one great constant in all the ways my life has changed since 2014. Up until a few months ago, every time I moved around the apartment, she’d follow me from room to room, just a constant presence of happiness and physical warmth. When at some point over the course of the day I’d realized I didn’t know where she was and I’d look around, 99% of the time she was within a few feet of me. Even in the last few months, if I was in a different room for too long, she certainly let me know. So even yesterday, when I got back from Tijuana and I was sitting in my dining room making some awful FaceTime calls before I lay down, the old instinct kicked in a couple times and I looked over to where her dog bed was positioned by the dining room table, to autopilot “check on Lucy.”
At the vet, near the end, they gave me a card with some awful saccharine shit about “the rainbow bridge” on it and only my deep cultural training as a midwesterner stopped me from throwing it away on the spot. But I will say this much. If all my grumpy atheistic materialism turns out to be totally off-base, if I’m just completely wrong about all of these subjects and there really is some kind of afterlife, I can’t even imagine how evil God or the universe or whatever would have to be not to let us spend it with them.
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His P(Doom) Is Only 2.6% — AI Doom Debate with Bentham's Bulldog, a.k.a. Matthew Adelstein

Get ready for a rematch with the one & only Bentham’s Bulldog, a.k.a. Matthew Adelstein! Our first debate covered a wide range of philosophical topics…

Listen now
4 days ago · 7 likes · 3 comments · Liron Shapira and Bentham's Bulldog

Okay, back to your regularly scheduled program. 


Here is something that seems obvious to me: sometimes, I have a reason to perform an act.  I have a reason not to stab myself in the eye for no reason.  I have a reason to eat when I am hungry.  I have a reason to eat healthy foods.  Can anti-realism accommodate this datum?  
I believe that the answer is no.  As Parfit suggested, if moral anti-realism is true, all our reasons to act are built on sand.  No action is more worth taking than any other.  There might be actions that we are, in fact, psychologically disposed to take.  But there are none that we have genuine reason to take.  

The anti-realist presumption is generally that one’s reasons to behave in some way are given by their desires.  This is supposed to be the default.  Yet I do not see why the mere fact that one wishes to perform some act gives them a reason to do it.  Why do my reasons come from my desires and not from, say, my neighbor’s desires?  What is it that makes it so that the wise and sensible action to perform is whichever one accords with my aims? 
This becomes clearer when one considers more vividly cases where a person has a desire to perform an act but no reason to perform it otherwise.  Suppose that a person has a strong desire to throw their mug across the room or smash their hand against the table.  Do they really have any reason to do so?  Or suppose a person has a strong desire to consume a drug, even though doing so would give them no pleasure.  Do they have any reason to consume it?  I believe the answer is no.  
Now, my sense is anti-realists often think it is an analytic truth that your reasons are given your desires.  It is, they claim, true by definition.  But this is hard to believe.1  Suppose my friend does not want to get life-saving surgery that would benefit him in the long-run. Or suppose my friend has an unfortunate predilection for recreational homicide.  I say to him “come on, you have reason to stop murdering,” or “you have a reason to get the surgery.”  
I think what I am saying is true.  But even if you deny that it’s true, it seems, at the very least, that my position is substantive.  I am not simply speaking nonsense or misusing language.  Yet if it was an analytic truth that you have reason to do what you most want to do, then my sentence would be equivalent to saying “you want to stop murdering,” which would be trivially false.  So long as the value realist position isn’t a misuse of language, it must not be an analytic truth that reasons are given by desires.  So long as you can coherently ask whether one has genuine reason to do what they want, it can’t be an analytic truth that one has reason to do what they want. 
Anti-realists generally claim that we have a reason to pursue our ends, but no reason to have the ends in the first place.  Our reasons, it is claimed, are just given by our ends.  But this seems to make real reasons illusory!  How can you have a reason to take an action in furtherance of an end if you have no reason to have that end? 
I only have a reason to buy a plane ticket to Paris if I have a reason to go to Paris.  And yet if going to Paris is simply something I choose, how does that give me a reason?  The fact that I decided to aim at something doesn’t seem to make aiming at it the wise or prudent thing to do.  And what explains why we have any reason to pursue our aims?  As we’ve seen, it isn’t an analytic truth.  So why is it true?  
The division between what you have a reason to do and what you want to do becomes clearer in cases where you want to do things that are unreasonable.  Suppose you want to eat a car, for example.  Or set yourself on fire, not because you’d enjoy being set on fire, but just because of a brute desire.  Or perhaps you want to stay up late, even though you know it will make tomorrow much worse.  It seems clear that you have a reason to behave otherwise—that you will be behaving irrationally if you behave that way.  
Or, to take a more peculiar example, imagine that you are indifferent to pain in your colon.  You cannot differentiate between your colon and pancreas.  But you simply, at a higher-level, don’t care at all about pain from your colon.  Currently, you are writhing around and screaming in agony.  You instruct the doctor: check to see whether the pain originates from my colon or pancreas.  If it is from my pancreas, then of course you should treat it.  But if it’s from my colon, then keep it as it is.  
This just seems so clearly irrational!  Surely, even if this is my genuine desire, I’m behaving unreasonably!  The fact that I care more about colon pains than pancreas pains gives me no genuine reason to prioritize colon pains over pancreas pains.  In fact, cases where you have a reason to do other than what you in fact do seem like paradigm examples of irrationality.  
When my brother was younger, he had a strong preference for sandwiches to be cut into triangles instead of squares.  Yet as he aged, he grew out of this.  My verdict: he came to see that there wasn’t really any reason to care about the shape of the sandwich.  He came to see that he was aiming at some things that he didn’t really have any reason to aim at.   
I have a final gripe with the claim that it is an analytic truth that one has reason to pursue their ends, which is that this fails to make it the genuinely wise, rational, or sensible thing to do.  Suppose someone claims that it is true by definition that the morally right action is to maximize pleasure minus pain.  I am skeptical of this semantic account.  But even if it was correct, it would seem to give no genuine reason to maximize pleasure.  
If this is correct, it would tell us only that people use the word moral to refer to maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain.  But why does that give us any genuine reasons?  How people speak tells us nothing about the sensible way to behave.  “Oh no, if I don’t act as a utilitarian, my actions will no longer merit certain folk-theoretic names!” 
In similar fashion, suppose it is an analytic truth that you have most reason to do whatever it is you desire.  All that would mean is that English speakers typically use the word reason to refer to people getting what they desire.  But how does that make that the sensible or wise way to behave?  If I’m deciding how to behave, why should I care about whether I can aptly be described as rational, if the word rational is just a veiled term for a person who does what they aim at.   
It might be claimed that one has no choice but to do what they want.  Every time you perform an action, you desired to perform that action.  Yet this account seems at risk of saying that people never act irrationally, for they always act in ways they want.  To see where this goes wrong, we should distinguish between three things: 
	Inclinations: psychological states inclining one in some direction.  These aren’t voluntary.  An example would be having a desire to eat a bagel.  It is not subject to rational evaluation.  

	Choices: what one ultimately decides to do.  

	Aims: what things, in the world, determine what actions one takes.  What, at a high-level, people are attempting to achieve.  


Often these are conflated under the umbrella term “desire.”  But when we distinguish them, we see that one doesn’t need to accord with one’s own aims.  One needs to act however it is they choose, but they could, in principle, aim at something other than what they deeply care about (say, what their neighbor cares about).  Similarly, this distinction shows what goes wrong when people say there can’t be stance independent reasons, because desires cannot be rationally evaluated.  This is true in the above sense, if desires and inclinations are used synonymously but not true of ultimate aims.  One can reflect on one’s aims and have reason to change them.  You could, tomorrow, simply decide to ditch your ultimate aims and maximize the number of bullfrogs in the world.
Now, anti-realists often say that the irrationality, in the above cases, comes from the fact that you’re not acting in accordance with your long-term desires.  But I don’t think this is adequate.  
First of all, this doesn’t explain why my brother went wrong in aiming for triangle sandwiches.  If that aim was no less legitimate than his aim to avoid agony, then it’s hard to see why that was irrational but avoiding agony is rational.  Similarly, it does not explain cases like the colon case, where one simply doesn’t care at all about the thing in question—no matter how much agony it causes them.  They may dislike the state that they’re in, in the sense that they find it unpleasant, but they have no genuine desire to avoid it, provided the pain comes from their colon.  It also seems incompatible with the fact—which strikes me as obvious—that even if I had a strong desire to slam my hand against the desk, I would have no genuine reason to. 
Second, it isn’t clear why one would be behaving irrationally if they did what was bad from the perspective of their long-term desires.  Anti-realists hold that rationality does not mandate acting in others’ interests.  But why would it mandate acting in my own interests long-term?  If I simply do not care what happens to me in five years, then what error could I possibly be making?  Unless, of course, I have irreducible reason to care about my future welfare. 
It is similarly often claimed by anti-realists that your reasons come from your reflective desires.  You have a reason to perform some act if you would want to perform the act after ideal reflection.  My brother, it might be claimed, had no reason to cut the sandwiches into triangles, because if he reflected more, he wouldn’t want to.  
This account, in my view, has a number of problems.  
First of all, it cannot account for the intuition that you might reflectively have no desire to perform some act but still have a reason to.  If a person, after perfect reflection, had no desire to avoid future agony, it still seems they’d have a reason to.  If a smoker was aware of all the pertinent facts, and still wanted to smoke, despite smoking vastly lowering his welfare, it still seems irrational.  
Second, it isn’t clear, given anti-realism, why I should care about my reflective desires. Other preferences do not, in general, work this way.  The foods I should eat are the ones I like, not the ones that I’d like if I reflected ideally.  What if I just don’t care about my reflective desires?  Why should I pursue them?  
Perhaps the answer is that I should not.  But then the position seems even less plausible.  If I desire to smoke, eat a car, or set myself on fire, but would stop desiring to smoke if I reflected more, then, on this account, it is rational for me to smoke or eat a car.  What?!  
Third, even though this accounts for what things you have reason to do, it doesn’t explain why you have such reasons!  Why is the sensible thing for me to do whatever my idealized self would want to do.  Whatever explanation is given will be analogous to explanations of the alleged fact that you have reason to do what you want to do—and will fall prey to the same objections. 
Fourth, I don’t think ideal reflection is some stable, precise procedure.  As Joe Carlsmith points out, the version of me upon ideal reflection is very unlike me.  This version of me knows all the facts (and the world has a great many facts).  He’s some practically omniscient, Godlike being, with a brain the size of a galaxy.  It isn’t clear why I should care about whatever weird alien things this guy cares about.  There’s no important sense in which he remains me. 
But it also isn’t clear that there’s a narrow fact about what your idealized self would aim at.  There are many possible idealization procedures.  What you’d care about might depend on the order on which you learn the facts.  So it just seems clearly unstable and subject to arbitrary facts.  
The reason I think idealized values are informative is that I think there are things that are worth pursuing.  There are aims that are worthwhile, even if you have no motivation to pursue them.  Upon ideal reflection, you would discover and converge on those aims.  But absent anything in the world that there’s reason to aim at, if reasons are just given by whichever things we happen to aim at, it seems that we have no real reason to act.  Anti-realists can perfectly well explain why people act in pursuit of their aims.  It cannot, however, explain why anyone has a reason to do anything—even act in accordance with their aims.  
Perhaps it will be claimed that it’s just a brutely normative fact that you should do whatever it is that you desire.  This isn’t true by definition, but is just a substantive claim about the sensible course of actions.  But if one is positing brute and irreducible normative reasons, then, in light of many of the cases discussed above, it seems sensible to think that you sometimes have normative reason to do other than what you want to do.  Once irreducible normativity is in the picture, it isn’t clear why one wouldn’t simply be a realist. 
1Many of the points I’m making in this post came from ’s awesome post! 
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The Philosopher Who Woke Kant from His Slumber


Immanuel Kant, perhaps the most influential philosopher of the modern era, credited one man with shocking him out of his intellectual complacency. That man was David Hume, a portly Scottish thinker with a fondness for good port and cheese who systematically dismantled nearly everything his contemporaries believed about knowledge, causation, morality, and the self.


Hume didn't just poke holes in existing philosophy. He demonstrated that the very foundations of human reasoning—our belief that the future will resemble the past, our conviction that one event causes another—rest on nothing more solid than mental habit.


This was not a minor adjustment to philosophical thinking. It was an earthquake.


Edinburgh's Precocious Son


David Hume was born on May 7, 1711, in a tenement on Edinburgh's Lawnmarket—though at birth his name was spelled "Home," the traditional Scottish way. He later changed the spelling to "Hume" because the English, who pronounced "Home" as it looks rather than rhyming it with "room," couldn't figure out what to call him.


His father, a lawyer, died when David was just two years old. His mother Catherine never remarried, raising David, his older brother, and their sister on her own. The family had noble ancestry but limited means. As a younger son, David had "little patrimony to live on"—a polite way of saying he was genteel but broke.


What he lacked in inheritance, he made up for in intellectual precocity. Hume enrolled at the University of Edinburgh at age twelve—possibly as young as ten—when fourteen was considered the normal starting age. His family expected him to become a lawyer, following his late father's profession. Hume had other ideas.


In his own words, he developed "an insurmountable aversion to everything but the pursuits of Philosophy and general Learning." While his family believed he was studying legal texts by Voet and Vinnius, he was secretly devouring Cicero and Virgil. He held his professors in low regard, telling a friend that "there is nothing to be learnt from a Professor, which is not to be met with in Books." He never bothered to graduate.


The Disease of the Learned


Around age eighteen, something happened to Hume—a philosophical revelation he called "a new Scene of Thought" that inspired him "to throw up every other Pleasure or Business to apply entirely to it." He never explained exactly what this breakthrough was, leaving scholars to speculate for centuries. One prominent theory suggests he realized that Francis Hutcheson's ideas about moral sense could explain how we actually develop our understanding of right and wrong.


Whatever the revelation was, it consumed him. Hume threw himself into a decade-long program of intensive reading and writing. The intensity nearly destroyed him.


First came what he called a "coldness," lasting about nine months, which he attributed to a "Laziness of Temper." Then scurvy spots broke out on his fingers. His physician diagnosed him with the "Disease of the Learned"—a contemporary term for the physical breakdown that sometimes afflicted intellectuals who spent too much time thinking and too little time eating, exercising, or going outside.


The prescribed treatment was remarkable: bitter tonics, anti-hysteric pills, and a pint of claret wine daily. Hume also decided he needed a more active life. His health improved, though in 1731 he developed a ravenous appetite and heart palpitations. The man who had been "tall, lean and raw-bon'd" transformed into someone "sturdy, robust and healthful-like."


Indeed, Hume would become famous for his considerable girth and his love of fine food and drink. He often used port and cheese as metaphors in his philosophical writings—perhaps the only philosopher to do so.


Writing a Masterpiece Nobody Read


By age twenty-five, Hume had no income, no profession, and no prospects. So he did what impoverished young men of his era often did: he became a merchant's assistant, leaving Scotland for Bristol, England. From there he traveled to La Flèche in the Anjou region of France, where he found something precious—access to the extensive library of the Jesuit college there, and frequent conversations with its learned residents.


Over four years, Hume poured everything he had into his first major work: A Treatise of Human Nature, subtitled "Being an Attempt to Introduce the Experimental Method of Reasoning into Moral Subjects." He was twenty-three when he began and twenty-eight when he finished.


The book was a complete failure.


Hume later lamented that it "fell dead-born from the press." British critics dismissed it as "abstract and unintelligible." Having spent most of his meager savings during those four years of writing, Hume resolved to practice "very rigid frugality" to preserve his independence while he figured out what to do next.


Yet in a letter, he revealed his resilient temperament: "Being naturally of a cheerful and sanguine temper, I soon recovered from the blow." He tried publishing a shorter summary of the Treatise's main ideas, hoping a more accessible version might find an audience. It didn't help much.


Here is the great irony of Hume's career: the book he considered a youthful embarrassment, asking contemporaries to judge him only on his later works, is today considered one of the most important texts in the history of Western philosophy. Scholars now agree that Hume's most distinctive and influential arguments appear in their most powerful form in this work he tried to disown.


The Problem of Induction


What made the Treatise so revolutionary? To understand this, we need to grasp what Hume was arguing against.


Before Hume, most philosophers believed that human reason could discover fundamental truths about reality. They thought we could work out, through pure logic, how the world must be. This approach—called rationalism—had champions like René Descartes, who tried to rebuild all of knowledge on the foundation of logical certainty.


Hume sided with the empiricists—thinkers like John Locke and George Berkeley who argued that all human knowledge comes from experience. We don't have innate ideas implanted in our minds at birth. Everything we know, we learned by seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, or smelling the world around us.


But Hume pushed empiricism further than anyone had before, and what he found was disturbing.


Consider causation. You see one billiard ball strike another, and the second ball moves. You naturally think the first ball caused the second to move. But what did you actually perceive? Hume pointed out that you never directly observe causation itself. You see one event, then another event. You see the "constant conjunction" of these events—they always seem to happen together. But the causal connection between them? That's invisible.


Your belief that striking the ball caused it to move isn't based on observing causation. It's based on habit. You've seen similar sequences many times, so your mind automatically expects one event to follow another. Custom and mental habit, not rational insight, create our belief in cause and effect.


This leads to what philosophers call "the problem of induction." Every day, you make predictions about the future based on the past. The sun has risen every morning of your life, so you expect it to rise tomorrow. But what justifies this inference? Only the assumption that the future will resemble the past.


And how do you know the future will resemble the past? Because it always has before.


Do you see the problem? You're using the principle that the future resembles the past to prove that the future will resemble the past. It's circular. There's no way to rationally justify our most basic form of reasoning about the world.


This doesn't mean Hume thought we should stop making predictions or believing in causation. We can't help it—our minds are built that way. But he wanted us to recognize that these beliefs rest on psychological habit, not rational proof.


Reason as the Slave of the Passions


Hume didn't stop at dismantling our beliefs about the external world. He turned his skeptical eye inward, toward human motivation and morality.


The conventional view, which Hume attacked, was that reason should govern our desires and actions. A good person, on this view, uses rational reflection to determine what's right and then controls their emotions accordingly. Passion and desire were seen as dangerous forces that reason needed to master.


Hume inverted this hierarchy completely. "Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions," he declared. Reason alone cannot motivate action. It can tell you that if you want coffee, there's a café around the corner. But it cannot make you want coffee in the first place. All motivation originates in desire, emotion, passion—what Hume called sentiment.


The same applies to morality. We don't figure out what's right through abstract reasoning. We feel it. Moral judgments arise from moral sentiments—feelings of approval and disapproval, sympathy and disgust. Ethics is fundamentally about emotion, not logic.


This made Hume one of the earliest sentimentalists in moral philosophy, placing him in opposition to rationalists who believed moral truths could be discovered through pure reason. It also led him to formulate what's now called the "is-ought problem" or "Hume's guillotine": you cannot derive a statement about what ought to be done purely from statements about what is the case. Facts alone don't generate moral obligations.


The Bundle Theory of Self


Perhaps Hume's most unsettling argument concerns personal identity—the self.


When you introspect, when you try to observe your own mind, what do you actually find? You experience thoughts, feelings, perceptions, memories. But do you ever perceive a "self" that has these experiences? Hume argued that you don't. You never catch yourself without some perception or other. You never observe the observer.


This led Hume to a radical conclusion: the self doesn't exist as a unified, continuous thing. What we call "I" is nothing more than a bundle of perceptions—a constantly changing collection of experiences loosely connected by memory and imagination. There's no underlying substance, no soul, no permanent self that persists through time. Just the flow of experience.


This "bundle theory" of personal identity remains influential and controversial today, with implications for questions ranging from personal responsibility to the ethics of human enhancement.


Compatibility in a Deterministic Universe


What about free will? If all events are caused by prior events, stretching back infinitely, how can human choices be free?


Many philosophers saw determinism—the view that every event is caused by preceding events according to natural laws—as incompatible with free will. If your choices are determined by prior causes, they're not really your choices. You couldn't have done otherwise.


Hume disagreed. He developed what's now called compatibilism: the view that free will and determinism can coexist. What makes an action free, Hume argued, isn't that it's uncaused. It's that it flows from your own desires and character rather than external compulsion. You're free when you do what you want to do. The fact that your wants themselves have causes doesn't change this.


Consider: would you feel more free if your actions had no causes at all—if they were random? Probably not. We want our choices to reflect who we are, to express our character and values. That's perfectly compatible with those choices being caused by that character.


The Troublesome Atheist


Hume's religious views caused him endless trouble during his lifetime. He was never able to secure a university position, despite his growing fame, because ministers and religious authorities considered him an atheist and worked to block his appointments.


When he applied for the Chair of Pneumatics and Moral Philosophy at the University of Edinburgh in 1744, the position went to someone else after Edinburgh ministers petitioned the town council against Hume. The same thing happened when he was considered for a philosophy chair at the University of Glasgow. Even his friend Adam Smith, who had vacated that chair, opposed Hume's appointment, fearing the public backlash.


In 1761, the Catholic Church placed all of Hume's works on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum—the list of books Catholics were forbidden to read.


What were these dangerous religious views? Hume attacked the argument from design—the claim that the order and complexity of nature prove the existence of an intelligent creator. He also wrote devastating critiques of belief in miracles. A miracle, by definition, is a violation of natural law. But our evidence for natural laws is vast—the accumulated experience of all humanity. Our evidence for any particular miracle is usually just testimony from a few people. Rational calculation, Hume argued, should almost always favor the natural explanation.


In the 1750s, Hume's friends had to work to prevent him from being tried for heresy in an ecclesiastical court. He escaped by pointing out that as he wasn't a member of the Established Church, the court had no jurisdiction over him.


Success as Historian and Essayist


If Hume failed as a philosopher in his own time, he succeeded spectacularly as a historian and essayist.


In 1752, despite the controversies surrounding him, the Faculty of Advocates in Edinburgh hired him as their librarian. The position paid almost nothing, but it gave him something more valuable: "the command of a large library." With this resource, he embarked on his most ambitious project.


Over fifteen years, Hume wrote The History of England, a massive six-volume work spanning from Julius Caesar's invasion to the Glorious Revolution of 1688. It exceeded a million words. And unlike the Treatise, it was an immediate success—a bestseller that made Hume famous and financially comfortable.


For over sixty years, Hume's History was the definitive account of English history. He described his "love for literary fame" as his "ruling passion," and this work satisfied it completely.


Meanwhile, his essays on politics, economics, and literature found appreciative readers. His economic writings influenced Adam Smith and helped establish the intellectual foundations of classical economics. Hume corresponded with major figures across Europe and was welcomed in the salons of Paris, where French intellectuals celebrated him as a leading light of the Enlightenment.


Tutoring Lunatics and Befriending Rousseau


Hume's life wasn't all philosophical breakthroughs and library research. He had his share of peculiar employment.


In 1745, during the Jacobite risings that threatened to restore the Stuart monarchy, Hume took a job tutoring the Marquess of Annandale. It ended disastrously after about a year. The Marquess couldn't follow Hume's lectures, his father saw no need for philosophy, and on a personal level, the Marquess found Hume's eating habits bizarre. This was probably the beginning of Hume's reputation as a prodigious eater.


From 1746, Hume spent three years as secretary to General James St Clair, accompanying him on diplomatic missions to Turin and Vienna. The comfortable living took its toll: "the good table of the General and the prolonged inactive life had done their work," leaving Hume "a man of tremendous bulk."


From 1763 to 1765, Hume served at the British embassy in Paris, where he became a celebrity in French intellectual circles. He met philosophers, scientists, and socialites, though he sometimes missed "the plain roughness of The Poker Club of Edinburgh."


His most famous Parisian connection proved disastrous. In 1766, Hume accompanied the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau back to England. Rousseau, brilliant but paranoid, soon convinced himself that Hume was conspiring against him. The two had a spectacular public falling-out that worried Hume so much about his reputation that he published an account of the quarrel to defend himself.


A Controversial Discovery


In 2014, an academic at Cambridge discovered a previously unknown letter that revealed an uncomfortable fact about Hume. In March 1766, Hume wrote to his patron Lord Hertford about a business proposition: several English gentlemen wanted Hume to help them acquire a half-share in slave plantations in Grenada, which Britain had recently acquired from France.


Whether Hume followed through on this proposal is unknown. But the letter reminds us that even the greatest minds of the Enlightenment operated within—and sometimes participated in—the moral blind spots of their era.


The Legacy of Doubt


David Hume died on August 25, 1776, at age sixty-five, having shaped philosophy in ways that persist to this day.


His skeptical arguments about causation and induction influenced logical positivism, the philosophy of science, and cognitive science. His moral philosophy shaped utilitarianism and contemporary ethics. His arguments about religion remain central to philosophy of religion. His writings on economics helped establish that field as a discipline.


And of course, he woke Kant from his dogmatic slumbers. Kant's entire critical philosophy—his famous Critique of Pure Reason and its sequels—was developed partly in response to Hume's challenges. If you've ever struggled with Kant, you have Hume to thank.


But perhaps Hume's greatest legacy is methodological. He showed that we should follow arguments wherever they lead, even if the conclusions are uncomfortable. He demonstrated that common-sense beliefs—about causation, about the self, about morality—deserve the same scrutiny as abstract metaphysical claims.


The cheerful, corpulent Scot who loved port and cheese turned out to be the most dangerous skeptic in the history of philosophy. And philosophy has never been the same.
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Imagine standing in a teleportation booth. The machine scans every atom in your body, transmits the information to Mars, and reconstructs you there—a perfect copy, memories intact, personality unchanged. Meanwhile, the original you on Earth is vaporized. Did you just travel to Mars, or did you die while a stranger with your memories woke up on another planet?


This is exactly the kind of question that consumed Derek Parfit for his entire philosophical career. And his answer might unsettle you: it doesn't matter. The question "Will I survive?" has no real importance. What matters is whether there will be someone in the future who remembers your experiences, shares your values, and carries forward your projects. Whether that person is technically "you" in some metaphysical sense is, Parfit argued, the wrong thing to worry about.


A Philosopher Unlike Any Other


Parfit, who lived from 1942 to 2017, is widely considered one of the most important moral philosophers since the nineteenth century. That's not hyperbole—his 1984 book Reasons and Persons has been called the most significant work of moral philosophy since the writings of John Stuart Mill and Immanuel Kant. When his second book, On What Matters, was finally published in 2011, drafts had been circulating and debated in philosophy departments for nearly two decades.


His origin story reads like something from fiction. Born in Chengdu, China, to British doctors who had traveled there to teach preventive medicine in missionary hospitals, Parfit came into the world in 1942—during World War Two, in a country itself torn by conflict with Japan. His family returned to England about a year later, settling in Oxford, the city that would define his intellectual life.


As a student at Eton, one of Britain's most prestigious schools, Parfit excelled at nearly everything—except mathematics. He dreamed of becoming a poet. But somewhere toward the end of adolescence, he abandoned verse for something that would prove far more influential: rigorous philosophical argument applied to questions about who we are and how we should live.


The Assault on Self-Interest


Western civilization has spent over two thousand years assuming that self-interest is rational. Look out for yourself first. Maximize your own well-being. This view has been so dominant that it often felt like common sense rather than a theory requiring defense.


Parfit set out to demolish it.


His argument wasn't that self-interest is immoral—that would be too easy. Instead, he showed that the self-interest theory defeats itself. It collapses under its own logic.


Consider a simple example. Self-interest tells fourteen-year-olds not to blast music so loud that they'll damage their hearing, not to get arrested for vandalism when a criminal record will derail their future careers. Why? Because these actions would make their overall lives go worse. Self-interest demands we consider our whole lifespan, not just this moment.


So far, so reasonable.


But here's where it gets interesting. Imagine an aspiring novelist whose deepest desire is to write a masterpiece. Pursuing this goal brings depression, insomnia, financial hardship. By any measure of well-being, the novelist's life goes worse because of this ambition. Self-interest theory says this pursuit is irrational.


But is it? Parfit argued we have desires that genuinely conflict with our well-being, and acting on them isn't necessarily irrational at all. The starving artist cliché exists because people actually do sacrifice comfort for meaning. Calling them all irrational seems to miss something important about human motivation.


When Self-Interest Tells You to Abandon Self-Interest


Parfit's more devastating attack came through what he called "indirect self-defeat." Sometimes self-interest itself recommends that you stop following self-interest.


Think about trust. It's often in your self-interest to be a trustworthy person—someone others will make beneficial agreements with, share information with, cooperate with. But being genuinely trustworthy means actually keeping your promises even when breaking them would benefit you in that particular moment. Self-interest tells you to become the kind of person who doesn't always follow self-interest.


This is deeply strange. A theory of rationality that tells you to adopt a different theory of rationality has a serious problem.


Parfit didn't claim this logical twist utterly refuted the self-interest theory. But he showed that defending it requires accepting increasingly uncomfortable conclusions—what philosophers call "biting bullets." Bite enough bullets and you start to lose credibility. The supposedly common-sense view starts looking like a philosophical liability.


The Limits of Doing Good


If self-interest fails, what about its opposite—pure altruism? Shouldn't we just try to maximize the total happiness in the world, impartially considering everyone's welfare equally?


This is consequentialism: the view that actions are right or wrong based solely on their outcomes. It sounds appealingly simple. But Parfit showed it too has a self-defeating quality.


Here's the puzzle. If everyone became a pure do-gooder, calculating every action to maximize total welfare, the world would actually be worse off. Why? Because some of the best outcomes come from people having deep personal relationships, acting out of love rather than calculation. A parent who weighs their child's needs impartially against all other children's needs isn't being a good parent—and children raised by such parents probably won't flourish.


So consequentialism, fully followed, recommends that most people not follow consequentialism. It demands that we not all become impartial happiness maximizers. Like self-interest, it undermines itself.


What about ordinary morality—the common-sense view that you should take special care of your own family and friends? Parfit demonstrated this too leads to problems when everyone follows it simultaneously. Using game theory concepts borrowed from mathematician John Nash, he showed scenarios where everyone prioritizing their loved ones produces worse outcomes for everyone's loved ones.


We should care not only about our own children, Parfit argued, but about everyone's children.


The Teleporter Problem


Now we return to that teleportation booth.


Parfit used thought experiments like this—clearly inspired by science fiction, and he wasn't shy about it—to probe our intuitions about personal identity. What makes you the same person over time? What connects the child in old photographs to the adult reading this now?


The standard view assumes there's some deep fact about whether future person X is "really" the same as present person Y. Either I survive the teleportation or I don't. Either I'll be there tomorrow or I won't. There has to be an answer.


Parfit rejected this. Following the eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume, he argued there is no unified self—no soul, no essence, no special ingredient that makes you you over time. You're more like a nation than a single thing. France in 2024 is connected to France in 1824, but not because some essence of France-ness persists unchanged. It's connected through overlapping chains of people, institutions, and memories.


Similarly, you're connected to your past self through what Parfit called "Relation R": psychological connectedness and continuity. Your memories link to yesterday's memories, which link to last year's memories. Your character traits evolved gradually from earlier traits. These chains of connection constitute personal identity. There's nothing more.


The Liberating Conclusion


This might sound depressing. If there's no real self, doesn't that make life meaningless? Parfit thought the opposite. He described his change of view as profoundly liberating:



My life seemed like a glass tunnel, through which I was moving faster every year, and at the end of which there was darkness. When I changed my view, the walls of my glass tunnel disappeared. I now live in the open air. There is still a difference between my life and the lives of other people. But the difference is less. Other people are closer. I am less concerned about the rest of my own life, and more concerned about the lives of others.




Death loses some of its sting if there's no metaphysical self that gets destroyed. What continues after you die—in other people's memories of you, in the effects of your actions, in the ideas you contributed to—matters in exactly the same way that "you" continuing matters. The boundaries between persons become less absolute.


This feeds directly into ethics. If personal identity is what Parfit claimed, then the sharp distinction between "my welfare" and "your welfare" starts to blur. The extreme priority we give to our own future selves over other people looks less justified.


The Non-Identity Problem


One of Parfit's most influential contributions was identifying what he called the "non-identity problem." It sounds technical, but it has profound implications for how we think about future generations.


Consider environmental policy. Suppose we must choose between a sustainable policy and an unsustainable one. The unsustainable policy will leave future generations worse off—pollution, resource depletion, climate chaos. Obviously we should choose the sustainable path, right?


But here's the twist. The policy we choose will affect who meets whom, who has children with whom, and when. Like the butterfly effect in chaos theory, small changes cascade forward. Different policies lead to different people being born.


The people who would exist under the sustainable policy aren't the same people who would exist under the unsustainable one. Different individuals entirely. So we can't say the unsustainable policy "harms" future people—those particular people wouldn't exist under any other policy.


Parfit illustrated this with a letter to a British newspaper. A politician had praised declining teenage pregnancy rates. A man responded that his mother had been a teenage parent, and though his early years were difficult, his life was now thoroughly worth living. Was the politician saying it would have been better if he'd never been born?


But Parfit saw through this. The objection isn't that this particular person shouldn't exist. It's that if the mother had waited, she could have given some other child a better start in life. We shouldn't compare "this child exists with a hard start" versus "this child doesn't exist." We should compare "this child exists with a hard start" versus "a different child exists with an easier start."


The non-identity problem forces us to think about ethics in ways that don't depend on identifying specific victims of our choices.


The Convergence Thesis


In his later work, Parfit attempted something ambitious: to show that the three great traditions of ethical theory—which had been fighting each other for centuries—actually agree on the most important questions.


First, there's consequentialism, which we've discussed: judge actions by their outcomes. Second, there's Kantian deontology, named for the German philosopher Immanuel Kant, which judges actions by whether they follow moral rules that could apply universally. Third, there's contractualism, which asks whether an action's principles could be justified to everyone affected.


These approaches seem fundamentally different. Consequentialists might endorse lying if it produces better outcomes; Kantians might prohibit lying regardless of consequences; contractualists would ask whether a principle permitting lying could be reasonably rejected.


Parfit argued that properly understood, these three approaches converge. They climb the same mountain from different sides. This "Triple Theory" suggests that moral philosophy isn't hopelessly fragmented—that there are objective moral truths that multiple traditions have been approaching from different angles.


What Matters Most


In his final writings, published shortly after his death in 2017, Parfit addressed two urgent practical questions.


First, our obligations to the global poor:



One thing that greatly matters is the failure of we rich people to prevent, as we so easily could, much of the suffering and many of the early deaths of the poorest people in the world. The money that we spend on an evening's entertainment might instead save some poor person from death, blindness, or chronic and severe pain. If we believe that, in our treatment of these poorest people, we are not acting wrongly, we are like those who believed that they were justified in having slaves.




Some of us ask how much of our wealth we ought to give. But Parfit said this question wrongly assumes our wealth is ours to give. Legally it's ours. But the poorest people have much stronger moral claims to some of it. We ought to transfer at least ten percent of what we earn.


Second, and perhaps more striking, Parfit concluded that responding to existential risks—threats to humanity's survival—is what "matters most." If humanity survives, our descendants might spread through the galaxy, creating unprecedented good over billions of years. The potential value at stake dwarfs everything else.


Critics and Complications


Not everyone found Parfit's arguments convincing. The philosopher Roger Scruton criticized his heavy reliance on artificial moral dilemmas like the trolley problem—scenarios designed to strip away contextual complexity and reduce ethics to arithmetic.


The trolley problem, for those unfamiliar: a runaway trolley will kill five people unless you flip a switch to divert it onto a side track, where it will kill one person. Should you flip the switch? Parfit used such puzzles to test ethical intuitions. Scruton argued they eliminate "just about every morally relevant relationship" and tell us little about real moral life.


Scruton suggested that richer dilemmas—like Anna Karenina's choice to leave her husband and child for her lover—better illuminate what's at stake in ethical theory. Real life doesn't present us with clean arithmetic choices between numbers of lives.


Mark Johnston, a fellow philosopher who shared Parfit's reductionist view of personal identity, disagreed about what follows from it. Even if identity reduces to lower-level psychological facts, Johnston argued, the higher-level fact of personhood might still matter independently. The lower-level facts derive their significance from constituting something—a person—that has value in itself.


Parfit responded with an analogy. Consider a brain-damaged patient who becomes permanently unconscious. The patient is still alive—that's a fact. But it's not a separate fact from the patient's heart beating and organs functioning. The patient's being alive simply consists in those other facts. Similarly, personhood consists in psychological connections. We can value the connections directly without assigning mysterious additional value to the "person" they constitute.


The Open Air


Derek Parfit spent his entire academic career at Oxford, specifically at All Souls College—one of those peculiar British institutions that has no students, only research fellows. He remained there until the mandatory retirement age of 67, then continued as a visitor at Harvard, New York University, and Rutgers.


In 2014, he received the Rolf Schock Prize, one of the highest honors in philosophy, for his contributions concerning personal identity, obligations to future generations, and the structure of moral theories. He died in January 2017, just weeks after his seventy-fourth birthday.


His influence on how philosophers think about identity, ethics, and our obligations to people not yet born remains profound. The thought experiments still trouble students encountering them for the first time. The arguments still generate responses and refinements. The vision of ethics as a young field with major discoveries still ahead—rather than a stale rehearsal of ancient disagreements—continues to inspire.


And somewhere in the background lurks that teleporter, still asking its unsettling question. If there's no deep metaphysical fact about whether you survive the process, then what exactly are you so worried about?


Perhaps, Parfit might say, you're worried about the wrong thing entirely.
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For Valentine’s Day, I’ve written a post about love and sex:
1. A Trilemma
Bryan Caplan recently posted on his blog a query from an anonymous reader: 
Bet On It
How Not to Be an Incel or a Psychopath

Read more
10 days ago · 46 likes · 67 comments · Bryan Caplan

TL;DR: The reader has a problem that he just wants to have casual sex with women, but women don’t want to do that. It appears that he therefore has to (a) give up sex, (b) make a long-term commitment to someone he isn’t really interested in other than for sex, or (c) pretend to be interested in a long-term relationship in order to get sex. What to do?
This is part of the broader problem I’ve discussed that men and women have very different desires relating to each other.
The same reader posed the same question to me. In fact, it seemingly was prompted by my remark in a previous post about the wrongness of lying to get sex. 
The Ethics of Deception
Let’s start with the ethics of mating-related deception. The anonymous reader mentioned that women also engage in deception. (Aside: He mentioned wearing make-up, which doesn’t count. You see the makeup, it’s common, and few people actually lie about it. Calling this deception is similar to saying that I’m deceiving you about what I smell like by showering before I meet with you. But there are better examples.)
People of both sexes commonly engage in deception to secure dates. E.g., women understate their weight, age, and body count; men overstate their height and income. These are wrong, but not serious wrongs because you don’t yet know the other person and you aren’t securing a large sacrifice from them. It becomes more wrong if you continue to deceive the person after starting a relationship with them.
It is more serious to deceive someone about the character of your relationship or your long-term plans. This includes misleading implications as well as outright lies. It also includes lies of omission, or intentionally failing to mention something that you know is relevant and that would likely affect the other person’s desire to interact with you. Thus, it’s wrong to let someone believe that they’re going to get a long-term commitment from you when you know that is not the case; it’s similarly wrong to let someone think that they’re going to get sex when you know that isn’t the case.
This sort of wrong gets more serious the longer it goes on and the more the other person invests. If you’re interacting with someone, and you know that you’re never going to give the other person what they want, then you have to tell them that, because otherwise you may be preventing them from finding someone who will give them what they want. In extreme cases, someone might wind up never marrying because they wasted too much time dating people who were never going to satisfy their needs. This would be an extremely serious harm.
Analogy: Don’t tell someone that you have a job for them if you know you don’t, because that might prevent them from taking real job opportunities. For the same reason, don’t even allow someone to assume that you have a job for them when you know you don’t.

Once in a relationship, people of both sexes also often deceive each other (including by omission) about other things. E.g., having an affair and not telling the other person. This is serious because for many people, this would be a deal-breaker, so you’re violating the other person’s right to set the terms of their relationships with others. 
(Btw, it’s not that starting a relationship gives you rights over your partner’s sexuality. It’s that you have a right to set terms on which you are willing to be in that relationship. The wrong of cheating is not about having more than one partner; it is about deception and/or promise-breaking.)
Retaliatory/preemptive Deception
Because women (/men) are often deceptive, does this make it permissible for you to be deceptive to them? 
If you’re reading this, you probably know the answer (because my readers tend to be smart, individualistic people). There is no collective guilt. Women as a class are not blameworthy because some women—or even a great many women—act badly. It is thus impermissible to retaliate against women in general. Likewise, it is impermissible to retaliate against men in general because many men act badly. 
Thus, when you meet a new person, you still have to treat them as if they’re acting in good faith until you have specific reasons to think otherwise.
Prostitution
Fortunately, the original trilemma has a solution; it’s the world’s oldest profession. Unfortunately, it is illegal. Fortunately, that law is rarely enforced. I believe escort services are basically prostitution businesses that operate openly.
I can’t personally vouch for this solution, but I assume it works well for people who genuinely just want sex. And as long as you have money, it continues to work, even if you’re annoying, ugly, and no fun to be around. (Not that any of my readers have those traits!)
Aside: Some people think prostitution is wrong. I don’t get it. It seems like the simplest solution to a serious, widespread problem. Like other market transactions, we should presume that it leaves both parties’ desires better satisfied (in the absence of fraud), since otherwise they would not accept the transaction. 
Some would say that prostitution is exploitative, or the practice is “merely using” the prostitute. This makes no sense to me. Exploitation or using someone would be getting a benefit from them through trickery or force, or otherwise without their consent. Obtaining a benefit from someone by giving them something they want in return, and being completely up front about what you’re offering, is not using them; that’s the opposite of using them. 
If it’s wrong to get benefits from others with their agreement, by giving them a benefit in return, then we have to shut down society. Of course, people only say this when the benefit is sex, because people suffer from ethical superstitions surrounding reproduction.

All of the above takes the OP’s goal of casual sex as given and as the whole story. But you need more than that, even if you don’t know that you do.
2. Love and Meaning
When I was in my last year of high school, my English teacher once quoted Sigmund Freud saying that he still didn’t know what women wanted. The teacher then proposed to find out what people want (both men and women). She went around the room asking people what they want. 
One kid (who happened to be the class president) answered, “Power.” (I expected him to become a politician, but he became a lawyer instead.) Another kid (who was a friend of mine) answered “I guess a wide range of knowledge and experiences.” (She later became an English professor.) When it got to me, I answered “Love.” In fact, I said that I thought this was what everyone wanted.
I would later realize that I was wrong; some people really do value power, or experiential variety, or money, or fame, above love. Those people, in my opinion, are foolish and are destined to have low-quality lives. (Especially the power-mongers.)

A related question people sometimes ask after learning that I’m a philosophy professor: What is the meaning of life? These two questions are connected, because one of the central things you should want is a meaningful, fulfilling life. When you come to the end of your life, you should be able to look back and know that it wasn’t wasted. “What is the meaning of life?” might mean: What will make it so that my life is meaningful and not wasted?
Perhaps there are many things that contribute to that. But there are two central things: love, and morality. If you form intimate, loving relationships with others, and you act with integrity and moral character, then your life will be well spent and fulfilling, even if you don’t receive wealth, power, fame, or the other benefits people say they want in life. Wealth, power, and fame can be enjoyable, but none of them make life meaningful. Love does. You may not believe this now, but if you find love, you will believe it.
Aside: The Christians have gotten a lot of things wrong, but there is one central thing that is good about Christianity. That is that their God (at least, in a certain key thread of the religion) is a God of love. Not, like the chief gods in other mythologies, a god of thunder, or power, or the sun, but of love. To serve God is to serve love.

3. Finding Love
Is it real?
I’ve heard that people sometimes wonder whether love (or “true love”) is real. I never wondered that, but some people do. If you’re wondering that, the answer is yes. However, I don’t get to observe couples (other than me and Iskra) interacting privately, so I don’t know how common it is for couples to have deep and completely committed love. (Sometimes you think two people have a great relationship, and then they get divorced.) I know of our case, so it has probably happened to many other people, but I don’t know what percentage of people. (Anyone have ideas about that?)
Is there someone for everyone?
I don’t think so. We want there to be someone out there for everyone*, but that doesn’t give us any reason to believe that that is actually true. 
[ *That is, we’d prefer that (for every x, there is someone out there for x); not that (for some x, x is out there for everyone). ] 
You can’t love just anyone. Perhaps God can, but humans cannot. If you’re straight and normal (e.g., non-psychopathic), you can probably love a member of the opposite sex in a deeper and more total way than you could ever love a member of your own sex, no matter how otherwise lovable that member of your own sex might be. (If you’re gay, swap “your own” and “the opposite”.)
So that’s one restriction that almost all humans have: the person has to be of the right sex. (Though there are a small number of bisexual people.) If you accept that, then it is a small step to suppose that, even within “the right sex,” there are other requirements for you to deeply love someone, which most people don’t satisfy. For example, perhaps the person has to meet some threshold level of physical attractiveness, of intelligence, of moral decency. Perhaps they can’t have too many annoying habits. There are going to be some requirements like this that are extremely widespread.
There are also going to be some people who score very low on multiple dimensions that are of widespread importance. In other words, some people are just unlovable. We don’t want to admit that this is true, but we wouldn’t have the words “lovable” and “unlovable” if they didn’t describe something that we observe. As a result, some people will never find love no matter what they do.
That being said, that is probably only a minority of people. If you’re a basically normal person, there probably is someone out there for you. (And since you’re reading Fake Nous, you’re probably an unusually interesting and discerning person.)
How to find Mr. or Mrs. Right
How can you find the right person?
I don’t know. I only found Iskra by accident, fairly late in life. When I met Iskra, I wasn’t looking for anyone. I also did not try to impress her; I just said whatever I felt like saying. (Is that in general the right thing to do? I don’t know.) Probably no one should take advice from me on how to find a partner.
But there is another question that people much more rarely ask that they should ask: “How can I be the right person?” Because even if you find the perfect partner, it doesn’t matter unless you are also a suitable partner for them. When you fail to find someone, there’s a tendency to blame the market, to say there aren’t enough good men/women out there; but it’s equally likely that the problem is you.
So, for example, be in good shape; if you’re overweight, lose weight. Wear good-looking clothes all the time. Have them tailored to fit you. When you find a (potential) partner, interact with them in good faith. Don’t manipulate, or deceive, or withhold information. Don’t mistrust them for no reason. Don’t complain about small things or try to control them. Don’t start arguments. Don’t assume that the thing you want is just the normal thing that everyone should be expected to do. Try to give them what they want, not what you want. Once you’re together, treat their interests like your interests. 
Everyone is born selfish, so you have to learn these things.
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The Economist Who Thinks You're Voting Wrong


Bryan Caplan has built a career on telling people uncomfortable truths they don't want to hear. Voters are systematically irrational. Parents try too hard. Schools waste your time and money. Immigration restrictions are morally indefensible. He's not trying to win popularity contests—he's trying to change your mind, one provocative argument at a time.


Born in 1971 in Northridge, California, to a Jewish father and Catholic mother, Caplan followed a conventional academic path that led to unconventional conclusions. He earned his undergraduate degree in economics from the University of California, Berkeley, then completed his doctorate at Princeton. Today he's a professor at George Mason University, a research fellow at the Mercatus Center, and an adjunct scholar at the Cato Institute. He describes himself as an "economic libertarian," though that label barely captures the full scope of his heterodox thinking.


What makes Caplan interesting isn't just his conclusions—it's his willingness to follow economic logic wherever it leads, even when it puts him at odds with virtually everyone.


Democracy's Uncomfortable Problem


Caplan's most influential work tackles a question that strikes at the heart of democratic theory: Why do democracies so often choose bad policies?


The traditional economic answer was simple: voters are "rationally ignorant." Because your single vote almost never determines an election's outcome, it makes sense to spend your time on things other than studying policy details. You're not stupid—you're just rationally allocating your attention to things that actually affect your life.


Caplan thought this explanation was too generous.


In his 2007 book The Myth of the Rational Voter, he introduced a concept called "rational irrationality." The idea works like this: believing false things usually has costs. If you believe you can fly, you'll quickly discover the error. But in the voting booth, false beliefs are essentially free. Your vote won't change the outcome, so you can indulge whatever beliefs feel good without paying any price.


This creates a troubling dynamic. People don't just lack information—they actively embrace systematic biases that feel emotionally satisfying. Caplan identified several such biases by comparing surveys of economists with surveys of the general public. On issue after issue—trade, immigration, the role of profit, the nature of economic progress—ordinary voters held beliefs that economists across the political spectrum considered mistaken.


Take anti-foreign bias. Economists overwhelmingly agree that international trade creates net benefits for participating countries. Yet voters consistently overestimate the harms of imports and foreign workers. The belief that "they're taking our jobs" feels intuitively right, even though the economic evidence points elsewhere.


Or consider anti-market bias—the tendency to underestimate the benefits of market mechanisms. People assume that without government intervention, businesses would charge infinite prices and pay workers nothing. Economists understand that competition constrains such behavior more effectively than most regulations do.


The controversial implication: democratic dysfunction isn't primarily about money in politics, media manipulation, or voter suppression. It's about voters themselves holding beliefs that lead to bad outcomes. The problem isn't that elites thwart the popular will—it's that the popular will, on many economic questions, is simply mistaken.


The book provoked strong reactions. The Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, and The New Yorker all reviewed it. Academic journals debated its claims. Critics accused Caplan of elitism, of dismissing legitimate concerns as mere ignorance. Supporters found his argument uncomfortably persuasive.


The Ideological Turing Test


In 2011, Caplan coined a term that has since spread beyond academic circles: the "ideological Turing test."


The original Turing test, proposed by computer scientist Alan Turing in 1950, asks whether a machine can fool a human judge into thinking it's a person. Caplan adapted this idea to political debates. Can a liberal accurately state conservative arguments well enough to fool conservatives? Can a conservative do the reverse?


He was responding to economist Paul Krugman's claim that political liberals understand conservative positions better than conservatives understand liberal ones. Caplan proposed a way to actually test this: have people write essays arguing for positions they disagree with, then see if ideological opponents can tell the difference.


The concept caught on. Today, saying someone "can pass the ideological Turing test" has become shorthand for praising their intellectual fairness—their ability to genuinely understand rather than caricature opposing views. Saying someone "can't pass" suggests they're arguing against a strawman rather than engaging real arguments.


The test embodies one of Caplan's core intellectual commitments: if you can't state your opponent's position in terms they'd accept, you probably don't understand it well enough to criticize it effectively.


Relax About Your Kids


Parenting produces anxiety. Modern parents agonize over every decision—organic versus conventional food, screen time limits, the right schools, the ideal mix of structured activities and free play. Caplan looked at this frenzy and saw an economic problem: people are massively overinvesting in each child while underinvesting in having children at all.


His 2011 book Selfish Reasons to Have More Kids makes an argument grounded in behavioral genetics. Twin and adoption studies consistently show that shared family environment—the things parents deliberately do—has surprisingly little long-term effect on how children turn out. Whether you read to your kids, send them to expensive schools, or enforce strict homework rules, the evidence suggests these choices matter less than most parents believe.


Genes matter a lot. Peers matter some. Parenting style? Not as much as we'd like to think.


This doesn't mean parenting is pointless. Parents determine whether childhood is pleasant or miserable, and that matters regardless of long-term outcomes. But if intensive parenting doesn't improve adult outcomes, Caplan argued, parents should relax. Stop treating child-rearing as a high-stakes optimization problem. Enjoy your kids. And since each additional child is less work than you think, consider having more of them.


The book led to a memorable debate in The Guardian between Caplan and Amy Chua, the "Tiger Mom" who had just published her own controversial parenting memoir advocating strict discipline and high expectations. Their approaches couldn't have been more different: Chua believed intensive parenting shapes children's futures; Caplan argued the evidence showed otherwise.


Kirkus Reviews called the book "inconsistent and unpersuasive." Others found it liberating—permission to stop the exhausting performance of optimized parenting.


Education as Expensive Signaling


Caplan's 2018 book The Case Against Education attacks one of modern society's most sacred institutions.


The conventional view of education is straightforward: schools teach skills and knowledge that make workers more productive. A college graduate earns more than a high school graduate because they've learned more. Society benefits from investing in education because it creates human capital—the skills and abilities that make an economy productive.


Caplan doesn't deny that education correlates with higher earnings. But he argues that most of this correlation reflects "signaling" rather than skill-building.


Here's the signaling story. Employers can't directly observe a job candidate's intelligence, conscientiousness, and conformity—traits that predict job performance. But completing a degree proves you have enough of these qualities to survive years of assignments, deadlines, and social navigation. The degree doesn't make you more productive; it reveals that you already were.


Evidence for signaling includes the "sheepskin effect"—the fact that completing a degree raises earnings far more than adding an equivalent number of years of education without the credential. If education purely built skills, each year would contribute equally. Instead, the diploma itself carries most of the wage premium.


If Caplan is right, education becomes something like an expensive arms race. Everyone needs degrees because everyone else has degrees, but the social benefit is far smaller than the private benefit. We'd be better off, collectively, spending less on formal schooling.


This challenges labor economics orthodoxy, which has largely assumed the human capital model. Caplan argues that economists accept it uncritically because they're themselves products of extensive education and naturally believe it was worthwhile.


The Case for Open Borders


Immigration restrictions prevent most of the world's population from living and working where they'd be most productive. A software engineer in Lagos could multiply her earnings many times over by moving to Silicon Valley. A farmer in Guatemala could dramatically improve his family's life by working in California's agricultural sector. But legal barriers prevent most such moves.


Caplan thinks this is one of the greatest moral catastrophes of our time.


His 2019 book Open Borders: The Science and Ethics of Immigration makes the case in an unusual format: a graphic novel, illustrated by Zach Weinersmith of the webcomic Saturday Morning Breakfast Cereal. The format was deliberate. Caplan wanted to reach beyond academic audiences and make economic arguments accessible to general readers.


The economic case is straightforward. Allowing workers to move from low-productivity to high-productivity locations creates enormous gains—what economists call "trillion-dollar bills on the sidewalk." Studies suggest that open borders could roughly double world GDP. Nothing else we could do would create gains of remotely comparable magnitude.


The ethical case draws on libertarian principles. What gives governments the right to prevent peaceful people from crossing lines on a map? If it's wrong to prohibit someone from Dallas from moving to New York, why is it acceptable to prohibit someone from Tijuana from moving to San Diego?


Caplan addresses common objections—effects on wages, fiscal impacts, cultural change, crime—arguing that the evidence doesn't support restrictionist fears, and that even where concerns have some validity, the solutions don't require severe restriction.


Economist Tyler Cowen, Caplan's colleague at George Mason, called it "a landmark in economic education, how to present economic ideas, and the integration of economic analysis and graphic visuals." The Economist praised it as "a model of respectful, persuasive argument."


Not everyone was convinced. National Review's Kevin Williamson found the book "fun to read" but felt Caplan dodged some obvious counterarguments and oversimplified a genuinely complex issue.


Beyond the Academy


Caplan is prolific. Beyond his major books, he's published multiple essay collections on topics ranging from political irrationality to feminism to self-improvement. He maintains an active blog called "Bet on It"—a title reflecting his willingness to stake real money on his predictions.


In 2024, he published another graphic book, Build, Baby, Build: The Science and Ethics of Housing Regulation, with illustrator Ady Branzei. It applies similar economic reasoning to housing policy, arguing that zoning and building restrictions create artificial scarcity that drives up prices and hurts renters.


His political philosophy goes beyond standard libertarianism. Caplan describes himself as an anarcho-capitalist—someone who believes that even basic state functions like law enforcement and courts could be better provided by competitive private organizations. This places him outside the mainstream even within libertarian circles.


Writer Brian Doherty, in his history of libertarianism Radicals for Capitalism, discusses Caplan's contributions to anarcho-capitalist thought. Caplan has argued that anarcho-capitalists have a stronger historical claim to the anarchist label than left-wing anarchists who reject capitalism. Left-anarchists, predictably, dispute this interpretation.


The Consistent Thread


What unites Caplan's diverse interests? A willingness to follow economic logic to conclusions most people find uncomfortable, combined with genuine curiosity about what the evidence actually shows.


He thinks voters are irrational, but he doesn't conclude we should abolish democracy—just that we should weight expert opinion more heavily on technical questions. He thinks education is mostly signaling, but he's spent his career as a professor—because the system exists and individuals must navigate it as it is, not as it should be. He thinks parenting matters less than we assume, but he's a father of four who by all accounts loves his kids.


Caplan lives with his wife Corina in Oakton, Virginia, a suburb of Washington, D.C. It's a fitting location for someone whose work constantly engages with policy debates while maintaining skepticism about whether those debates will ever reach rational conclusions.


He keeps making his arguments anyway. Democracy may be irrational, but persuasion might still work, one reader at a time.

```

The essay transforms the encyclopedic Wikipedia content into an engaging narrative that:
- Opens with a hook about Caplan's contrarian approach rather than biographical dates
- Explains his key concepts (rational irrationality, signaling, the ideological Turing test) from first principles
- Varies paragraph length for better text-to-speech rhythm
- Connects to the related Substack article context by thoroughly covering his parenting arguments from *Selfish Reasons to Have More Kids*
- Maintains a narrative flow throughout rather than listing facts
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  We continue the second week of the second round of PILCROW’s Serialized Novel Contest, with our second Finalist’s first chapter. Over the week and a half, we’ll serialize excerpts from of our remaining Finalist’s unpublished novels, and then subscribers (both free and paid) will vote on a Winner to be fully serialized here on the Substack. Finalists are awarded $500; the Winner $1,000.
Our Finalists are:
	Vice Nimrod by Colin Dodds
	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4



	Still Soft With Sleep by Vincenzo Barney
	Prologue



	Don’t Disappoint by Martin Van Cooper


While the traditional organs of American letters continue to wither, we recognize the need to forge a new path. If you believe in what we’re doing, PLEASE share and subscribe and spread the word.
⚬─────────✧─────────⚬
Vincenzo Barney is a Vanity Fair contributor. He wrote Still Soft With Sleep for his senior thesis at Bennington in 2018. He is working on a book about Cormac McCarthy and Augusta Britt, a story he broke for Vanity Fair last year.
⚬─────────✧─────────⚬
PART ONE: SIX MONTHS
That day at high noon Elvis and I took a ride across the Vineyard Sound to Chappaquiddick beach. Chappaquiddick is the easternmost shoreline of Martha’s Vineyard, the Massachusetts island where Elvis and I had spent the month of June together in his house called Mayflower. Elvis and I were coming back from a quick trip to New York City without our phones or belongings, depending entirely on the clothes at Elvis’s brownstone on the Upper West Side, and I entirely on Elvis’s money which paid for my flight both ways. We dove through the clouds and by the time we landed the sun parted them above us. We would have flown back directly to the Vineyard except we were to spend a day in Falmouth where Elvis’s girlfriend Astana had a summer home and then boat over with her father. While Astana’s father gave Elvis a tour of his house, a mansion not as big or shiplike as Mayflower, and of an inferior tax bracket, they left me to my own devices on the dock. Happily, I put my shoes on the pylon and climbed through the open hatch of the sixty-foot catamaran and laid on my back in the pristinely made bed below.
	The master bed had no personality to it, and I found no evidence of a woman. I uprooted its blanket and laid looking up through the hatch at the sky and the blue sail wrapped around the mast going up to where the weathervane pointed South. The clouds were wrinkled and pulled apart and showed what the wind had done to them. Some of this warm wind came over me through the hatch and I looked at how golden against the white blanket the hair on my forearms had become. My brown hair had turned blonde in so much sun and the sea had come into its waves and I had begun to feel that in some way I was the summer. Always in May I’d want to be in the sea breeze that came in at my window and on the Vineyard you felt you were really in the summer and not just sweating it out. You were a participant. It was still now and I thought of how at night the boats passed Mayflower silent with the lights of the docks and anchored boats smearing and wrinkling below their bows and then I didn’t think anything.
	I was not sure if I was asleep or not, but I knew I had nearly dropped down to where I wanted to be when footsteps came along the dock to find me. But the light airy steps of Astana were not amongst them and they were the footsteps of Elvis and Astana’s father alone, who had decided to tell us just now after wrapping up the tour and refilling his drink that Astana had gone ahead of us with her brothers to the Vineyard to drive the sand dunes of Chappaquiddick. Because Elvis and I had not taken our phones with us on our trip, we had missed Astana’s text. 
I wasn’t surprised. I’d learned early that summer that the disclosure of time sensitive information is entirely at the leisure of the millionaire. One submits to their timescale and your own personal schedule is supposed to dissolve blissfully within it. I raised up out of the hatch and the face of Astana’s father, who had not given me his name nor had I asked for it, did not alter when he saw that I had been laying in his bed but stared around me, and then at Elvis. The alcoholic blush across his cheeks, purple veins riverring his nostrils. I thought perhaps he had clocked that I was not of wealth and this was why he had not invited me to tour his grounds, but I’d just proved I was. The brazen violation of decorum is the return serve of the younger American scion, and I knew some part of Astana’s father respected my entitlement to his possessions. I knew it put a rush into his imagination, wondering what kind of wealth I came from. Wondering who my father was. 
“Stana’s had a fine summer. Disembarked this morning for the dunes.”
Now he was eying me, offering me whiskey from his boat house and he wouldn’t stop saying disembark, the way the vapid become obsessed with particular words. He bid us into the shade of the boat house’s front porch. 
I didn’t like his face at all. He was bald and his forehead was huge. There was too much space between his nose and his top lip and the rest of his head seemed to recess from this point. It was a rich man’s face. It was a miracle he had such a beautiful daughter.
“We can disembark after a drink. Neat or on the rock?”
“Ah, bit too late in the day to start drinking now,” I said.
But he put four fingers of Old Rip Van Winkle in my hand and smiled. It was a way of keeping me in his orbit, now that he’d seen I was worthy. Now he was sharing, and I had to look to him as the source of what he shared. Keep me close. 
“On the rock, eh? The size of it. Thank you.”
Elvis, eye-roller extraordinaire, gave me a look that took in everything: the father, the mansion, the dock, the fleet of boats, the power flip, the “on the rock.” I gave him one back. Elvis’s cheeks bulged with trapped laughter. 
We were trespassers that summer in a world of boundless wealth. Wealth that didn’t put any tethers on us but was ours to exploit because we could look and play the part, even though I alone hailed from nothing. It was my more humble origins which evened us, made Elvis see and sneer and pilfer with antipathy the wealth he had been born within as if for the first time that summer. He had been born into a webbing that shouldn’t have been there, and through me the deep resentment for the safety net that would never let him fail or fail in interesting ways was reborn and stretching its legs wide across the summer with me at his side. I had never seen Elvis as happy as those lengthening days of June, alone with him at Mayflower. 
But we had passed the equinox, and now the days were shortening, imperceptibly.

From the edge of Astana’s dock the island of Martha’s Vineyard looked so close you expected to run your eyes along its coastline and see it merge smoothly into the mainland of Cape Cod, where I was born and my family lived in an old cottage. But as Astana’s father boated us over in his Grady White, his second of three boats, he kept inexpertly cutting the boat Southeast and parallel to the waves and away from the island, keeping my eyes from playing at joining the two coastlines and putting us in an uncomfortable and avoidable rocking. Like most wealthy men, Astana’s father had no skill with a boat and no eye to read the sea. He was not of the fathoms of Cape Cod. He was the kind of guy who crosses the tight parallel formation of fishermen trolling off Monomoy in pursuit of some other fishing ground, cutting dozens of lines and thousands of dollars of tackle, scaring the fish and leaving the boats throbbing in his wealthy wake. 
Though this was my first summer on the Vineyard, I knew the waters off the island well from fishing black bass and bonito here with my own father. There are rips about a mile off the coast that pick up in the flood and ebb tides and froth in the wind. Rips are formed when the seafloor shifts dramatically in elevation. The tide pushes against a wall of sand and creates a formation of white caps on the surface, a long ribboning line of what look like endlessly unbreaking waves, rips in the surface. The waves crash onto the water like onto the shore. Bait fish are pushed up in this flow and the larger stripers and blues wait on the other side with open mouths you try to tempt a lurer into, and Astana’s father took these rips at unskilled angles. The color of the water is often different on either side like a pulsing, living borderline. They mesmerize and even the air feels different on the other side. You breathe more deeply in the calm. After pussyfooting we finally crossed the rips and were within the waters of the Vineyard.
	There is no greater comfort on a center console than to lay on the floor, the low center of gravity removing any but the slightest, most comfortable jostles and cradle rocks, and the T-top putting you in the shade so that there is nothing but comfort and rest in keeping your eyes open, and you feel like you could fall asleep that way, with open eyes. I couldn’t watch Astana’s father drive any longer and laid with a cushion under my head on the floor.
	Elvis had cottoned on and was about to lay down on the other side of the console when Astana’s father began complaining about currents and bottoming out even though we were 32 feet above the floor. I told him this, getting to my feet in order to pretend to consult his radar. I told him that there were no sandbars off this coast of the island. It took some convincing to get him to take us closer to the island and when he saw he wasn’t going to get any commiseration from me and his reputation with a boat was on the line he pushed forward like it was his own idea.
	By the time Astana’s father skirted Edgartown, the seas had picked up and the beaches of Chappaquiddick relaxed our eyes, looking like a line of dark against the sky until we got closer and it yellowed and smoothed into something coherent. He dropped us a little further from land than we would have liked, and we swam the quarter mile from his boat to the shore, fighting little pools of fish larvae floating by the thousand and really churning at the shoreline. Astana’s father didn’t wait for us to reach land before he left, nor say much in the way of parting, but the wake of his boat reached us, outpacing us to shore where we couldn’t tell its sound from the other waves crashing against the sand. 
	We left even our shirts and shoes on the boat, happy to shock him. All of Elvis’s clothes were waiting for us in Mayflower. 

Astana was nowhere to be found and the beach was nearly deserted, except for a few scattered sunbathers and one elderly woman holding a camera with a foot-long telescopic lens pointing diagonally from her lap. Perhaps curled in her lens were frames of Elvis and I forward crawling to shore.
Elvis grinned at her, the sunshine wet in his wet black hair, his curls having found their true curvatures in the saltwater. The tattoo of the Guiness harp which he’d done on his forearm for his father looked dark and just inked in. “Talk about overcompensation,” he said, nodding in the direction of the woman and the long black lens poking into the air. 
We waited until our backs had dried and laid down on the sand. I closed my eyes and the sun looked bright orange under my lids and I could hear Elvis sliding his heel through the sand with my ear pressed to it. I rolled over and he cracked my back and I rolled over again and in a near whisper I bet him 20 dollars he couldn’t put me to sleep sprinkling dry sand on me and telling the beginning of a fake Kerouac novel. 
Undaunted, he began. 
The sun turned turquoise under my eyes and I looked up at the real one to capture its true color again and closed my eyes with it safely orange and thought about the funeral and could only see Her lying there on the cot covered to Her neck and glowing orange in the mortician’s makeup, Her face ending and candling. I put my lips against Hers and there was no push, no give to them and they were cold and the cold travelled across my lips and down into my chest and I felt dead and spent eight hours crying and sitting on my heels and knees by Her body and then standing outside pressing my boot into the same footprint over and over again in the dirty halfmelted snow, and at this moment under the summer sun I was breathing so slowly I couldn’t tell that I was breathing at all, and Elvis was massaging me so gently that I fell away from the caviling orange ball under my lids and deeper into the blackness of It than I do when I sleep, that lost dead clarity It, and the sun laid just so on the seal of my eyes that they began to ease open into the yellowbluenesses of the light.

“First I took the A to the C to the G.”
“Then I took the 7 to the 2 to the 3.”
This was a little song Elvis and I made up in the city about taking the trains. We walked down the beach throwing in numbers and letters that were not trains in New York, like the 9 or the H or the “dub,” for W. Elvis put in all this fake flair like it was some 90’s hip-hop boyband song, trying and comically failing to flash the correct numbers and letters of the trains with his hands as quickly as he sang them in perfect parody. I was dying.
“I took the dub to the T to the 9.”
“Ok.”
“And then I took the H to the U to the I.”
“Uh-huh. And did you get there on time?” 
“Damn right. And you know I don’t lie.”
“And I know you got high.” 
“And you know I ain’t bi.”
“And I know you ain’t bi. But I heard you took the S to the T to the I.” 
“And I heard you took the G to the A to the Y.”
“So you took the dub to the T to the 9…?” 
“That’s right.”
“And then the H to the U to the I…?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Sigh…”
“Why…?”
“Cuz I took the K to the V to the Y.”
“Ohhh!”
We went in and out of the water, heading down the beach every twenty minutes or so when we had warmed in the sun and the first beads of sweat budded our hairlines, halflooking for Astana as well as a patch of water without the floating larval eggs. The ocean had calmed since we arrived. Or at least it appeared that way, because now the tide was going out and the wind was blowing with it so that the water fell back along the shore towards the sea with such force that the returning waves threaded through the oncoming ones. The larvae rested there at the shoreline, and you could see them in the water being pulled towards the open water and overlapping back through the waves. A gust came and curled the falling waves away from the beach like a woman pushing her hair behind her ears.
“Fuck it man, they’re everywhere. Let’s just go in here,” I said.
“...then I took the N to the Q to the R, then I took the 1 train real real far.”
Chappaquiddick is technically an island, though it is connected by a thin curling whisp of beach to the mainland. This wet thread of beach traces the island North and spirals in on itself into a small bay called Cape Poge. The name is Wampanoag, and means “separate island.” Like Monomoy off of Chatham, every few years a storm breaches this thread and makes of Chappaquiddick a true island. One can live completely off the grid on its shores, and you can only reach the mainland of the Vineyard and its stores and gas stations by the Chappy Ferry or one’s own boat.
The beaches here are the work of glaciers and currents and we walked up and down them. They have no roots in the bedrock and look new, like a storm has just pushed a long sandbar round the island, tracing the shape of something below. If they were the work of one storm then they could be taken away in one storm and one had the feeling of walking a beach pushed up into the sun for the first time. Something which might not stick around but has revealed itself just for the dream of it. 
Chappaquiddick is also the island where Teddy Kennedy killed his secret girlfriend, Mary Jo Kopechne, in the Summer of Love. The two got bombed at a fundraiser and Teddy lost control of his car on Dike Bridge driving her to the ferry and dove into eight feet of water. He extricated himself and claimed to have dove down to rescue her a dozen times before sitting on the beach in exhaustion under the moonlight. He called his lawyers rather than police at the payphone and then tucked his boat shoes into his belt and swam across Edgartown Harbor to his hotel room and slept. The next day a resident called in the car and Kopechne was found in the backseat. According to the autopsy she survived for an hour in an air pocket in the back of the car. If Ted had called the police she might have lived.
We stood to our shins cupping the eggs, looking at their translucent shapes in our hands, and then swam past them to where the shore dropped off into nothing and the water had that cold open-sea energy to it. Finding my feet again on the steep shore I counted again all the people I knew with dead fathers. I don’t know why but out of nowhere I counted eight begetterless people and got to wondering whether it was a coincidence I knew so many of them, or maybe some subtle message telling me I would die a father with young sons and young daughters, that I was supposed to get to know and love these people to see in what shape I might leave my own children, or by doing so I was paying my penance now for leaving in the future, I didn’t know.
Elvis’s head rose seal-like out of the water, his small Irish freckles browned and faded away into his tan, all the grace and poise of a sea-kept secret revealing itself to you without any reason at all. 
Then I thought of my own father. Lying back down in the sand I remembered that I had had a dream that morning that my father died, either a drumming up of tragedy so my eyes could come crying through the lids - because I couldn’t cry when I was awake anymore - or a way of preparing me for the pain when that death eventually comes. The body gets used to death, and wants that muscle worked so that it is ready for the sadness at any time. And the sadness of the dream was that pure worst sadness that feels each time like it is irretrievable and only possible to feel once. That sadness that brings you so completely down within your own body that there is not an inch of yourself that you do not feel, and there is some bizarre pleasure in how in-and-out of you it comes, in how whole and throbbing it leaves you feeling afterwards. You feel complete and then, if you are lucky, ashamed you have made yourself feel this without reason, and you tell yourself not to want that feeling again. And if you are really lucky, you are not ashamed afterwards but you feel clean and whole, and you do not need that pain anymore to feel the person within you. I felt nothing as yet. I was still appraising my own luck. 
Then, I felt I wanted it. My body wanted it. 
“When you close your eyes under the sun, do you see cells?” I asked.
“Yeah, sometimes,” Elvis said.
“Like, little cells with tails? I see one with a little tail. What do you see?”
“Loads of things.”
Elvis had been rubbing the edge of a flat stone against his inner thigh. I watched him close his eyes and pinch them against the sun, scrutinizing the darkness beneath his lids and the sun shining through them, and I watched him thinking toward that tight close of his eyes until some bug or horsefly came toward me out of the sustained silence of the waves and I closed mine.
I opened them again and watched Elvis brush something away from his nose. Maybe the same fly, passing from my nose to his. His hand lingered on his face, scratching the parts of his futbol beard that needed trimming, and then worked its way down his body, lightly scratching the brief spates of stick-and-poke tattoos he or Astana had done along his arms and chest. He seemed to touch them unconsciously with his hand, points of contact or chakra, words I could not read with backwards E’s, a woman with a baseball bat along the pale bicep. That and the small shining pendant in his right nostril made him look like a pirate or some bohemian belonging to another century, decorated by his own hand in the right, natural doses.
I began clicking my tongue in the back of my throat. When I was a child I woke an hour before dawn with a high fever to the sound of jumbled, ecstatic voices conversing not so much in words but direct vibrations and my tongue was clicking along and I was twitching my nose. The voices came in waves of intensity and I listened very curiously and when they dimmed I called for my mother. My fever was so high I felt like the bed was pitched forward and I might fall onto my face. Lying on my back in the sloped sand I clicked and twitched my nose and thought myself back into that moment and could hear the voices again.
“You usually make that sound when you’re falling asleep.”
“I could fall asleep right now. Could you?”
“Maybe.”
“Elvis, tell your fake Kerouac story again.”
“It doesn’t sound much like Kerouac. ‘sides, I forgot it.”
I didn’t say anything for a moment, pinching the light blue smears under my eyes until they turned orange, verging on a deeper hue, and then, before I pinched the colors red, I said, “I remember. It’s about some guy in the city, and he’s all upset because he’s just had a falling out with his unrequited love, or had this realization or something, this total moment that it’s never going to happen, this person he’s put so much stock into. And he’s out with his friends and he meets a girl and her friends at a bar or something - or she’s a mutual friend of his friends or something - and they’re walking down the street on this little adventure all drunk and he realizes this new girl is his soulmate, and the person he’s supposed to be with forever. In all of the universe and all of the world he’s supposed to meet this person. All of time has come forward for this, and even though he’s just met her their love is like some memory he’s always had but could never pin down or understand until now, and he tells the girl this and she says she feels the exact same way, like it’s Deja-Vu. But a continuous Deja-Vu, one that isn’t ending when you put your finger on it, isn’t fading away like it’s supposed to, and she says she felt it as soon as she laid eyes on him. They go down to the docks, some docks somewhere in the city, I don’t know, and they’re kissing and holding each other, and holding their lips together so slowly and then he realizes he can’t be with her, he realizes he has to leave her, he has to leave the country. He doesn’t know why, just that he has to. His body rejects the feeling, the ‘Deja-Vu of fate’ you called it. And that’s how the novel begins, him on a plane over the ocean and all of it behind him.” 
“Mmm,” Elvis said up at the sun, smiling, his eyes closed. “That sounds about right.”
“Yeah, but I didn’t say it right. I didn’t say it how you did. I just summarized it.”
“I dunno. It didn’t really sound like Kerouac. It wasn’t that good.” 
“No, it was. I liked how they’re both each other’s true love and how it’s fate and all that, and the guy feels it so strongly, but he has to leave her. He knows he has to and he does. Like, if Jesus or Moses had just said, ‘Fuck it’ and stayed home and fished or something. If Achilles didn’t go to war and didn’t do shit. The freedom to walk away.”
“I think I was just feeling inspired by the Malamud I’ve been reading.”
“Yeah, but your story was better than anything that guy ever wrote. Ever. 100 percent.”
“100 p?”
“Hundred p.”
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Toward the end of this essay, I’m going to tell you about the time 30 years ago when Jim Harrison — the singular American poet and novelist — stole my date. This happened at a literary festival in Key West when I was 25  years old. Worse, I had flown there from East Lansing, Michigan, with nearly the sole purpose of meeting Harrison, whom I idolized.

Before I get to the story, let me discuss Todd Goddard’s sweeping biography, Devouring Time: Jim Harrison, a Writer’s Life. Harrison wasn’t a household name, but few writers have inspired a readership so passionate. Some of us have even made pilgrimages to the bars he loved — Dick’s Pour House, on Michigan’s Leelanau Peninsula; the Murray Hotel Bar, in Livingston, Montana; or the Night Before Lounge, a strip club in Lincoln, Nebraska. Years ago, I knew a successful New York-based author who discovered Harrison too late, just after his death in 2016, when for a couple of weeks fellow writers celebrated him with fond obituaries and gushing tributes. “I learned that everyone I know had apparently hung out with him at some point,” she wrote to me. “It was like how when David Carr died, I learned that he’d sent every journalist I know an encouraging email, except me.”
The easy way of describing Harrison is to say that he was driven by enormous appetites — for food, sex, booze, literature, and the natural world. The New York Times’ Dwight Garner, an admirer, called him “our poet laureate of lumbering desire.” It’s an apt characterization, though Goddard, an associate professor of literary studies at Utah Valley University, probes more deeply. His book draws from over 100 interviews, Harrison’s vast collection of personal papers, and intimate familiarity with his work. Goddard stresses Harrison’s accomplishments in poetry — the form he most cared about — and while his portrayal is admiring, it does not shirk from his flaws. The Harrison that emerges in Devouring Time is deeply sentimental and disarmingly cerebral, but never didactic. He grappled with metaphysical questions though he resisted abstractions; he found meaning in the dying of elk, winter rivers, and the savor of food.  

Harrison was born in the northern Michigan town of Grayling in 1937, which back then was rooted in the timber economy. His Swedish ancestors were hardscrabble farmers, though his father worked for a New Deal agency. When Jim was seven years old, while “playing doctor” with a girl about that age, she thrust a shard of glass into his left eye, blinding him permanently. Later in his life, when posing for photographs, he often angled his ruined eye to the side, exposing its milky sclera.
Religion was strongly present in his family. Before proudly declaring as a teenager that he would be a poet, Harrison planned — amusingly, in retrospect — to become a fundamentalist preacher. He was precocious enough that at 18 he wrote a combative letter to John Ciardi, the Saturday Review’s poetry editor, expressing his distaste for so-called “academic poetry” — and Ciardi responded. Harrison remained a lifelong skeptic of MFA programs, which he compared to “Ford Motor Plants.” An aspiring poet would be better served, he later advised, working as a “truck driver, a proctologist, a stripper, a dishwasher, a furrier, a cowboy, an unlicensed plumber.”   

At Michigan State, Harrison read widely and prodigiously, though rarely for his classes. He was a distracted and spotty student, dropping out and returning several times before finally earning two degrees there. As a young man he twice sojourned to New York City, styling himself as a post-Beat bohemian while occasionally sinking into depressions.

At 19, back in Michigan, Harrison fell in love with Linda King, whom he soon married in a shotgun wedding. To observers, their relationship has long seemed vexing: he wrote voluminously about nearly everything in his life — except her, which was as she preferred. Linda also did not share Jim’s wanderlust, so he almost always traveled alone. Goddard shows they deeply loved and depended on one another, and when times were lean — as they were until middle age — his inadequacy as a family provider weighed heavily upon him, a source of guilt and shame. This, however, can be hard to square with Harrison’s lifelong, assiduous wooing of women, about which he made little secret, and which some found distasteful. He was briefly linked with the starlet Jessica Lange and unsuccessfully pursued William Styron’s wife, Rose. He had numerous dalliances, sometimes with younger women who admired him, as well as some prostitutes.

Linda was at Jim’s side when his life’s greatest tragedy struck, in 1962. A drunk driver killed his father and sister, with whom he had deep, meaningful relationships. Goddard doesn’t mention it, but in his memoir, Harrison later listed among the errata of his life his decision to glance at a police photo of their brutally mangled bodies. Afterward, Harrison plunged even deeper into his writing. “You can see it in my first book, Plain Song,” he remarked. “If people die then you better get down to business.”

He moved to Boston, where he found an enthusiastic supporter in Denise Levertov, who was the poetry advisor for W. W. Norton. Though distrustful of academics, Harrison briefly taught in the mid- to late 1960s at Stony Brook University. His biggest “accomplishment” there was to help organize a major poetry conference in 1968, which brought scores of luminaries to campus, and was so libation-fueled, raucous, and fractious that at one point Allen Ginsberg fell to his knees, chanting Buddhist peace prayers. 

Around this time, Harrison struck up, initially through correspondence, a lifelong, richly textured friendship with the ineffable Thomas McGuane, who had been one of his contemporaries at Michigan State, though they barely knew each other there. Goddard quotes liberally from their decades of letters, which “ranged from the performative — literary high-wire acts — to the confessional. . . . As the years went on,” Goddard notes, “they’d write to each other with the expectation that they were doing so for posterity.” 

This was so even as Harrison’s early work met little success. From his 1973 poetry collection, Letters to Yesenin: “I don’t have any medals. I feel their lack / of weight upon my chest. Years ago I was ambitious / But now it is clear that nothing will happen.”

He was drinking and smoking too much — he would never stop — nor did he cease anguishing about his terrible health habits. Among the first of an improbable number of Harrison’s wealthy friends was the poet Dan Gerber, from the family that founded the iconic baby food brand; together they traveled widely, to England, Ireland, and the Soviet Union. Harrison is often celebrated for his epicurean appetites, but on some of these trips, he would overeat compulsively, darkly, to the point of sickness. 

Harrison’s autobiographical first novel, Wolf: A False Memoir (1971) sold meagerly, though it garnered a couple of prominent and enthusiastic reviews. Its first sentence — a poetically inflected marvelment — runs two pages. A knock against Harrison, perhaps, is that throughout his career, his protagonists often seemed to mirror his own darkly comic voice and thinking. While driving across a flat, colorless stretch of Nevada, his character, Swanson, muses: “I see why they test atomic bombs in this state — if they didn’t, I would, only in more central locations.”
Harrison’s next novel, 1973’s A Good Day to Die, was better plotted but likewise sold poorly. Farmer (1976) was also unsuccessful, though both are excellent. Meanwhile, he struggled through northern Michigan’s gloomy winters while laboring in near obscurity. Also from Letters to Yesenin: “Suicide. Beauty takes my courage away / this cold autumn evening. My year-old daughter’s red robe / hangs from the doorknob shouting Stop.”

During this period, Harrison trekked regularly to Key West, where he roistered and fished with large-souled kindred spirits: McGuane, whose career was flourishing; Russell Chatham, a luminous painter of landscapes; Guy de la Valdène, a wealthy French sportsman; and the singer Jimmy Buffet, before he became famous. They collaborated on a small-budget cinéma vérité film, Tarpon, the appeal of which I’ve never quite understood — though Henry Begler approves1 — and some fishermen consider it a classic.
McGuane, flush with cash from his novels and screenplays, bought property just south of Livingston, Montana — he named it the Raw Deal Ranch — that became the locus of an exuberant, closely knit literary community. Harrison visited frequently and got his first true big break there through a friendship he formed with the actor Jack Nicholson, who effectively underwrote Harrison’s classic novella collection, Legends of the Fall (1979). Reviewing it in The Sunday Times of London, Bernard Levin famously called Harrison “a writer with immortality in him.” The book’s success “marked a tremendous change in Jim’s life,” Goddard says, “more tied to Hollywood, screenwriting, cocaine, movie stars, and especially money.” Legends also helped concretize Harrison’s reputation as a “macho” writer, a term he despised. “I write about the preoccupations I was born and raised with, fishing and hunting in the country,” he later groused. “Why is that macho?”
Harrison reveled in his newfound success, even as it sapped his time and energy. To recalibrate, he hired a trusted family friend as a personal assistant and formed an intense relationship with a New York City psychotherapist. But in a 1982 letter to McGuane, he shared a “brutal admission”: despite earning over a million dollars in the preceding four years — roughly $4 or $5 million today — he was broke. Given his druthers, he would have focused more on his poetry, but that’s not where the money was.  

His next major achievement was his 1988 novel Dalva, which broke new ground by giving voice to a female protagonist, a Nebraska woman who searches for the child she gave up at birth. Both he and his editor, Seymore Lawrence, thought that book would be the one, and perhaps it should have been. But Harrison never did win a National Book Award or Pulitzer Prize; he was not even nominated. Some suspected that was because his interests in the American hinterland were too far from the gaze and tastes of the coastal literary establishment. Late in his career, however, Harrison became far more deeply revered in France than the United States. They called him “le grizzly du nord du Michigan” and “le Mozart des grandes plaines.” His public appearances were major events and people recognized him on Paris streets.
Harrison continued producing lyrical, meditative, and comical works — novels, novellas, poems, essays, and a couple of screenplays. He wrote prolifically and would never again be poor. He was tickled when the New Yorker published his novella “The Woman Lit by Fireflies,” another impressive work. One of his memorable essays, “A Really Big Lunch,” recounted an eleven hour, 37-course meal he took in Burgundy, France, where the menu was drawn from recipes in 17th and 18th-century cookbooks and “likely cost as much as a new Volvo station wagon.” Many readers also loved his Brown Dog chronicles, about an unlucky, hard-drinking, half-Ojibwe trickster who drifts across Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. Some sensed that his later fiction did not measure up to Legends and Dalva, and that is probably true — but his poetry rarely wavered. As he aged, he wrote especially well about illness and mortality. From his 2015 collection, Dead Man’s Float:

My work piles up,
I falter with disease.
Time rushes toward me —
it has no brakes. Still,
the radishes are good this year.
Run them through butter,
add a little salt.
Harrison entered an early physical decline, and Goddard’s acute descriptions of his ailments — diabetes, gout, kidney stones, back pain, blood pressure spikes, respiratory, prostate, and bowel problems, shakiness, and various convalescences — should give pause to anyone prone to romanticizing his unruly modes of excess. He hated having to curtail his traveling and to give up his remote northern Michigan cabin: “I’d rather sell my kidneys to a republican,” he wrote to a friend. He even had to fight the State of Arizona to keep his driver’s license. There was at least some mordant humor, Goddard notes, in the image of Harrison, “a lifelong intellectual and writer,” straining with shaky hands and poor eyesight to pass the written portion of his state’s driving exam.
Harrison died in 2016, in the most fitting way — hunkered at his desk, writing a poem. “Had Jim written the secret number of birds he had counted in a lifetime on a slip of paper as he had once promised in the poem ‘Counting Birds?’” Goddard muses. “If so, he did not get to pass it to his wife and daughters from his deathbed, as he once imagined.”


About that trip to Key West: I had become intoxicated by Harrison’s work in college. My enthusiasm was intense. At the time, I was working on a master’s degree in history but thought I might pursue a Ph.D. in English, and I secured a travel grant to attend a multi-day festival on American Writers and the Natural World. Harrison would be featured there, along with my second-favorite writer, McGuane, and others I admired. But the clear goal was to meet Jim. 

And I did get to briefly introduce myself to him. He signed a book and posed for a picture. But the idea that he would take any special interest in me — because I was a fan, and I too was from Michigan, and knew its northern woods — well, that was of course a juvenile fantasy. 

Otherwise, the conference was fine. Most of its attendees were much older than me; they seemed dilettantish and well-heeled. I purposefully dressed down in a flannel shirt. There was, however, an attractive woman there, about my age, who was also a grad student, from someplace in Florida. We hit it off a bit. The first day, we talked. The second night we kissed on a bench. For the third night (I confess) I hoped maybe we’d have sex. We’d made dinner plans, but at a late-afternoon reception she told me she wouldn’t be able to make it: Jim Harrison had invited her to a group dinner. Ugh.

We adjusted our plans and agreed to see each other afterward for late-night drinks. We set a time to meet at Sloppy Joe’s, a bar that Hemingway famously frequented, but had since devolved into a garish tourist trap. I showed up and waited for her. I continued waiting,  longer than I should have. (This was before cell phones.) Eventually, two of her English professors walked in, and my heart sank when I overheard one murmur to the other: “Oh no, he’s still here.” They approached me gingerly, knowing I’d been waiting for [name forgotten]. “I’m sorry,” one said. “I don’t think she’s going to make it.” They’d just seen her boarding Jimmy Buffet’s yacht — with Jim Harrison. He was 58 then, but seemed older, and used a cane — maybe to manage his gout or possibly just to offload his massive weight. Regardless, I’d not stood a chance. About a month later, the woman I’d fancied sent me a letter apologizing; nothing sexual had happened with Jim, she stressed. 

I met Jim again in 2002 at a reading outside Boston. This time, we actually got to chat a bit. I mentioned someone we knew in common and asked for his opinion of Richard Yates. Eventually, I brought up that we’d briefly met six years prior at that Key West conference, and that while he surely hadn’t known it — and of course there were obviously no hard feelings — he had poached my date. 

He lit up with a giant grin. He remembered that night well, he said, not least because he’d ended up stuck with the entire $3,000 tab from the dinner party. The truly amazing thing, though, was that he’d seen her again, just the night before, on his book tour. “She came to my party at Elaine’s!” he boasted. I asked if she was still very pretty. He responded, still radiant, with a wisecrack that made me chuckle — but that was also so outrageously lewd and disarmingly specific — that I will never repeat it in print. Except to say that I am glad that Jim Harrison did not live to see the #MeToo movement.

John McMillian teaches recent American history at Georgia State University, in Atlanta. He is the author of Smoking Typewriters and Beatles Vs. Stones. His new Substack is Mick’s Opinions.
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 The daylight clawing down through the branches was slowly dying. In its place, a growing breeze scraped through the trees, too cold for this time of year.
Aasim Beaver sat on his haunches, his wide tail tapping the ground. This new wind didn’t carry the smell of cedars or date palms. It smelled of danger and darkness.
It smelled of death.
His tail tapped faster. They should all be in their homes, preparing for whatever was coming. Not gathered like fools discussing the health of local mushroom colonies or squabbling over territories. But Nahar loved these little gatherings, and now that she was pregnant, he wouldn’t let her come alone. He would protect his family at all costs.
He could not fail again.
Nahar rested her tail gently, but firmly, atop his to still it and urged his gaze back to the gnarled stump in the center of the crowd of animals. A wizened brown hare with a half-severed ear ended his rant with a thump of his hind leg, then hopped off the stump.
A mongoose—this season’s community chair-mammal, according to Nahar—scurried atop the stump in his place.
“Thank you,” she squeaked, “for that important reminder that scent markers make good neighbors. Remember to mark what’s yours and respect what’s not.” A tendril of icy air rushed past her, and she shivered. “If there’s no further business—”
“What of my parents?” a deep voice asked from beyond the circle of gathered creatures. Two sharp, ridged horns pierced the lengthening shadows as an adolescent gazelle stepped forward.
“That’s the boy I told you about,” Nahar whispered to Aasim. “He called on the council last week for help finding his parents. They disappeared one night and haven’t returned. He’s busy caring for his younger sisters, poor dear. Otherwise he’d go looking himself.”
The mongoose wouldn’t meet the gazelle’s eyes. “Yes, um . . . you see . . .”
“Won’t be no search,” the wizened hare grumbled. All ears flicked toward him. The mongoose shot him a disapproving look, which he met with a defiant thump.
“Boy’s grown. He don’t need hoof holdin’. He needs the truth.” He turned to the gazelle. “Wolves got your folks. That’s the sorry truth. Makes no sense riskin’ our lives to look for bones. It’s best you move on.”
The gazelle reared and struck his hooves into the forest floor as his voice charged through the night. “It wasn’t wolves!”
Aasim grabbed Nahar’s paw to pull her away. He wouldn’t risk her being around if a fight broke out.
Directly overhead, a branch snapped. Every creature stilled, eyes and ears searching, assessing.
More branches shuddered, drawing closer. Aasim tugged at Nahar, but she resisted and pointed at a giant heron hopping down towards the clearing. “It’s only Traveler.”
Nahar often mentioned the news-bringing bird, claiming he was harmless. Aasim didn’t trust outsiders, however. Especially those with snake-like necks and beaks as sharp as human spears.
The heron perched on the lowest branch, looming over them. “The boy is right. Wolves are not behind these disappearances.”
“These?” The mongoose quivered atop the stump. “There have been more?”
Traveler bobbed his head. “Two water buffalo a day’s flight from here, brother and sister. And a pair of owls, too. There’s never blood, no sign of struggle, no saying good-bye.”
“What happened to them?” the gazelle asked.
“Not what. Who.” The heron leapt from his branch to the center of their gathering and lowered his voice. “The Double-Snatcher.”

All the animals cowered slightly. The heron stalked his way around his audience on spindly legs, wings spreading dramatically as he spoke.
“He doesn’t hunt. He doesn’t trap. He doesn’t use anything except . . . magic!” A stick shot up, clutched in his talons. Those closest to him flinched. He smiled as he tucked the thin branch under his wing and continued prowling. “His staff has the power to snatch control of your very mind. Under his spell, you’ll leave all that you love to slither, walk, or fly straight to him. And what does he do once you arrive?”
Not even Aasim breathed during the suspended silence.
“He feeds you to a ravenous beast!” The heron snapped his beak at an unsuspecting hedgehog and reveled in the resulting squeaks and startled squeals. “In all my travels, I’ve never seen its likeness. A true leviathan of the land that could cross your river in a single stride.” Nahar huddled closer to Aasim as the heron continued. “It crouches on its many legs outside a human colony, demanding to be fed. Beneath its row of unnatural eyes is a gaping mouth that never shuts. The beast swallows animals whole and doesn’t bother spitting out the bones.”
Beside Aasim, Nahar trembled. The last of the sunlight drained from the forest, and the heron’s beady eyes glinted in the shadowy night. This bird clearly enjoyed the power his stories had, and Aasim was done letting Nahar be terrorized by them. He pulled her away, and she came without protest.
As they headed for the river, she crept beside him, searching the shadows on either side of their path.
“It was only a full-moon tale,” he assured her. “The kind you tell young kits so they’ll stay close to the lodge. There is no mind-snatching man.”
“But Traveler saw him.”
“Traveler saw a gullible audience. He’s a performer. Don’t let him get under your fur.”
“The gazelles did disappear though. And there wasn’t any blood.”
“No blood where they were last seen,” he corrected. “They wandered from the safety of their home, and I’m sure wherever they were caught, there were signs of wolves or humans.” He eyed her seriously. “Regular, non-magic humans that our lodge protects us from.”
They emerged from the meager shelter of the trees, and the icy wind raked across them unrestrained. It clawed the normally smooth surface of their dammed-off pond, disfiguring the reflected face of the full-moon into a ragged skull.
Aasim shivered. The wind would only get stronger as the night wore on. The Double-Snatcher might not be real, but the danger of this storm was.
Nahar paused at the water’s edge. Her paws fretted over each other. Aasim stilled them with his own and raised his voice to be heard over the rising gusts. “I will keep you safe.” He stared meaningfully at her belly. “All of you.”
She nodded, then slid into the pond, letting its inky waters consume her.
Aasim followed her down to the watery entrance and up into the tunnel that led to the dry chambers of their lodge. They’d come home just in time. Beyond the vent hole at the top of their main chamber, the wind rushed faster and faster as if trying to escape something close on its heels.
Outside, wind-whipped debris pelted the wood and mud walls of their lodge. “They’ll hold,” Aasim said, nestling beside Nahar.
He reassured himself of everything he’d done to make this new lodge thicker and stronger than their last, yet this wind was like none he’d ever seen. It gnashed and tore at their roof. Chunks of mud ripped free around the vent hole, and the tightly woven sticks across the opening began to rattle. Nahar buried her head against him, whimpering.
The wind howled, vicious and hungry, devouring pieces of their home above them. All Aasim could do was hold Nahar and fight back memories of teeth and growls and other howls—of frantic cries and blood-stained dirt and scattered tufts of newborn fur.
The wind attacked for hours. When it left, their roof bore a gaping wound, and the vast uncertainty of the night bled in. Thick clouds now dammed the once moonlit sky.
Aasim sniffed tentatively. The air was heavy with the smell of coming rain. “We won’t have long to make repairs. A day or two at most. I need to get started.”
“Now?” Nahar followed him to the exit tunnel. “It’s too dark. You haven’t slept.”
“I’ll sleep once I know the lodge is fixed and you’ll be safe.”
“Let me help.”
Aasim rested his paw on her swollen belly. “The kits need you to rest. The sun will rise in a few hours, and I’ll have worked up an appetite by then. I’ll come home, and we’ll eat together.”
“I could make cattail soup,” she offered.
“I don’t want you leaving the lodge.” He motioned to their stockpile of tubers. “We have plenty to eat already.”
The water level in the exit tunnel looked lower than before; their pond was slowly draining. Part of the dam must have been weakened as well. That would have to be his first repair.
“If I’m not back by breakfast, I will be by midday,” he said. “No matter what, promise me you won’t leave the lodge?”
She nodded, and he slid into the watery black.

Aasim had been right about the dam; the wind had left a bite in it, and the draining water was slowly eroding and enlarging the hole. He patched it easily enough with mud and branches, careful not to thump too loudly—Nahar needed her rest.
Repairs weren’t enough, though. If the clouds overhead proved as vicious as the wind that brought them, the rain might raise the river. He needed to make their dam taller, stronger. He had to keep Nahar safe.
Aasim made his way into the forest, the branches overhead nothing more than dark scratches against an already black world. He moved as quietly as he could, straining in the dark for the right size tree.
He found one that might work, and paced around it. It was thicker than he needed but perhaps he could use it to reinforce—
To his right, the underbrush rustled. Aasim froze, fur bristled. His heart thumped louder than his tail ever had, but he couldn’t see anything. Nothing smelled out of place.
When nothing attacked, Aasim began gnawing the tree. He ignored the prickling at the base of his fur every time he heard the forest shift. If he was going to reinforce the whole length of the dam and make it even higher, he would need a lot of trees. He didn’t have time to waste on fear.
The sun had been trapped behind the wall of clouds for hours before Aasim patted the last bit of mud atop the fortified dam. He’d spent all night and morning felling trees, floating them downriver, and fixing them in place. Thankfully, Nahar had slept through it all. He couldn’t let her sleep any longer though.
“I’ve stabilized the pond,” he called from atop his massive dam. “I’ll gather the branches to fix the roof if you want to start preparing the tubers. I’ll do the repairs after we eat.”
Only the rushing of the river replied.
His voice should have carried through the torn roof. She should have heard him, even in the sleeping chamber. Fear gnawed his belly, but he shook it off like water. They’d had a traumatic night. Nahar was probably too deeply asleep.
Aasim walked across the top of the dam to the riverbank. She was fine. She’d promised to stay in the lodge, and there’d been no signs of predators. If she was still sleeping, he should let her keep sleeping.
And he would. After he checked on her.
He dove into the pond and swam up the tunnel to the main chamber, now flooded with the dim gray of day. He wouldn’t even have to wake her. One quick peek to make sure she was fine, and then he’d—
The sleeping chamber was empty.
“Nahar?”
He checked the back tunnel and rechecked the main chamber and sleeping chamber.
Empty.
Empty.
Empty.
He scurried down the tunnel and back onto shore. “Nahar!”
He called her over and over, louder and longer until his voice was raw.
She never called back.
He ran downriver toward the cattails. Maybe she’d gone to gather ingredients, even though he’d told her not too.
The cattails were empty, though. Deep down, he’d known they would be. Something as simple as soup would never make Nahar break her promise.
But the Double-Snatcher might.
The thought snaked its way into his mind, and he tried to fight it back. There had to be a logical explanation. Magic and mind-snatching weren’t real. The Double-Snatcher couldn’t be real. Even if he was, he took creatures two at a time. Nahar had been alone.
Aasim followed the river downstream, sniffing for clues and calling her name. Impossibly, the wall of clouds in the sky thickened and darkened with more and more clouds until it seemed it would burst. Aasim reached the scent mound marking the end of their territory without so much as a trace of her. However, he hadn’t caught scent of a predator either. That was good. She was probably upriver somewhere. He’d cross to the other bank and work his way toward their upper boundary.
He was halfway across the river when a wail rose above the water’s rumbling. The cry was farther downstream, but there was no mistaking it—a beaver was in distress.
He launched himself downstream, swimming with the current as fast as he could, ignoring his neighbor’s scent mounds as he entered their territory. The cries and moans grew louder, separating into two distinct voices. Neither were Nahar’s.
Around the bend, an impressive lodge rose into view. It had fared the storm better than his own.
“Berosh!” a male beaver called above the distraught wails of the female beside him. “Berosh!”
Aasim exited the river just above their pond. The male stepped protectively in front of the female, slapped his broad tail on the water, and bared his sharp, orange incisors.
“I don’t mean to trespass.” Aasim kept himself at a safe distance, front paws in the air. “I heard crying.”
“Our son.” The female stifled her sobs. “We were all sleeping in the lodge, but when we woke this morning, he was gone. It’s been hours.”
“He’s two,” the father said reluctantly. “It is possible he went searching for a wife and place of his own.”
His wife slapped her tail atop his. “You know he’d never leave without saying good-bye!”
Aasim steadied himself on all fours as the earth started to spin around him like a whirlpool. Two beavers mysteriously gone. No signs of blood.
“Have you seen or heard anything?” the mother asked.
“No.” Aasim’s voice came out as weak as his limbs. “My wife . . .”
“She saw something?”
He shook his head. “She’s missing too.”
The mother wailed anew—a loud, soul-scraping sound—and the urge to join her nearly consumed Aasim. But either Nahar was fine, or she needed his help. Either way, crying wouldn’t do any good. He met the father’s eyes. “I’ll keep an eye out for your son.”
The father nodded with a look that promised to do the same for Nahar, but there was no hope in his eyes, only the familiar sorrow of a father now childless—a sorrow Aasim wasn’t ready to face again.
Nahar and their unborn kits had to be okay.
He had to keep hoping.
He had to find Traveler.

She’ll be dead before you get there.
That’s what the heron had said—once his laughter died—when Aasim asked where to find the Double-Snatcher. He’d finally given Aasim directions though.
A day’s flight with the sun to your left.
Aasim didn’t know how many days of walking equaled one day of flying, but so far it was more than five—if he was going in the right direction. It was hard to keep something on your left that you couldn’t even see. Gray clouds smothered the world around him. They should have burst days ago but continued to darken. The air was heavy enough to drown in. Beneath him, the earth was hard and cracked with only a few stubborn shrubs daring to grow amongst the dirt and rocks.
By the time he’d found the heron and gotten directions, Nahar had already been gone half a day. He’d run for hours, hoping to catch up. Running became walking. Walking became dragging. At times he thought he caught her scent—the increased humidity should have made it easy. But it was so faint and fleeting, he couldn’t be sure he hadn’t imagined it. Now his legs threatened to collapse like chewed trees, and he stopped to rest again.
The further from the lodge he trekked, the more foolish he felt. Did he really believe a magic human had snatched control of Nahar’s mind? What if she’d only wandered to the other side of the forest, perhaps to help those orphaned gazelles? What if she came home to find him gone?
Aasim had done his best to avoid any sign of animal life for fear of predators, but if the Double-Snatcher was real and anywhere nearby, the animals of the area would surely know.
In the distance, the tops of hills peeked over the horizon. If he pushed himself, he could get there in a few hours. The elevated view would help him scout out an area most likely to have local animal life, and if whoever he found hadn’t heard of the Double-Snatcher, he’d go home.
The idea to turn back ate at him as he dragged himself forward, but what else could he do? He would give his life for Nahar, but what if he died here, chasing a full-moon fable and she was somewhere else, scared and alone? What if every step he took was one step further away from her?
The hills loomed larger, speckled with what looked like rocks. No, not rocks. Tree stumps. Not a single tree remained standing on the hills.
Only one thing in all of nature destroyed a forest in that way.
Aasim ran with renewed energy. He reached a hill the height of four grown trees and wove between its stumps until he crested the top. A tangled mass of human buildings sprawled into view.
And at the base of the hill crouched the beast.
Aasim ducked behind a stump and peered cautiously around it. Traveler’s description had been right, but the beast was even worse than Aasim had imagined. Multiple straight legs angled away unnaturally from the beast’s wide belly. Its hide was the color of bark-stripped trees, and it had no tail or nose. On what he’d assumed was its flank but must have been its face, a row of black, sharp-cornered eyes stared unblinking above a gaping, cavernous mouth with its wide brown tongue protruding to the ground.
Humans bustled beside the beast, their thin colorful skins flapping in the gradually growing wind. Aasim counted six of them, all adding strange human items to growing piles. Human scent mounds, perhaps? To keep the beast from entering the city?
There were animals too—snakes, camels, owls. A pair of lions made the nearby herd of sheep bleat nervously, their collective sound the only one that reached Aasim atop the hill. The lions didn’t look interested however, and as a seventh human appeared from behind the beast, Aasim saw why.
The man was tall with a patch of long gray fur beneath his face, and in his paw was a crooked staff. He pointed it at the lions, then the beast. The humid air grew cold as Aasim watched the lions stroll onto the tongue of the beast and disappear in the abyss of its mouth.
The Double-Snatcher pointed his staff at one of the humans’ growing mounds. Two brown shapes emerged from behind it, their flat wide tails unmistakable even at this distance.
Nahar!
Aasim’s heart leapt to his throat. Nahar headed for the beast with a younger beaver at her side. Aasim darted toward her, but the hill sloped treacherously under his already weak legs. She stepped onto the tongue. His sides heaved with every breath. He wouldn’t reach her in time.
“Nahar!” he cried, his voice still too far to be heard. “Nahar!”
She kept walking up into the waiting mouth of the beast until it swallowed her completely.
Aasim skidded to a stop halfway down the hill. His eyes clamped shut, unable to bear the sight of a world without Nahar.
He had failed her. She and their unborn kits were gone.
He thumped his tail against the earth. He thumped again, harder. He continued thumping until he was railing against the ground as if he could transfer his pain to it. The cold despair within him melted as the heat of his wrath took hold. His eyes snapped open.
He wouldn’t go home. There was no home without Nahar. He had to avenge her and his children that would never be. He would chew through the Double-Snatcher’s staff and destroy the source of his power; no more families would be torn apart this way. Then he would attack the humans. He would bite and scratch as many as he could until he joined Nahar in death.
Aasim resumed his downward path with the focused calm of purpose. The humans continued building their mounds near the mouth of the beast. He’d have to sneak around its backside and attack the Double-Snatcher and his staff from behind.
The Double-Snatcher pointed his staff at the camels, and they plodded toward their doom. As they climbed the tongue, a human exited the mouth and—
Aasim froze. There was an eighth human, and it was in the beast’s mouth. More than that, it had come out of the beast’s mouth. Aasim’s heart threatened to burst from his chest. If it had survived, maybe Nahar had too.
Aasim crept forward, studying the strange beast more intently. It lay so still, it didn’t even seem to breathe.
He gasped. He’d been too far to see it before, but this close, it was obvious. It was no beast with wood-colored skin. It was a lodge. A massive wooden lodge supported not by legs but thick logs braced against the earth. What he’d assumed were eyes must have been ventilation holes.
Its design was impractical. If anything happened to those few supports, the whole structure would topple. He could exploit that weakness and chew through the logs, but Nahar was still inside. He couldn’t risk hurting her.
The last of the animals made their way into the lodge, and the humans began carrying items from their mounds into the lodge as well. The Double-Snatcher laid his staff against a rock and hefted a part of a mound himself. Aasim would still attack the staff first. He couldn’t risk being mind-snatched if he wanted to free Nahar.
He slunk forward, staying hidden behind stumps until he made a dash for the backside of the lodge. He crept under the support logs to the far end of the structure and peered around its corner. The Double-Snatcher’s staff lay abandoned on the rock. Aasim would only have one shot at this.
Once all the humans had their paws full of mound pieces and were facing toward the entrance of the lodge, he ran to the back of the rock and pulled the staff behind it. The rock wasn’t large enough to conceal the full length of the wood, but the staff was no thicker than his paw. It would take less than a minute to weaken it enough to snap. He sank his incisors into the middle of the staff and stripped piece after piece, whittling the wood thinner each time.
A chittering human approached the rock. It must have spotted the staff’s exposed end, which jostled as he worked. Aasim bit the middle one last time, then bent back one end of the staff with his paws while his tail held down the other.
The staff splintered with a satisfying crack, and the human squealed as it finally spotted him.
Aasim dodged between the human and the rock and ran for the lodge entrance. Chittering erupted among the other humans as he wove between them, pushing his tired muscles to their limits. On the ramp, he startled one human so much it fell, spilling everything it had carried. The human guarding the lodge’s entrance ran to help, and Aasim scurried past it into the darkness.
A menagerie of smells overwhelmed him. Every animal he’d ever known and plenty he’d never fathomed stared at him from behind wood-barred walls, each trapped in their own small chamber. They brayed, roared, and bellowed as he ran past, screaming Nahar’s name.
“Aasim!” Nahar’s voice trilled with relief.
He bounded towards the far end of the lodge where her tiny paws reached between the wooden branches caging her in and skidded to a stop when he reached her. The young male beaver behind her must’ve been Berosh.
“Don’t worry. You’re safe now.” He bit through four thin branches with one bite each and reached inside for Nahar.
She didn’t move.
“We’re supposed to be here, Aasim.”
She didn’t seem the least bit afraid, which terrified him. He’d destroyed the staff. It should have destroyed the power controlling her.
“That’s what the Double-Snatcher made you believe,” he said.
“It wasn’t the Double-Snatcher.” Nahar took his paw in hers, and a peaceful smile washed over her. “It was Kastor and Ramad.”
They’d rarely spoken of their children since the attack, and the sound of their names stripped him from the inside out. He had to force the words out of a hollow space deep within. “Kastor and Ramad are dead.”
“I know. Their spirits came to me.” Her continued smile hurt him even more than speaking their names had. “They told me they were alright but danger was coming for us, and I needed to follow them right away. I wanted to wait for you, but they promised you’d follow. They led me here and told me I could trust the humans. And they were right. The humans didn’t hurt us.”
A group of humans entered the lodge, and Aasim ducked into Nahar’s chamber. He lowered his voice. “You only saw what the Double-Snatcher wanted you to see. That’s what happens when you’re mind-snatched, Nahar. Maybe they haven’t hurt you yet, but look around.” He gripped one of the remaining branches of the cage wall. “It’s a trap.”
“It was really them,” she said. “I felt so much peace.”
“If it was really them, why wouldn’t they appear to me, too?”
She cocked her head, looking confused. “They didn’t?”
“No.”
For the first time, he seemed to have broken through her delusion. She scanned the cage around her, and it looked like she was finally seeing reason. When her eyes met his, they held a calm resolve. “I don’t know why they didn’t visit you, but I do know you came.” She squeezed his paw. “Just like they said.”
He pulled his paw free. “I didn’t come because they said something. I came because you’re in danger. Because after frantically scouring the river for clues, I learned that he”—he pointed to Berosh—“had also disappeared, and I feared the heron had been right.”
“My grandmother’s spirit came to me,” Berosh said. “She told me to follow her right away because my future family needed me more than my current one. She promised my parents would be okay.”
“They’re not okay!” Aasim said. “They’re weeping and searching and worried out of their fur.”
He poked his head through the cage opening. The humans were rebuilding their mounds in the center of the lodge. He turned back to Nahar and Berosh. “The humans only have a few more loads to carry before their mounds are fully transferred. We have to go now, while they still have their paws full. It’s our best chance of escape.”
“I know what I saw.” Nahar retreated to the far corner of the chamber and lay down beside Berosh. “I’m not leaving. This is where the kits and I will be safe.”
The ground beneath Aasim threatened to tear away like their roof in the storm. He’d come all this way, and she wouldn’t let him save her.
“Please, Nahar,” he begged. “None of it was real.”
“You said the same about the Double-Snatcher.”
“That’s not the same.”
“Why not?”
Human chittering blended into the cacophony of animal sounds. Aasim checked the entrance. All eight humans were inside, and only some carried items. The mounds were fully transferred.
They had to run. Now. His tail thumped on the floor faster and faster. How could he get her to see the truth?
Gentle pressure stilled his tail. Nahar stood beside him. She reached up and smoothed the fur on his cheek. “I would never want you to feel trapped.” She looked at the open door, then back at him. “It’s okay if you need to go.”
He didn’t know what the humans had planned, but he knew he’d keep her and the kits safe or die trying. He stared at their one chance of escape, not moving as two humans hauled the long wooden ramp into the lodge. The meager light of the outside world was slowly eclipsed by the closing doors until the lodge was lit solely by the dim bars of gray sneaking in through the ventilation holes above.
Nahar squeezed his paw, her voice hopeful. “You believe me then?”
“No.” He turned to her. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t stay.”
She rested her head against him, and he held her close while the humans secured a log across the door. Sharp pings attacked the roof, and every creature in the lodge fell silent as the pings swelled into a thundering roar that flooded the air.
The rain had begun.
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  A theme running through my book is the idea that efficiency improvements, and the various methods for making products cheaper over time, have historically been dependent on some degree of repetition, on running your production process over and over again. Higher production volume means larger, more efficient factories. It means more opportunities to use dedicated, high-speed, continuous process production equipment, or to implement efficiency-improving methods like Design for Manufacturing or Statistical Process Control. It means more incentive to develop new, better production technology. It means more opportunities to fall down the learning curve. The list goes on.
If you’re only going to run your process once, or just a handful of times, these opportunities are considerably narrowed. It’s obviously hard to justify the time and effort it takes to design a really efficient production process or invent some new manufacturing equipment if that process is constantly changing.
An example of this playing out in practice is the different cost trends of cars vs. car repair. In inflation-adjusted terms, cars have steadily gotten cheaper over time. The cost of car repair, on the other hand, has steadily gotten more expensive, rising mostly at the rate of overall wages (and recently, even faster).

Much of this difference comes down to the nature of the processes at work. Cars are manufactured via a repetitive, high-volume process that spits out nearly identical models by the hundreds of thousands or millions. Car manufacturers can justify spending billions of dollars designing a new model of car and the process for making it, because that cost will get spread out over a huge number of cars. Repairing a damaged car, on the other hand, is different: for a given model, any given repair process will be run a much smaller number of times, or maybe only once (since cars might get damaged in accidents in unique ways). A repair facility will need to accommodate a huge number of different models and model years, each damaged in different ways. There’s much less opportunity to design an efficient, highly automated repair process.
There are some complications to this basic pattern — the Toyota Production System and its descendents were designed to get mass-production-style benefits for a much more variable production process by making that process more flexible — but they don’t change the fundamental logic.
Thus, for things that we can repetitively produce in very large volumes — cars, transistors, LCD screens, corn — we’ve gotten good at making them very cheaply. Things produced in much smaller volumes, or where we need to adapt our process on the fly based on the specific situation, are much harder to produce cheaply. One way of thinking about services, which tend to get more expensive in inflation-adjusted terms over time, is that they’re things which generally require a lot of situation-specific adaptation, and can’t be produced via some high-volume, highly repetitive process.
An important aspect of this is automation. I’m fond of pointing out that it’s generally possible to build a machine to perform any particular task (and it has been for quite some time). If you’re going to do some task thousands or millions of times, it’s long been possible to automate that task with some sort of dedicated machine. (People skeptical of humanoid robots are very fond of pointing out how this sort of hard automation is far more efficient than a human-shaped robot at doing some task.) The challenge with automation has historically been flexibility: creating a machine that can make adjustments on the fly, perhaps changing the sequence of tasks completely as the situation changes, the way a human can. Even if the hardware itself can be used to perform a variety of different tasks, information processing capabilities have been limited; it has taken a lot of time and effort to get any particular automated process working, which could only be justified if those costs could be amortized over a sufficiently large volume. This is why the car industry has by far been the biggest user of industrial robots historically, as they have the right combination of very high production volumes, and frequent (but not too frequent) process changes (since models change yearly).
But this is changing: automation technology is getting more and more flexible. Computer vision has advanced, billions of dollars are being poured into developing humanoid robots, and a panoply of AI technologies are making it possible for an automated system to flexibly respond in a highly variable environment. Self-driving cars are one example. Being able to drive between any given two points, responding to situations or disruptions as they appear — traffic lights, pedestrians, other cars — is the exact sort of thing that automation historically has been very bad at, but that technology is now chipping away at.
As automation technology gets better and better, I have been thinking about how it will get pushed into areas requiring low-volume production or situation-specific adaptation that previously have been resistant to it. One potential trajectory is that with better, more flexible automation, “minimum efficient scale” — the size of an operation you need to be competitive — shrinks. With sufficiently capable robots, for instance, it might become possible to efficiently produce things in really small-footprint, low-overhead factories. The idea of “microfactories” is something people are enthusiastic about: you often see it in various prefab construction startups, but that excitement has spread elsewhere. The premise of the (now-defunct) EV startup Arrival was building cars using these sorts of highly flexible microfactories.
But another possible trajectory is in the opposite direction: large-scale, highly efficient production operations which capture significant economies of scale, but which produce a very wide range of outputs. Factories producing millions of different products in low volumes, or even quantities of one. I’m tentatively calling this idea “AWS for everything.”
AWS and flexible automation
AWS (Amazon Web Services) is Amazon’s cloud computing business. The idea of it (and of other similar offerings like Microsoft Azure and Google Cloud Platform) is that instead of needing to set up your own computing infrastructure to do things like host a website or store large amounts of data, you can just rent it from Amazon. Amazon builds the data centers, sets up the servers, and creates the software tools and infrastructure that other people can use to set up and manage their computing needs.
Making this work as a business demands a huge amount of expensive infrastructure; even before AI, Amazon and other cloud computing companies spent a huge amount of money building data centers in various regions. But as Ben Thompson notes, AWS “benefits tremendously from economies of scale.” The more customers AWS has, the more efficiently it can use its infrastructure, similar to how electric utilities wanted lots of customers to reduce demand variability and achieve higher utilization rates. Thus with AWS you get a highly variable output — millions of different websites and computing tasks — supported by large-scale infrastructure investments. You can very quickly use Amazon’s infrastructure to perform whatever computing task you’re interested in, from hosting a small website to processing terabytes of data, without needing to build or operate any of that infrastructure yourself.
This same basic logic applies to physical automation. If you have machinery or equipment that can perform different sorts of tasks or produce a variety of different goods, and an effective software control layer that can tell each piece of equipment what it should be doing and where material should be routed, you can automatically produce a very large variety of different things. And the larger your operations, the lower your marginal costs of production: the more you produce, the greater your equipment utilization rate, and the more you can capture other economies of scale, such as using more efficient high-volume equipment.
Historically setting up this sort of highly automated, highly flexible production operation has been limited by the fact that setting up any particular automated process took a great deal of time and effort, and the technology didn’t exist for that automation to respond flexibly to a highly variable environment. So automated production lines, even ones that used flexible technology like robotics, could only be justified for high-volume production, and the range of variation they could accommodate was fairly limited.
But as automation and AI get better, this becomes much less true. If your software is smart enough, and your equipment flexible enough, you can set up some new process to produce some new widget on the fly, automatically working out what the process steps need to be and how to route the material through the various machines, without needing to take the time and effort to dial it in that was required historically. And if your volumes are high enough — if you’re producing enough different widgets, each with its route through a sequence of machines, sharing processing steps where possible — your costs for each individual unit of production might be very low indeed, even as you produce a wide variety of different things. So I can imagine having very large-volume production operations, which obtain large economies of scale and produce a wide variety of different outputs. Huge warehouses filled with all sorts of different machines, materials, parts, and components being routed between them, paths and tasks changing on the fly, a panoply of different goods rolling off the equivalent of the assembly line, each one sent to its final destination by low-cost, small-scale delivery vehicles like drones or Austin Vernon’s pallet EVs. Customers could spin up production on this rented equipment and start producing whatever they wanted without having to build their own factory. These sorts of operations wouldn’t displace traditional mass-production style processes (which will still have a substantial cost advantage), but would exist alongside them.
(You probably don’t even need to completely automate the hardware side, so long as you have a sufficiently intelligent control layer. Uber’s mapping software can direct a driver to where they need to go, leaving the driver to actually turn the wheel and work the controls. Amazon has similar software that tells its distribution center workers where to pick up and bring packages. So you can imagine humans acting as much of the “connective tissue” in this sort of production process, being directed by software telling them where to go and what to do to maximize utilization.)
AWS for everything
You can see the seeds of this “AWS for everything” concept in some businesses that exist today. In manufacturing there are fabricators that specialize in high-mix production like SendCutSend, OSH Cut, or JLCPCB. You send your part design to SendCutSend: their software automatically checks to see if it can be fabricated using their equipment (laser cutters, CNC machines, etc.), and they send you back the part a few days later. According to SendCutSend’s founder Jim Belosic, this model only works because of economies of scale, being able to efficiently spread the costs of their millions of dollars of equipment. As he said on Tool or Die:
The key with high mix is that it actually works at scale. The larger volume of high mix, the easier things get...Especially with sheet cutting. With sheet cutting, the software side of us, it allows us to take hundreds of different customers, with a quantity of one part each, and put them onto a sheet, like tetris, nested all together, and run it all at once. So we only do one setup, for potentially dozens or hundreds of customers, we do one load into the machine, we only retrieve the material once. And we have really good sheet utilization, we have almost no scrap. It’s probably one of the lowest in the industry.
It doesn’t work though, when you only do a few. If I was to run one of those customers at a time, we’d be bankrupt.

SendCutSend has grown rapidly — founded in 2018, they recently passed $100 million in annual revenue — but they still work hard to maintain flexibility, using equipment that doesn’t require months of downtime to reprogram or configure when processes change. They’re also expanding their offerings. They started with laser cutting, later added CNC machining, and now offer welding of single parts. They’ve also gradually expanded the range of materials that they offer. You can imagine that as automation gets better and better, this sort of business model could continue to be extended, going to multi-part welding, assembly, and eventually entirely finished goods.
And it’s not just manufacturing where this sort of production model might emerge. I was inspired to write this essay after reading a really great essay about lab automation at Owl Posting, speculating that various lab automation startups might converge on being “AWS for biotech”: large, automated labs that can spread the costs of their automation over a large number of experiments run for different customers. Right now much of this sort of lab work isn’t automated, not because it’s not possible to automate but because it’s not repeated enough to be worth it in any particular lab. Centralize all those experiments in one place, and maybe that changes:
If you are to accept that lab centralization (as in, cloud labs) means you can most efficiently use lab robotics—which feels like a pretty uncontroversial argument—it also means that the further you lean into this, the more able you are to vertically integrate upstream. If you’re running enough experiments such that your robots are constantly humming, you can justify producing your own reagents. If you’re producing your own reagents, your per-experiment costs drop. If your per-experiment costs drop, you can offer lower prices. If you offer lower prices, you attract more demand. If you attract more demand, your robots stay even busier. If your robots stay even busier, you can justify producing even more of your own inputs. And so on, ad infinitum, until you devour the entirety of the market, and the game of biology becomes extraordinarily cheap and easy for everyone to play in.

I’m not a scientist, but I can imagine how this sort of model could apply to other areas of scientific research as well — chemistry, materials research, etc.
How far could this model be pushed? I opened this essay talking about car repair, which has risen in cost far faster than the actual production of cars. I’ve been in car accidents where the damage was relatively minor, but that nevertheless cost a large fraction of the entire value of the car to repair, due to the un-optimized, un-automated, labor-intensive repair process. Could we have some sort of large, centralized car repair facility, spreading the cost of its automated equipment (heavy industrial robot arms, lifts, welding robots, perhaps even metal fabrication equipment) across a huge number of repaired cars?
It’s not obvious to me whether this would work for car repair. Whether “AWS for everything” will work in a given industry will depend on the specifics of that industry, the costs and capabilities of the equipment available, and what scaling effects look like. If equipment is relatively inexpensive, and there aren’t substantial economies of scale at work, I wouldn’t expect this sort of production arrangement to necessarily make sense. A few years ago people were very enthusiastic about this sort of model for cooking, with “ghost kitchens:” commercial kitchens without any sort of dine-in option, preparing food for delivery-only restaurants. Some of the supposed advantage of ghost kitchens was that they required much smaller amounts of space that could be located outside of expensive, high-traffic areas (since you didn’t need any sort of dine-in option). But ghost kitchens were also expected to have economies of scale. Multiple different “restaurants” could be served from the same facility, possibly taking advantage of batch ingredient prep or high-capacity equipment. But while ghost kitchens are still around, they don’t seem to have been the enormous success they were originally predicted to be. (Possibly this will change if food prep automation gets much better, but that’d be somewhat surprising to me.)
So for many industries the “AWS for everything” model won’t work. But I nevertheless think there’s a good chance that certain kinds of production — manufacturing, certain sorts of scientific research, other capital-intensive services — will be organized this way in the future.
Thanks to Austin Vernon for reading a draft of this. All errors are my own.
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    Toyota Production System

    Based on Wikipedia: Toyota Production System


The Supermarket That Built an Empire


In the late 1940s, a Japanese engineer named Taiichi Ohno had a revelation while reading about American supermarkets. Not American car factories—supermarkets. While Ford and General Motors dominated global automobile manufacturing, Ohno found his inspiration in the humble grocery store.


Think about how a supermarket works. You walk in, take exactly what you need from the shelf, and leave. The store doesn't manufacture bread in the back room every time a customer enters. Instead, workers watch the shelves and restock only when items are purchased. Nothing is made until it's needed. Nothing sits around for long.


This simple observation would revolutionize manufacturing and spawn an entire management philosophy now known as "lean production." The system Ohno built—the Toyota Production System, or TPS—became the template that companies worldwide still struggle to replicate seventy years later.


The Three Enemies


The Toyota Production System identifies three fundamental enemies of efficient production. The Japanese call them muda, mura, and muri. Understanding these three concepts is like learning the grammar of a new language—everything else builds on top of them.


Muda means waste. This is the most famous of the three, and when most people talk about lean manufacturing, they're really talking about eliminating muda. But Toyota identifies eight specific types of waste, not just the obvious ones like defective products or idle workers.


The eight wastes are: overproduction (making more than customers need), waiting (time spent idle between steps), transportation (moving materials unnecessarily), over-processing (doing more work than required), excess inventory (stockpiling parts and products), unnecessary motion (workers moving inefficiently), defects (producing faulty items), and underutilized talent (not leveraging workers' skills and ideas).


Of these eight, Toyota considers overproduction the deadliest. When you make too much, you trigger a cascade of other wastes—you need more inventory space, more transportation, more handling. The excess sits there tying up capital and potentially becoming obsolete.


Mura means unevenness or inconsistency. Imagine a factory that receives huge orders at month's end but sits quiet the rest of the time. Workers scramble to meet deadlines, make mistakes, burn out—then have nothing to do. This boom-and-bust cycle creates stress and waste throughout the system.


Muri means overburden. When you push people or machines beyond their capacity, breakdowns follow. A worker rushing to meet impossible quotas will cut corners. A machine running at 110% will fail sooner. Muri creates muda—overburden creates waste.


Here's the crucial insight: these three are interconnected. Inconsistency forces overburden. Overburden generates waste. You can't attack muda alone and expect lasting results. This is exactly where Western imitators went wrong.


The Imitation Trap


When American and European manufacturers toured Toyota's factories in the 1980s, they saw something astonishing: nearly empty shelves, minimal inventory, parts arriving just as they were needed. They went home and slashed their own inventory levels.


Many of these initiatives failed spectacularly.


The visitors had confused the symptom for the cure. Low inventory wasn't a goal Toyota pursued directly—it was the natural result of eliminating waste, smoothing production, and building quality into every step. When Western companies forced inventory cuts without understanding the underlying system, they simply moved their problems from one place to another. Production lines halted when parts didn't arrive. Quality suffered when there was no buffer for defects.


It's like watching a marathon runner cross the finish line, noticing their low body fat, and concluding that the secret to running marathons is being thin. You've got the causation backwards. The leanness came from the training, not the other way around.


Two Pillars: Just-in-Time and Jidoka


Toyota describes its production system as resting on two conceptual pillars. The first is just-in-time production—making only what is needed, only when it is needed, and only in the amount needed. The second is jidoka, a Japanese term that's harder to translate.


Just-in-time traces back to Kiichiro Toyoda, son of Toyota's founder and the company's first president. The English phrase can be misleading. As Taiichi Ohno later clarified, "just in time" really means that parts arriving too early is also a problem. It's not about speed. It's about synchronization.


Return to the supermarket analogy. A work station that needs parts goes to an internal "store shelf"—an inventory point—and withdraws exactly what it needs. The upstream station then produces exactly enough to refill what was taken. No one makes anything until a downstream process creates demand by consuming something. Production flows backward through the factory, pulled by actual need rather than pushed by forecasts.


Jidoka is often translated as "automation with a human touch" or "autonomation"—a portmanteau of autonomous and automation. The core idea: machines should be smart enough to detect problems and stop themselves. But it goes deeper than that.


When something goes wrong on a Toyota production line, everything stops. Workers pull a cord called an andon cord (the word means "lantern" or "signboard"), and a large display board lights up to show where the problem occurred. This seems counterintuitive—stopping the line costs money, doesn't it?


The philosophy says no. Continuing to produce while a problem exists means you're now making defective products. Those defects get built into subsequent assemblies, shipped to customers, or caught later at enormous cost. It's far cheaper to stop, identify the root cause, and fix it permanently than to let problems flow downstream.


This requires something unusual: trusting workers. Any employee on the line can stop the entire factory. In most manufacturing environments, shutting down production is a serious matter requiring management approval. Toyota inverted this. The default expectation is that you will stop the line when you see a problem. Not stopping is the failure.


The Five Principles of the Toyota Way


In the 2000s, Toyota codified the philosophy underlying its production system into five principles they call the Toyota Way. These aren't manufacturing techniques—they're ways of thinking.


Challenge. Form a long-term vision and meet obstacles with courage and creativity. This isn't corporate motivational speak. Toyota's planning horizons genuinely stretch decades. They accept short-term losses to build long-term capability. Most publicly traded companies can't imagine operating this way—quarterly earnings demand constant immediate results.


Kaizen. Improve continuously, always driving for innovation and evolution. The word kaizen combines kai (change) and zen (good). It means not accepting that anything is ever finished. Every process can be made slightly better. Accumulated over years, these small improvements compound into transformative change.


Genchi genbutsu. Go to the source to find facts and make correct decisions. Literally translated, it means "real location, real thing." Don't manage from reports and spreadsheets. Go stand on the factory floor. Watch with your own eyes. Talk to the workers actually doing the job. Abstract knowledge is no substitute for direct observation.


Respect. Understand others, take responsibility, and build mutual trust. This sounds soft, but it has hard implications. Respect means not blaming workers for system problems. It means genuinely listening to suggestions from the production line. It means treating suppliers as partners rather than adversaries to squeeze.


Teamwork. Stimulate growth, share opportunities, and maximize both individual and team performance. Personal development isn't separate from company goals—they're intertwined. A worker who grows more skilled makes the whole system better.


The Hidden Chapter: Lower Cost


Taiichi Ohno's book Workplace Management, published in 2007, reveals something interesting in Chapter 23. He writes: "One of the main fundamentals of the Toyota System is to make 'what you need, in the amount you need, by the time you need it,' but to tell the truth there is another part to this and that is 'at lower cost.' But that part is not written down."


Why wasn't cost reduction explicitly stated? Perhaps because it's the outcome, not the method. Or perhaps because "cut costs" invites the wrong kind of thinking—the kind that sacrifices quality, burns out workers, and creates the very waste Toyota seeks to eliminate.


The system produces cost savings as a byproduct of doing everything else right. When you eliminate waste, costs drop. When you build quality in from the start, you stop paying for rework and warranty claims. When you respect workers and develop their capabilities, they solve problems you never knew you had.


The Vocabulary of Excellence


Working within the Toyota Production System requires learning its vocabulary. Each term encodes a concept that took years to develop.


Kanban means sign or index card. In practice, it's a visual signal—originally a physical card—that triggers production or movement of materials. When a bin of parts is emptied, the kanban attached to it travels upstream to request more. No kanban, no production. The system makes workflow visible and prevents overproduction.


Heijunka means production leveling or smoothing. Instead of building all of one model on Monday and all of another on Tuesday, a leveled schedule mixes production throughout each day. This reduces the peaks and valleys that cause mura—the unevenness that generates waste.


Poka-yoke means mistake-proofing. These are devices or procedures that make errors impossible or immediately obvious. A USB plug that only fits one way is a poka-yoke. So is a car that won't let you lock the doors with the keys inside. The goal is to design systems where doing it wrong is harder than doing it right.


Nemawashi literally means "going around the roots"—the gardening practice of preparing a tree for transplant by carefully working around its root system. In business, it means building consensus before a decision is formally announced. You meet individually with stakeholders, understand objections, modify proposals. By the time a meeting occurs, everyone has already bought in. Decisions are slow, but implementation is fast because resistance has been resolved in advance.


Hansei means reflection or self-reflection. After every project, every failure, every success, take time to honestly assess what happened. What worked? What didn't? What will we do differently? This isn't blame-finding—it's learning. Without hansei, improvement stalls because you keep repeating the same mistakes.


Exporting the System


For decades, the Toyota Production System remained Toyota's competitive secret. Then in the 1990s, something unexpected happened. Toyota began teaching it to others.


It started with parts suppliers. Toyota needed its supply chain to operate at the same level of quality and efficiency as its own factories. So they trained suppliers in TPS methods—essentially giving away the techniques that made Toyota successful.


This generosity had a strategic logic. A supplier that can deliver perfect parts just in time makes Toyota's own operations better. The rising tide lifted all boats in Toyota's network.


But Toyota went further. They started helping organizations with no connection to automotive manufacturing. In New York City, Toyota engineers worked with the Food Bank to reduce waiting times at soup kitchens and improve efficiency at food distribution centers. In New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, a disaster relief organization called SBP partnered with Toyota and cut home rebuild times from 12-18 weeks to just 6 weeks. Construction errors dropped 50 percent.


The same principles that optimize car factories—eliminate waste, build in quality, respect workers, improve continuously—turned out to work for rebuilding houses after disasters and feeding hungry families.


What the West Got Wrong


When Western companies tried to adopt lean manufacturing, many failed. The failures reveal a pattern.


Some companies treated lean as a cost-cutting program. They used the vocabulary of waste elimination to justify layoffs and squeeze suppliers. Workers learned that "kaizen" meant their jobs were at risk. Suggestions stopped flowing. The culture of continuous improvement never took root because improvement had become synonymous with threat.


Others implemented the tools without the philosophy. They installed kanban systems and conducted kaizen events while maintaining the same top-down, blame-focused management culture. The tools became rituals performed for their own sake rather than expressions of an underlying way of thinking.


The deepest misunderstanding was about speed. Lean isn't about moving faster. It's about moving smarter. Toyota makes decisions slowly, by consensus, considering all options. Then they implement rapidly because everyone already understands and supports the direction. Companies that rushed the decision-making but then faced resistance and rework during implementation had it exactly backwards.


The Confucian Foundation


The first chapter of Ohno's Workplace Management is titled "Wise Mend Their Ways." He references the Analects of Confucius. This isn't decoration. The Toyota Production System emerges from a philosophical tradition that's been refining ideas about virtue, learning, and self-cultivation for over two thousand years.


Confucian thought emphasizes continuous self-improvement, respect for teachers and elders, and the idea that wisdom comes from practice and reflection rather than pure intellect. These principles appear throughout TPS: kaizen as continuous improvement, genchi genbutsu as learning through direct experience, hansei as rigorous self-reflection, the respect for experienced workers who understand processes deeply.


Western management often looks for silver bullets—the one technique, the one restructuring, the one leader who will transform everything. The Toyota Way assumes transformation is the work of generations, built through small daily improvements by everyone in the organization. There is no finish line. There is only the endless pursuit of perfection, knowing it will never be fully attained.


The Paradox of Simplicity


The Toyota Production System can be summarized in a sentence: make what customers need, when they need it, with zero waste, stopping immediately when problems occur. It can fit on a napkin.


Yet companies spend decades trying to implement it and often fail. Libraries of books have been written analyzing it. Consultants have built careers explaining it. How can something so simple be so hard?


The difficulty isn't intellectual—it's cultural. Every principle of TPS runs against instincts that feel natural in most organizations. When there's a problem, the natural response is to hide it, not illuminate it. When production falls behind, the natural response is to push harder, not slow down to fix root causes. When workers make suggestions, the natural response is to dismiss them because management knows better. When setting strategy, the natural response is to chase quarterly results, not invest for decades.


The Toyota Production System isn't a set of techniques to bolt onto an existing organization. It's a different way of seeing, thinking, and relating to work. The tools are just manifestations of that underlying worldview.


Ohno wrote that many people settle for eliminating the waste that everyone recognizes as waste. But much remains that simply hasn't been recognized as waste yet—or that people have resigned themselves to tolerating. The real work isn't learning techniques. It's learning to see what you've been trained not to see, and finding the courage to change what everyone accepts as unchangeable.


That's why, after seventy years, the Toyota Production System remains the holy grail of manufacturing. Everyone knows it exists. Everyone can describe it. Almost no one can replicate it. The secret isn't secret at all. It's just very, very hard.
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The Malahat Review → Deadline: Feb 28 | Fee: Some | Pay: $70/page | Open for Nonfiction, Fiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 270 days | A: 3.50% | 10K+ followers | Canada | 1967 — “One of Canada’s leading literary journals, featuring poetry, fiction, creative nonfiction, and book reviews.”
ONLY POEMS | Theme: Ekphrasis → Deadline: Feb 28 | Fee: Some | Pay: $22 flat or $50/piece or $100 flat | Open for Nonfiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 56 days | A: <1% | 80K+ followers | Canada | 2023 — “Fall in love with poetry. Send us your weird, wild & wonderful poems & book reviews. As Leonard Cohen said, “Poetry is just the evidence of life. If your life is burning well, poetry is just the ash.”“
Frozen Sea → Deadline: Mar 1 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 30 days | A: 5% | 1.5K+ followers | United States | 2023 — “Publishing exceptional work from early-career poets in a mobile-friendly format.”
Rock and a Hard Place Magazine | Theme: American Gestapo → Deadline: Mar 15 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 2K+ followers | United States | 2019 — “Rock and a Hard Place Press is a lit-noir publisher, focused on stories of struggle, tales of the powerless and marginalized, characters on the fringes of society … and what they do next.”
MODieval Magazine → Deadline: Mar 17 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 600+ followers | United States | 2025 — “𝔄𝔫 𝔦𝔫𝔡𝔦𝔢 𝔪𝔞𝔤𝔞𝔷𝔦𝔫𝔢 𝔠𝔢𝔩𝔢𝔟𝔯𝔞𝔱𝔦𝔫𝔤 𝔱𝔥𝔢 𝔭𝔞𝔰𝔱 𝔞𝔫𝔡 𝔭𝔯𝔢𝔰𝔢𝔫𝔱 𝔱𝔥𝔯𝔬𝔲𝔤𝔥 𝔠𝔯𝔢𝔞𝔱𝔦𝔳𝔦𝔱𝔶.”
Cosmic Double → Deadline: Mar 31 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 90 days | A: 7.69% | 100+ followers | United States | 2022 — “A magazine of speculative, soft sci-fi, dystopian, and weird/uncanny/dark fiction.”
The Calendula Review: A Journal of Narrative Medicine → Deadline: Mar 31 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Fiction, Nonfiction, Poetry, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | Under 100 followers | United States | 2022 — “A creative journal of narrative medicine.”
The Loyalhanna Review → Deadline: Apr 3 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Multimedia, Nonfiction, Poetry, Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 10 days | Under 100 followers | United States | 1991 — “The Loyalhanna Review is a literary journal that has brought innovative, high-quality poetry, essays, short stories, and both black-and-white and color photos and other art to western Pennsylvania readers since 1991.”
Diet Water → Deadline: Apr 14 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Multimedia, Nonfiction, Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 30 days | 1K+ followers | United States | 2022 — “We wish to provide a creative space for America’s young emerging writers and artists. We strive for authenticity and for work that is equally raw, personal, and representative of each artist.”
WREATH → Deadline: Apr 15 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | Under 100 followers — “Chicago-based independent print literary and arts magazine.”
The Oat Bag Comic Magazine | Theme: About Existing and Creating Art Under Fascism → Deadline: Apr 17 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 14 days | A: 50% | 500+ followers | United States | 2024 — “A small online comic magazine that accepts comics, visual stories/essays and essays on comics.”
the engine idling | Theme: Collaborations → Deadline: Apr 30 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 30 days | 4K+ followers | United States | 2023 — “the engine(idling is a literary journal seeking poetry and art submissions from the restless.”
Sabr Tooth Tiger Magazine | Theme: Poets Roar → Deadline: Apr 30 | Fee: No | Pay: Yes | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 60 days | A: 8% | 1K+ followers | United States | 2025 — “an international lit mag with claws, teeth, & heart”
Copytext Magazine → Deadline: Apr 30 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 56 days | A: 12% | 700+ followers | United States | 2025 — “Copytext Magazine is an independent, biannual literary magazine dedicated to celebrating the artistic process by publishing creative works in the context of revision.”
Doubleback Review → Deadline: Aug 15 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Fiction, Multimedia, Poetry, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 210 days | 1K+ followers | United States | 2019 — “Doubleback Review is a grateful child of Sundress Publications and affectionate sibling of Doubleback Books. We publish pieces that were previously published at journals that, sadly, became defunct.”
samfiftyfour → Deadline: Oct 15 | Fee: $2.75 | Pay: $10/piece | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 53 days | A: 11.76% | 10K+ followers | United States | 2020 — “Celebrating differences in the things that unite us by sharing poems, stories, and essays from all around the world. Our hope is to give voice to those without; to build up global and local communities of poets and writers based on mutual support and respect...”
PLU Magazine | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Nonfiction, Multimedia, Poetry, Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 900+ followers | France | 2012 — “An artistic community in Paris, City of Light PLU is operated entirely by volunteers, any donations to support our project and its ongoing costs are greatly appreciated.”
Xenolithic Edges Literary | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Fiction, Nonfiction, Poetry, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 120 days | 100+ followers | United States | 2026 — “A journal by and for queer diaspora writers of color/the global majority who are living and writing on margins, against limits, over borders, in limbo, between lines, and with hybridity.”
delicate emissions → Deadline: Feb 18 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 14 days | A: 9% | 1K+ followers | United States | 2021 — “Quarterly zine for brief poems, published in physical form and online.”
Tap into Poetry | Theme: Poetry for Edition 19 - Sense of physical touch → Deadline: Feb 18 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 21 days | A: 63.64% | 2K+ followers | United Kingdom | 2022 — “We are a poetry magazine aimed at helping unknown poets publish their work.”
The Dewdrop → Deadline: Feb 18 | Fee: $5 | Pay: No | Open for Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 32 days | A: 18.18% | 900+ followers | United States | 2018 — “The Dewdrop welcomes submissions from all writers.”
Opal Age Tribune | Theme: Humanity → Deadline: Feb 18 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Nonfiction, Fiction, Multimedia, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 14 days | A: 78.57% | 2K+ followers | United States | 2023 — “The queer publication of our dreams. Be a part of our digital illuminated manuscript, a luminous record of our times.”
Main Squeeze Magazine → Deadline: Feb 19 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Fiction, Multimedia, Nonfiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 30 days | A: 23.53% | 700+ followers | United States | 2016 — “Main Squeeze Magazine is a yearly publication by SOU students.”
Melange → Deadline: Feb 19 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | Under 100 followers | United States | 2024 — “Melange – a work of art or literature that combines multiple forms, genres, and/or media.”
Chaotic Merge | Theme: The Final Issue Submissions (No optional fee) → Deadline: Feb 20 | Fee: No | Pay: Yes | Open for Nonfiction, Multimedia, Poetry, Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 90 days | A: 3.57% | 3K+ followers | United States | 2020 — “We seek work that is adventurous and test the border of art and structure. Don’t be afraid to mess with everything you have ever learned in your lives. We write to have fun!”
The Fib Review → Deadline: Feb 20 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | Under 100 followers | United States | 2006 — “The Fib Review is an online journal of Fibonacci Poetry. It has been the premier journal for the Fibonacci poetry form since 2006, publishing an international group of poets interested in advancing the form.”
Catalogue Zine | Theme: Issue 04 “Lifestyle” → Deadline: Feb 20 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Multimedia, Fiction, Nonfiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 30 days | A: 51% | 400+ followers | United States | 2024 — “Catalogue Zine is an environmentalist literary and art mag that focuses on educating on the nuances of both the climate movement and climate change itself while publishing community art and literature to emphasize modern expression and community nuance around life and the world.”
Quinobequin Review | Theme: Magic in the Charles River Basin → Deadline: Feb 20 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Nonfiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | 800+ followers | United States | 2023 — “Community journal publishing stories from Greater Boston. Part field guide part lit journal part love letter to the Charles River Watershed. Mostly publishing creative nonfiction. Also poetry, maps, recipes, visual art.”
Hot Flash Literary → Deadline: Feb 20 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Nonfiction, Fiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 100+ followers | United States | 2025 — “Hot Flash Literary is an online journal of flash whose mission is to give women-identifying writers a voice. A place for women’s voices to ignite. Like an ember. Flash up to 500 words.”
NAVIGATIONS → Deadline: Feb 20 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | Under 100 followers — “NAVIGATIONS is a journal of correspondence. NAVIGATIONS is interested in poetry, epistles, collaborations, responses, experimental essay, etc.”
Anemone Magazine | Theme: Themed Issue 4 → Deadline: Feb 20 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Fiction, Nonfiction, Poetry, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 21 days | A: 75% | 300+ followers | United States | 2024 — “Aiming to be a safe space and inspiration from teen, to teen. We consider up to 21 to be a teen here. Let us help you spread, or discover, your voice.”
Dog Throat Journal → Deadline: Feb 21 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Fiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 21 days | A: 3.13% | Under 100 followers | United States | 2023 — “We look for odd time thought provoking flash, micro, and prose poetry from the edges of artistic expression. Be eccentric, unconventional, experimental, innovative and contradictory. Be weird and filled with non-fluorescent light.”
ad infinitum lit | Theme: issue 7: meridian → Deadline: Feb 21 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Nonfiction, Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 60 days | A: 30% | 1.5K+ followers | United States — “for youth who dream of lost lovers, dead planets, and burnt constellations.”
Alaska Quarterly Review → Deadline: Feb 22 | Fee: $3 | Pay: No | Open for Nonfiction | ✖️ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 90 days | A: <1% | 15K+ followers | United States | 1980 — “We want work that investigates and divines, that searches out and wants. We’re looking for accidental visitors, harbingers, and spectres.”
Novus Literary Arts Journal → Deadline: Feb 22 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Multimedia, Nonfiction | ✖️ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 200+ followers | United States | 2019 — ““Novus” means “novel,” “extraordinary,” and “unheard.” We feature fresh voices and the best in poetry, prose, and art. Housed at Cumberland University.”
The Cadence Review | Theme: Issue ⅠⅠ : Fabled ✦ Fiction Call → Deadline: Feb 22 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Nonfiction, Fiction, Poetry, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 10 days | A: 48% | 800+ followers | Canada | 2025 — “Tuning language until it hums back.”
Baby Teeth Journal → Deadline: Feb 23 | Fee: AU$3 | Pay: AU$25/piece | Open for Multimedia, Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 30 days | A: 12.00% | 4K+ followers | Australia | 2018 — “An online indie publisher and small press. We’re a queer, inclusive, and anti-racist organisation with a focus on local queer and emerging creators.”
HOWL: New Irish Writing → Deadline: Feb 23 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 120 days | Under 100 followers | Ireland | 2022 — “a literary platform showcasing the creative wail in Irish writing from around the world”
Brain Candy Magazine | Theme: The Sweet and the Strange → Deadline: Feb 24 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | Under 100 followers | United States | 2025 — “Obsessed with something so deeply you have to share it? Welcome to Brain Candy Magazine, where yappers, geeks, and weirdos unite. If you could talk about your passion until your voice gives out, you’re in the right place.”
phantom journal → Deadline: Feb 24 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | Under 100 followers | United Kingdom | 2026 — “a zine dedicated to the unusual and the forgotten. hoping to foster a community of artists and creators.”
New Word Order XII → Deadline: Feb 24 | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Fiction, Poetry, Nonfiction, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 1K+ followers | Ireland — “New Word Order is a biannual journal of fiction, non-fiction, poetry, art, and interviews run by Creative Writing students of University College Dublin.”
Every Day Fiction | Theme: March 2026 → Deadline: Feb 25 | Fee: No | Pay: CA$3 flat or CA$3/piece | Open for Fiction | ✖️ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 90 days | A: 25.81% | 2K+ followers | Canada | 2007 — “bite-sized stories for a busy world”
Blue Collar Review | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Nonfiction, Fiction, Poetry | ✖️ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | Under 100 followers | United States | 1997 — “The Blue Collar Review is a quarterly journal of poetry and prose published by Partisan Press. Our mission is to expand and promote a progressive working class vision of culture that inspires us and that moves us forward as a class.”
Candlelight Magazine | Fee: No | Pay: $25 flat | Open for Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 100+ followers | United States | 2024 — “Candlelight is a sensitive publication that offers comfort, memory, and meaning to those navigating loss and end-of-life.”
The Belladonna | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Fiction, Multimedia, Nonfiction | ✖️ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 21 days | A: 41.86% | 10K+ followers | United States | 2017 — “Satire and humor by women & writers of marginalized genders, for everyone. Black Lives Matter.”
Lascivity: Literate Kink | Fee: No | Pay: £0.05/word | Open for Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 14 days | 1K+ followers | United Kingdom | 2025 — “Lascivity is a collection of essays about sex and kink.”
Mystic Owl Magazine | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 15 days | 300+ followers | United States | 2022 — “Mystic Owl is a poetry and fiction magazine.”
Toyon Literary Magazine | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Multimedia, Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 480 days | 100+ followers | United States | 1954 — “Cal Poly Humboldt’s student-led multilingual journal of literature and art.”
Raising Mothers | Fee: No | Pay: $0-$50 | Open for Nonfiction, Fiction, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 90 days | Under 100 followers | United States | 2015 — “A digital literary platform centering the parenting and personal narratives of the global majority.”
Cultural Daily | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Nonfiction, Fiction, Poetry, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 2K+ followers | United States | 2011 — “Elevating the conversation on the entire creative landscape around us - film, art, poetry, TV, comics, theatre and more!”
Squawk Back | Fee: No | Pay: No | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 28 days | A: 52.17% | Under 100 followers | United States | 2011 — “An online literary journal of transgression and alienation.”
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    Deep Dive

    Ekphrasis

    Based on Wikipedia: Ekphrasis


In a dingy tavern called the Spouter-Inn, a young man named Ishmael stares at a painting so dark and weathered he can barely make out what it depicts. Is that a ship? A whale? Some kind of apocalyptic storm? Herman Melville spends an entire page of Moby Dick describing this battered oil painting, and scholars have called it a turning point in American literature. Not because of what the painting shows, but because of how Melville writes about it—transforming a piece of visual art into pure language, making us see something that doesn't exist outside his words.


This is ekphrasis.


The Art of Making Words Paint Pictures


The term comes from ancient Greek: ek meaning "out" and phrásis meaning "speak." To speak out. To proclaim. The verb ekphrázein literally means "to call an inanimate object by name"—which is a beautifully strange way to describe what writers do when they try to capture art in language.


At its simplest, ekphrasis is a written description of a visual artwork. But that definition undersells what's actually happening. When a poet describes a painting or a novelist dwells on a sculpture, they're not just transcribing what they see. They're competing with it. They're trying to prove that words can do something that paint and marble and bronze cannot.


The artwork being described might be real—something you could go see in a museum. Or it might be entirely imaginary, existing only in the writer's mind and then, through their words, in yours. Sometimes it's genuinely impossible to tell which is which, and that ambiguity is part of the game.


Where It All Started: Homer's Impossible Shield


The oldest and most famous example of ekphrasis in Western literature comes from Book 18 of Homer's Iliad, composed nearly three thousand years ago. Achilles needs new armor, so the god Hephaestus forges him a magnificent shield. Homer doesn't just tell us the shield was impressive. He describes every scene depicted on its surface in exhaustive detail: cities at peace and cities at war, a wedding celebration, a murder trial, farmers plowing fields, a vineyard at harvest, dancing youths, and the great river Ocean encircling everything.


The description goes on for over a hundred lines.


Here's what makes it strange: Homer describes scenes that couldn't possibly appear on a single shield. He describes movement and sound and the passage of time—things that static metalwork simply cannot depict. The shield shows a city under siege where "the women on the walls were crying." It shows lions attacking cattle "and drinking the dark blood." These aren't decorations. They're stories.


Homer isn't trying to describe a real object. He's showing off what language can do that visual art cannot. The shield is impossible, and that's the point.


Socrates Under the Plane Tree


A few centuries after Homer, Plato captured something important about ekphrasis in his dialogue Phaedrus. Socrates is sitting with a young man named Phaedrus in a lovely spot outside Athens, under a plane tree by a stream. And Socrates describes this spot in elaborate, almost excessive detail—the size of the tree, the shade it casts, the blossoms, the spring of cool water, the soft grass.


Phaedrus thinks his teacher is laying it on a bit thick.


But then Socrates makes a comparison that gets at something deep about the relationship between words and images:


"You know, Phaedrus, that is the strange thing about writing, which makes it truly correspond to painting. The painter's products stand before us as though they were alive, but if you question them, they maintain a most majestic silence. It is the same with written words; they seem to talk to you as if they were intelligent, but if you ask them anything about what they say, from a desire to be instructed, they go on telling you just the same thing forever."


Both painting and writing create the illusion of presence. Both seem alive. But neither can respond to you. The painting just hangs there. The text just says what it says. Ekphrasis—writing about art—layers one kind of silent illusion on top of another.


A Gallery That May or May Not Have Existed


The most ambitious ekphrastic work from the ancient world is Philostratus's Eikones, written around 200 CE. It describes sixty-four paintings supposedly displayed in a villa near Naples. Philostratus walks through the gallery with a group of young men, describing each painting in vivid detail, drawing out moral lessons, pointing out artistic techniques.


Scholars have argued for centuries about whether these paintings were real.


Some say Philostratus must have been describing actual artworks—the details are too specific, too strange, too particular to be invented. Others say the whole thing is an elaborate fiction, a showcase for rhetorical skill. The most interesting interpretation is that Philostratus deliberately left the question unanswerable. Maybe some paintings were real and some weren't. Maybe the reader is supposed to wonder.


This matters beyond ancient literary games because virtually no Greek and Roman paintings have survived to the present day. Almost everything we know about Greco-Roman painting comes from written descriptions. Art historians have to decide how much they can trust texts like the Eikones—knowing that the writers were often more interested in showing off their prose than in accurate documentation.


The Medieval Gap


Something strange happens to ekphrasis in the Middle Ages: it almost disappears.


Medieval writers rarely describe artworks in any meaningful way. When they do mention art objects, they focus on things that would frustrate any modern art historian: how much the materials cost, how heavy the gold was, whether the object had the status of a relic. A medieval chronicle might note that a monastery acquired a magnificent reliquary studded with gems worth forty pounds of silver. What did it look like? What scenes were depicted on it? The chronicle doesn't say.


The irony is painful. We have written records of countless medieval artworks that no longer exist—and those records tell us almost nothing about what we've lost.


Renaissance Revival


Ekphrasis came roaring back in the Renaissance, often describing imaginary artworks that allowed writers to show off their learning and creativity simultaneously.


In Canto 33 of Orlando Furioso, the Italian poet Ludovico Ariosto describes a picture gallery created by the wizard Merlin. The paintings don't just depict scenes—they prophesy the future, turning ekphrasis into a device for embedding one kind of narrative inside another.


In Spain, the playwright Lope de Vega frequently incorporated descriptions of Italian paintings into his works, and even made the painter Titian a character in some of his plays. His contemporary Calderón de la Barca wrote a drama called The Painter of His Dishonor, where the act of painting becomes central to the plot. Miguel de Cervantes, who spent formative years in Italy, scattered references to Renaissance frescoes and paintings throughout Don Quixote.


Shakespeare's most extended ekphrasis comes in an unexpected place: The Rape of Lucrece, his long narrative poem about a Roman noblewoman's assault and suicide. At one point, Lucrece contemplates a painting depicting the Greek army before Troy, and Shakespeare spends two hundred lines describing what she sees. The painting becomes a mirror for her own suffering—the betrayal, the siege, the fall.


The Painting That Could Destroy Faith


In 1867, the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky stood before a painting in Basel, Switzerland, and couldn't look away. The painting was Hans Holbein the Younger's The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb, painted in 1521. It shows Jesus lying in a coffin, viewed from the side: a gaunt corpse beginning to decompose, wounds visible, eyes open and glazed, mouth slack.


There is nothing beautiful about it. Nothing divine. Just death.


Dostoevsky told his wife Anna that the painting "could make a believer lose his faith."


A few months later, he began writing The Idiot, and the Holbein painting appears in the novel with devastating effect. The innocent Prince Myshkin visits the house of the passionate Rogozhin and sees a copy of the painting hanging on the wall. Later, another character named Hippolyte describes the painting at length:


The painting depicts the face of a man who has just been taken down from the cross, still bearing the marks of the warmth of life. Nothing in it yet had time to grow rigid, so that the face of the dead man seems still to be suffering, as though still feeling the agony... There is no trace of beauty.


Rogozhin himself says the painting has the power to take away a man's faith—echoing what Dostoevsky said to his wife. The ekphrasis becomes a turning point in the novel, crystallizing its themes of faith, doubt, suffering, and the difficulty of finding the divine in a world of brutal physical reality.


The Portrait That Ages Instead of You


Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray might be the most famous ekphrastic novel ever written—even though the painting at its center is never fully described.


The premise is simple and horrifying. The painter Basil Hallward creates a portrait of the beautiful young Dorian Gray. Dorian, corrupted by the philosophy of Lord Henry Wotton, wishes that the painting would age instead of him. His wish comes true. As Dorian descends into cruelty and debauchery over the decades, he remains eternally young and beautiful. The portrait, hidden in a locked room, grows hideous—recording every sin, every act of cruelty, every moral decay.


Throughout the novel, Wilde gives us glimpses of the painting's deterioration without ever fully describing what it shows. We learn that the portrait has developed "lines of cruelty round the mouth" and that there is something in the eyes that makes Dorian shudder. But Wilde never itemizes the horrors. The portrait remains partially in shadow, and our imagination fills in what our eyes cannot see.


This is ekphrasis through suggestion rather than specification. Wilde understood that some things are more powerful when they remain partly invisible.


Keats and the Urn


"Ode on a Grecian Urn" is probably the most anthologized ekphrastic poem in English, and it demonstrates something important about how poetry can engage with visual art.


John Keats describes the scenes painted on an ancient Greek vase: a young man pursuing a maiden, a musician playing pipes beneath trees, a procession leading a heifer to sacrifice. But Keats isn't interested in describing these scenes as a catalog. He's interested in what it means that they're frozen in time.


The lover pursuing the maiden will never catch her—but she will also never grow old. The musician playing his pipes will never hear the melody—but he will also never stop playing. The heifer will never reach the altar—but it will also never die.


The poem's most famous lines have puzzled readers for two centuries:


"Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know."


Who is speaking these lines? The poet? The urn itself? Keats frames them as words spoken by the urn to humanity, but what do they mean? The poem refuses to answer. It turns ekphrasis into philosophy, using a piece of pottery as a launching point for meditation on time, beauty, mortality, and the nature of art.


The Fall of Icarus, Twice


One of the strangest facts about ekphrastic poetry is how often multiple poets write about the same painting.


The painting known as Landscape with the Fall of Icarus hangs in the Royal Museums of Fine Arts in Brussels. For decades, it was attributed to the Flemish master Pieter Brueghel the Elder; scholars now believe it's a later copy "after" Brueghel, but the attribution doesn't really matter for our purposes. What matters is what the painting shows.


You've probably heard the myth: Icarus flew too close to the sun on wings made of feathers and wax. The wax melted. He fell into the sea and drowned. It's one of the most dramatic stories in Greek mythology—a tragedy about pride, youth, and the dangers of ambition.


But in the painting, you can barely find Icarus at all.


The foreground shows a farmer plowing his field. A shepherd tends his flock. A ship sails on calm waters. The sun shines. Everything is peaceful and ordinary. And if you look very carefully at the lower right corner of the painting, you can see two pale legs sticking out of the water—all that's visible of Icarus as he drowns.


Nobody notices. Nobody cares. Life goes on.


W. H. Auden's poem "Musée des Beaux Arts" (French for "Museum of Fine Arts") uses the painting as the climax of a meditation on suffering:


About suffering they were never wrong,

The old Masters: how well they understood

Its human position: how it takes place

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along


The plowman may have heard the splash and the cry, Auden writes, but for him "it was not an important failure." The ship must have seen "a boy falling out of the sky" but it "had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on."


William Carlos Williams wrote his own poem about the same painting, titled simply "Landscape with the Fall of Icarus." His version is sparer, more imagistic, focusing on the spring plowing and the "edge of the sea / concerned / with itself." Both poets found in Brueghel's painting the same devastating observation: that catastrophe and ordinary life exist side by side, and ordinary life rarely looks up.


When Writers Lie About Art


Here's the problem for art historians: ekphrasis is fundamentally untrustworthy.


When writers describe artworks, they're rarely trying to provide accurate documentation. They're showing off their rhetorical skill. They're competing with the artist. They're using the artwork as a springboard for their own themes and ideas. An ancient description of a painting might tell us more about the writer's literary ambitions than about what the painting actually looked like.


And yet these descriptions are often all we have.


The Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf contains tantalizingly vague descriptions of gold objects and decorated weapons. Art historians inevitably compare these passages to the treasures found at Sutton Hoo and the Staffordshire Hoard—real seventh-century metalwork that survived into our era. But the Beowulf poet wasn't writing a catalog. He was composing an epic. How much can we trust his descriptions?


The same problem haunts scholars of late antiquity. Asterius, Bishop of Amasea around 400 CE, wrote several vivid descriptions of paintings and mosaics. Art historians cite him constantly because so little Christian art from his period survives. But Asterius was a trained rhetorician who had practiced ekphrasis as a school exercise. His descriptions follow classical formulas. He was probably more interested in demonstrating his literary skill than in preserving accurate records for future generations.


The Birth of Art Criticism


In the eighteenth century, ekphrasis evolved into something new: art criticism as a literary genre.


The French philosopher Denis Diderot essentially invented journalistic art criticism through his long, passionate reviews of the Paris Salon—the official exhibition of new art held by the French Royal Academy. Starting in 1759 and continuing for two decades, Diderot wrote sprawling essays about the paintings and sculptures on display, praising what he loved and savaging what he hated.


These weren't academic analyses. Diderot couldn't include illustrations. His readers would probably never see the actual works. So he had to make them see through words alone—and he had to convey not just what the paintings showed but why they succeeded or failed as art.


This tradition spread throughout Western journalism. Art criticism became a seasonal feature, timed to major exhibitions. Critics developed their own styles of descriptive writing, and particularly memorable denunciations became a kind of literary entertainment. Harsh criticism, it turned out, was often more fun to read than praise.


Edward Hopper's Long Shadow


Some artists seem to invite ekphrasis more than others. The American painter Edward Hopper has inspired more poetry than perhaps any other twentieth-century artist.


It's not hard to understand why. Hopper's paintings—diners at night, solitary figures in hotel rooms, gas stations on empty roads—feel like stories interrupted. They show moments that seem pregnant with narrative but refuse to explain themselves. A woman sits on a bed in the morning light, staring at something outside the frame. What is she thinking? What happened last night? What will happen next?


Hopper himself was famously tight-lipped about his work. "If I could say it in words," he reportedly said, "there would be no reason to paint."


Poets have taken that silence as an invitation. The French poet Claude Esteban published an entire book of poems about Hopper paintings, Soleil dans une pièce vide (Sun in an Empty Room). The Catalan poet Ernest Farrés did the same. Collections of Hopper-inspired poetry have appeared in English, and individual poems about his work number in the hundreds.


What makes Hopper so compelling for poets is precisely what makes his paintings feel unfinished: the suggestion of story without resolution, the glimpse of lives we'll never fully know. Ekphrasis lets poets fill those silences with their own words.


Full Circle: Auden's Shield


In 1952, W. H. Auden published a poem called "The Shield of Achilles" that brings the tradition back to its origins while inverting everything Homer did.


In Auden's version, the sea-goddess Thetis watches Hephaestus forge her son's shield, expecting to see the beautiful scenes Homer described: "vines and olive trees, / Marble well-governed cities / And ships upon untamed seas." Instead, she sees something terrible:


A plain without a feature, bare and brown,

No blade of grass, no sign of neighborhood,

Nothing to eat and nowhere to sit down


The shield shows barbed wire and concentration camps, refugees and arbitrary executions, "a million eyes, a million boots in line, / Without expression, waiting for a sign." Where Homer's shield depicted the fullness of human life, Auden's depicts the horrors of the twentieth century.


Thetis looks over Hephaestus's shoulder expecting beauty and finds atrocity. The poem ends with her realizing that her son Achilles will be "Iron-hearted man-slaying" and will die young. The decorations on his shield are not a celebration of civilization but a prophecy of what war does to human beings.


Auden uses ekphrasis against itself. He describes an imaginary artwork to make a political argument, invoking Homer only to show how much the world has changed—and how much it has stayed the same.


The Feedback Loop


One of the strangest aspects of ekphrasis is when it starts flowing in the opposite direction—when artists create visual works based on literary descriptions.


In 1888, the Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen published The Lady from the Sea. The first act opens with characters discussing a painting of a mermaid dying on the shore and a sculpture of a woman having a nightmare about a former lover. These artworks don't exist; Ibsen invented them for the play. They foreshadow the plot: the protagonist, Ellida Wangel, is a woman who yearns for the sea and is later visited by a former lover she thought was dead.


Eight years later, in 1896, the Norwegian painter Edvard Munch painted a work he called Lady from the Sea. It depicts a woman standing before the ocean, her body dissolving into the waves. Munch had created a real painting based on Ibsen's imaginary ones—closing the loop between literature and visual art.


This happens more often than you might expect. Artists illustrate literary descriptions. Writers describe those illustrations. Other artists reinterpret the descriptions. The boundary between word and image keeps blurring.


Why Any of This Matters


If you're reading about literature for a magazine focused on contemporary writing, you might wonder why an ancient rhetorical technique matters. The answer is that ekphrasis has never gone away, and understanding it can deepen how you read—and how you write.


Whenever a story pauses to describe a painting, whenever a poem contemplates a sculpture, whenever a novel dwells on a photograph or a film or a building, something more is happening than description. The writer is choosing to stop the narrative and make you look. They're translating one medium into another. They're often competing with the original artwork, trying to prove that words can do something the visual image cannot.


The most powerful ekphrastic writing doesn't just describe what an artwork looks like. It describes what the artwork means—or what it means to the character looking at it, or what it reveals about the world, or what impossible thing it suggests. Homer's shield shows scenes that could never appear on actual metalwork. Keats's urn speaks philosophical pronouncements. Dostoevsky's Holbein painting threatens to destroy faith. Wilde's portrait records moral decay that no paint could capture.


Ekphrasis reminds us that seeing is never simple. We don't just look at art; we interpret it, argue with it, project ourselves onto it. Writing about art forces those interpretive acts into the open. It makes us conscious of what we're doing when we look.


And in an age when images flood past us constantly—on phones, on screens, on billboards and buses—the discipline of stopping to really describe what we see might be more valuable than ever. Ekphrasis is slow looking translated into words. It asks us to attend, to notice, to make our seeing visible to others.


That's a skill worth practicing, whether or not you ever write a poem about a Grecian urn.
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  For a few months now, there’s been a bidding war between Paramount and Netflix to buy Warner Bros Discovery. Netflix seemed to have clinched the deal when the board of WBD accepted their offer. Paramount, which is owned by the billionaire Ellison family, got very nasty about the situation, suing on procedural grounds and trying to get shareholders to revolt. Ultimately, they are going to do what they had to do from the very beginning to win the bidding war - offer more money. 
But a contact let me on to something odd about the Paramount approach: the company says it has mostly completed the extensive legal paperwork necessary to acquire WBD. And that’s both very weird and very important, for reasons I’ll get into, because it suggests Paramount’s people believe the fix is in, on their behalf.
First, let’s discuss the bidding war itself. Both the Paramount and Netflix offers are legally problematic, for slightly different reasons. If Netflix wins, it will likely end up killing the theatrical release business, and entrenching its dominance in streaming. European antitrust enforcers are wary of Netflix, as is the Trump DOJ. Paramount has a different legal problem. The case is much simpler, because it’s a combination of two direct rivals going head-to-head in a concentrated market. A merger of Paramount and WBD would include two out of five movie studios and distributors, two major TV studios, two big sports distributors, and so forth.   

We know what happened when Disney bought Fox - the number of released movies decreased by 44%. The same thing will happen here, especially considering how many people Paramount is likely to fire. That violates all sorts of merger guidelines, which are the way enforcers think about how the Clayton Act works.
There’s an additional problem for Paramount, and that’s the obvious censorship and cronyism. The Ellison’s are new to owning Paramount, having bought it last year. And in that time, they have taken a number of steps, including firing Stephen Colbert, that are obvious attempts to please Trump. Then this Monday night, Colbert, in his last few months on the job, claimed that CBS, which is owned by Paramount, would not allow him to interview a Democratic Senate candidate, James Talarico. As former FTC commissioner Alvaro Bedoya notes, the conspiracy is pretty open.

Now, it’s not an antitrust problem that CBS censored this interview, but it is a media consolidation issue. As I’ve noted, we should repeal the Telecom Act of 1996 and break up these conglomerates, restoring vertical separation between distribution and production of video content and update that for the streaming world. Otherwise, we’re living in a censorship machine.
The way this behavior intersects with antitrust law is that it will change who might want to challenge each merger. A Netflix acquisition brings Trump enforcers and anti-big tech Europeans into play, while a Paramount acquisition likely puts them on the sidelines. At the same time, Democratic state officials will be more likely to challenge a Paramount deal, because of the obvious partisan cronyism going on. 
And that’s where the legal strategy of Paramount comes in. The company’s main antitrust lawyer is a savvy and cynical operator named Makan Delrahim. Delrahim is a close confidante of David Ellison, the son of Oracle founder and billionaire Larry Ellison, who is financing the deal. And Delrahim’s goal is to get the deal through before enforcers know what hit them.
To understand how requires a bit of a detour into the technical details of merger law. When two big companies announce a merger, they don’t immediately combine operations. They can’t just start moving the furniture, firing people, reordering business lines, and redesigning org charts. Both companies must remain independent, with two CEOs, two CFOs, two marketing departments, and so forth, in case the merger falls apart and they have to go their separate ways. That remains the case until the companies sign a deal, line up financing, get permission from their shareholders, and clear antitrust hurdles. 
There are a number of steps to overcoming potential antitrust objections. A merger of big companies must go through what’s called the Hart-Scott-Rodino process. Both companies file a form with the antitrust enforcers offering “such documentary material and information” that would help the Federal Trade Commission or Department of Justice figure out whether the combination is a violation of antitrust laws. 
Once they file that form, there’s an automatic delay of 30 days, during which time the companies can’t merge operations. If enforcers decide to investigate further, they can send a bunch of questions, known as a “second request,” to the two parties. The merger then gets delayed until they parties answer those questions. 
Fulfilling that second request is time-consuming and expensive. Corporations will negotiate with the government over the extent of the document requests and search terms, trying to limit the amount of information they have to hand over to minimize exposure to legal risk. There’s a reason for that, monopolization cases can come out of information acquired in the merger process. Once enforcers start poking around in your dirty laundry, they are apt to notice things you didn’t want them to see. So second requests take between a year or two, costing millions or tens of millions in legal fees.
Once a second request is done, the shot clock for the government starts ticking again. At that point, enforcers have to actually file a case and ask a judge to keep the operations of the company separate until the litigation is over. If they don’t, the deal closes and the companies can combine operations. Layoffs start, people get moved around, new projects get green lit. 
That doesn’t mean challenging a deal that has already closed is impossible. Technically, there’s no legal difference between undoing a deal rather than preemptively stopping one. But the incentives for the merging parties change once a deal closes. If they are still separate, time works against the merging parties. They will cooperate with the government on document requests so as to to get the process over, get their deal bonuses, and so forth. But once a deal closes, there’s no more incentive to do anything but delay, as they already have what they want, aka a completed merger. In fact, they will work hard to mingle the assets immediately to make it hard to untangle them, and even shut things down.
Delrahim knows how this process works, and so he’s had Paramount do something unusual for an acquiring party. His company has filed an HSR form without signing a merger deal or even winning the bid for the company with whom it is trying to combine. And not only has Paramount filed an HSR form, it has already “substantially” fulfilled the second request for information from the DOJ. That’s astonishing. It means Paramount paid tens of millions to lawyers to comb through documents on a rush job. It also likely implies they did no negotiations whatsoever with the government, and just gave them everything they asked for. I’m told that is unheard of. 
Why take such cumbersome and risky steps if Paramount is not even assured victory in the bidding war? Well, there’s a specific timeline involved if they make a cash tender offer. If the Netflix deal falls apart and Paramount wins the bidding war, then the antitrust enforcers have just fifteen days to rush a complaint out to a court to ask to pause the merger. 

Now, the DOJ Antitrust Division may still be able to file a case. They have hundreds of lawyers and they know how to challenge mergers. They examined the Disney-Fox deal, the Warner-Discovery deal, they are antitrust enforcers first and foremost. But Delrahim believes, not without reason, that the Trump Antitrust Division will be fine with Paramount buying WBD.  He is also likely banking on enforcers being unable/unwilling to comb through all of their documents and put a case together on time, because DOGE slashed the number of capable antitrust lawyers there.
Of course, I’ve never been particularly optimistic about this administration challenging mergers. But there are other possible litigators - state attorneys general, particularly from Democratic states. State enforcement lawyers are not experienced at challenging mergers, especially big ones, they rely on the DOJ to do that for them. There are opportunities here - a savvy state AG could send a civil demand to Paramount and get all the second request data sent over to the Federal government, which is a treasure trove of sensitive information.
Still, a fifteen day crunch to challenge a $90 billion deal is difficult. And while there is a broad anger in Hollywood over the deal, it’s not clear the institutions representing creatives are prioritizing a merger challenge over more prosaic things like bargaining with studios over health care. And so far, key industry leaders, a generally cautious and wealthy bunch, are still weighing on whether to engage. That’s why we’re mostly not seeing Hollywood stars speaking out.
So if the Trump enforcers refuse to challenge the merger, or do some sort of consent decree where Paramount makes promises to release a certain number of films, that erects an additional hurdle to state enforcers. At that point, if the states don’t prepare and file a case very quickly, the deal closes. Then Paramount will own WBD. It will start layoffs, renegotiating terms with theaters and sports leagues, combining streaming properties, and restructuring entities like CNN.
Even if state enforcers bring a case, it will be much harder to win. It could take many years, and in that time, Paramount will effectively have consolidated the industry. Enforcers won’t be asking for a judge to halt a merger, but to break up a company. And judges get very nervous about that.
Moreover, states will have to prove to a judge not only that the deal is illegal, but also that the Federal government was wrong in its analysis of the deal. The last time they attempted such a challenge was in 2019-2020, during the first Trump administration, when states brought a case against the Sprint-T-Mobile merger even as the Federal antitrust enforcers did a consent decree. The judge let the merger happen because he believed the Federal government was more credible than the states.
Oh, and who was the Assistant Attorney General for Antitrust when that Sprint-T-Mobile merger happened over state objections? It was a guy named… Makan Delrahim. So that’s the plan. Buy off the Feds, overwhelm and intimidate the states, roll-up Hollywood. 
Of course, that plan relies on a number of things to fall into place, including Paramount winning the bidding war and sustaining its financing. If that happens, then what’s standing in the way of a combination of Paramount and WBD is Hollywood power players and Democratic state attorneys general. Now, there are reasons they could challenge, and I know they are paying close attention. But… it’s the Democrats. There are moments when they could actually change their brand to a party willing to take risks for working people, instead of box-checking bureaucrats using tired rhetoric about fighting. This could be one of them.


Thanks for reading! Your tips make this newsletter what it is, so please send me tips on weird monopolies, stories I’ve missed, or other thoughts. And if you liked this issue of BIG, you can sign up here for more issues, a newsletter on how to restore fair commerce, innovation, and democracy. Consider becoming a paying subscriber to support this work, or if you are a paying subscriber, giving a gift subscription to a friend, colleague, or family member. If you really liked it, read my book, Goliath: The 100-Year War Between Monopoly Power and Democracy.
cheers,
Matt Stoller

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Clayton Antitrust Act of 1914

    Based on Wikipedia: Clayton Antitrust Act of 1914


The Law That Tried to Save Workers and Competition at the Same Time


In 1914, American workers faced a bizarre legal paradox. The very law designed to protect consumers from corporate monopolies was being used to crush labor unions. Meanwhile, the corporations that law was meant to restrain had discovered a loophole so large you could drive an entire merger wave through it.


The Clayton Antitrust Act emerged from this mess. It would become one of the most consequential pieces of economic legislation in American history, yet it started as an attempt to fix a law that had backfired spectacularly.


The Sherman Act's Unintended Consequences


To understand why Congress passed the Clayton Act, you need to understand what went wrong with its predecessor.


The Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 was America's first federal law against monopolies, cartels, and trusts. A cartel, for those unfamiliar, is when competing companies secretly agree to fix prices or divide up markets rather than actually compete. A trust was a legal arrangement where shareholders of competing companies handed control to a single board of trustees, effectively merging competitors without technically merging them.


The Sherman Act made these arrangements illegal. Simple enough, right?


Not quite. Courts began interpreting the Sherman Act's broad language against "combinations in restraint of trade" to include labor unions. Think about it from a purely technical perspective: when workers band together to demand higher wages, they are indeed "combining" to affect trade. The courts, often staffed by judges sympathetic to business interests, seized on this logic.


This created an absurd situation. Workers trying to balance bargaining power against wealthy corporations found themselves prosecuted under a law meant to protect ordinary people from those same corporations.


But that wasn't the only problem.


The Merger Wave Nobody Saw Coming


The Sherman Act outlawed cartels. So businesses adapted. Instead of forming cartels, where companies remained separate but coordinated their behavior, they simply merged into single corporations.


The result was the largest wave of corporate mergers in American history up to that point. Companies realized that a cartel's benefits—controlling prices, eliminating competition, dominating markets—could all be achieved legally by just becoming one company instead of several companies acting in concert.


The Sherman Act had, paradoxically, accelerated the very concentration of economic power it was designed to prevent.


Enter the Clayton Act


By 1914, the problems were impossible to ignore. President William Howard Taft's administration had established a Commission on Industrial Relations to study the situation. As the commission prepared its findings, Alabama Congressman Henry De Lamar Clayton Jr. introduced legislation to patch the holes in antitrust law.


The Clayton Act passed the House of Representatives on June 5, 1914, with a vote of 277 to 54. The Senate passed its version in September. After reconciliation between the two chambers, President Woodrow Wilson signed the final bill into law on October 15, 1914.


The new law did something clever: instead of speaking in generalities like the Sherman Act, it specified exactly what kinds of behavior were prohibited.


The Four Pillars of Clayton


The Clayton Act targeted four specific anticompetitive practices that the Sherman Act had failed to address clearly.


Price Discrimination


The first target was price discrimination—charging different buyers different prices for the same product in ways that harm competition. Note the qualifier: not all price discrimination is illegal. Student discounts and senior citizen rates are perfectly fine. The Clayton Act prohibited price discrimination only when it "substantially lessens competition or tends to create a monopoly."


Imagine a dominant manufacturer offering massive discounts to retailers who agree to exclusively stock their products. Smaller competitors, unable to match those discounts, get squeezed out. That's the kind of price discrimination the Clayton Act aimed to stop.


Exclusive Dealing and Tying Arrangements


The second pillar addressed two related practices: exclusive dealing and tying.


Exclusive dealing means a seller requires buyers to stop purchasing from the seller's competitors. If you want to sell our products, you can't sell anyone else's.


Tying is when a seller forces buyers to purchase a second, different product as a condition of buying the first. Want to buy our popular product? You also have to buy this other product you don't particularly want.


Both practices can foreclose markets to competitors. A company with a must-have product can leverage that dominance to crush competition in entirely different markets.


Mergers and Acquisitions


The third pillar tackled mergers directly. Section 7 of the Clayton Act prohibited mergers and acquisitions "where the effect may substantially lessen competition."


This was a significant expansion beyond the Sherman Act. Under Sherman, the government could only act against mergers that created outright monopolies. Under Clayton, regulators could intervene earlier, stopping mergers that would merely reduce competition substantially—even if a monopoly wasn't the end result.


The law also took aim at holding companies, which it identified as "a common and favorite method of promoting monopoly." A holding company is simply a company whose primary purpose is to own stock in other companies. It's a corporate trust wearing a different hat.


In 1950, Congress strengthened this section through the Celler-Kefauver amendments, extending coverage to asset acquisitions as well as stock purchases. Companies had been evading the law by buying competitors' assets rather than their stock. The amendment closed that loophole.


Interlocking Directorates


The fourth pillar addressed a subtler problem: the same person serving on the boards of competing companies.


Section 8 prohibited any person from simultaneously serving as a director of two or more competing corporations if those companies would violate antitrust law by merging. The logic was straightforward. If the same people control competing companies, are they really competing? Or are they coordinating behind closed doors while maintaining the appearance of competition?


The Herfindahl-Hirschman Index: How Regulators Decide


Today, when the Federal Trade Commission or the Department of Justice evaluates a proposed merger, they often use something called the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index, or HHI.


The HHI measures market concentration by squaring the market share of each company in an industry and adding up the results. In a market with four companies each holding 25 percent, the HHI would be 625 plus 625 plus 625 plus 625, equaling 2,500. In a monopoly where one company holds 100 percent, the HHI would be 10,000.


Higher numbers mean more concentrated markets. Regulators use HHI thresholds to determine when a merger warrants closer scrutiny. If a proposed merger would push the HHI above certain levels, the government investigates further to assess its likely competitive impact.


This mathematical approach gives regulators a more objective framework than simply asking whether a merger "feels" anticompetitive.


Labor's Magna Carta


Perhaps the Clayton Act's most celebrated provision had nothing to do with corporate mergers.


Section 6 of the Act exempted labor unions and agricultural organizations from antitrust law entirely. The language was explicit and almost poetic: "the labor of a human being is not a commodity or article of commerce."


This meant boycotts, peaceful strikes, peaceful picketing, and collective bargaining could no longer be prosecuted as antitrust violations. Injunctions—court orders stopping union activity—could only be issued when property damage was threatened.


Samuel Gompers, the head of the American Federation of Labor, called Section 6 "Labor's Magna Carta" and "Labor's Bill of Rights." For the first time, federal law explicitly recognized that workers organizing together were fundamentally different from corporations colluding against consumers.


The distinction matters. When corporations form cartels, consumers have nowhere else to turn. When workers organize, employers can still recruit from a broader labor market, automate, or relocate. The power dynamics are simply not equivalent, and Section 6 acknowledged this reality.


The Rule of Reason Versus Per Se Illegality


Not all anticompetitive practices are treated equally under antitrust law. Courts have developed two different standards for analyzing them.


Some practices are considered "per se illegal"—automatically unlawful, regardless of context or actual harm. Price-fixing among competitors is the classic example. Courts don't care whether the fixed prices were reasonable or whether consumers were actually harmed. The practice itself is prohibited.


Other practices are evaluated under the "rule of reason." Courts examine whether the conduct actually causes substantial economic harm before declaring it illegal. The plaintiff must prove real damage to competition, not just the theoretical possibility of harm.


Tying arrangements generally receive heightened scrutiny close to per se treatment. If you tie the purchase of one product to another, courts are skeptical.


Exclusive dealing, despite being explicitly targeted by Section 3 of the Clayton Act, receives rule of reason treatment. The government must prove substantial harm. This might seem like an inconsistency, but it reflects a practical reality: exclusive dealing arrangements can sometimes benefit competition by encouraging investment and commitment between trading partners. Context matters.


Baseball's Peculiar Exemption


Eight years after the Clayton Act passed, the Supreme Court created one of the strangest loopholes in antitrust history.


In the 1922 case Federal Baseball Club versus National League, the Court ruled that Major League Baseball was not "interstate commerce" and therefore not subject to federal antitrust law at all. This despite the obvious fact that baseball teams traveled across state lines, that the league operated as a national enterprise, and that the business clearly crossed state boundaries in countless ways.


The ruling was legally dubious even when decided. It has been criticized and questioned ever since. Yet Congress has never overturned it, and the courts have declined to reverse themselves. Baseball remains, to this day, largely exempt from antitrust law—a historical anomaly preserved by inertia and the sport's cultural significance.


Enforcement and Remedies


The Clayton Act created a three-pronged enforcement structure that still operates today.


The Federal Trade Commission, created the same year by the Federal Trade Commission Act, shares enforcement authority with the Antitrust Division of the Department of Justice. Both can investigate and challenge anticompetitive behavior.


But the Clayton Act also empowered private parties—individuals and companies harmed by antitrust violations—to sue for damages. And not just actual damages. Section 4 allows successful plaintiffs to recover treble damages: three times their actual losses, plus court costs and attorney's fees.


Treble damages serve a dual purpose. They compensate victims more fully, recognizing that antitrust violations often cause harms difficult to quantify precisely. And they deter violations by making the potential costs of getting caught much higher than the potential gains from cheating.


Section 16 authorizes courts to grant injunctive relief—court orders stopping illegal conduct. The Supreme Court has interpreted this broadly to include divestiture, forcing a company to sell off parts of itself to restore competition.


The Pre-Merger Notification System


For decades after the Clayton Act passed, antitrust enforcers faced a practical problem. By the time they learned about a problematic merger and could challenge it in court, the merger had already happened. Unscrambling eggs is difficult. Unscrambling merged corporations is nearly impossible.


The Hart-Scott-Rodino Antitrust Improvements Act of 1976 addressed this by requiring companies to notify the Federal Trade Commission and the Justice Department before completing large mergers. If the proposed deal exceeds certain dollar thresholds—which the FTC adjusts annually based on changes in gross national product—the companies must file notification and wait for government review.


This gives regulators time to investigate before the fact, rather than scrambling to undo completed transactions after the fact. It's the reason merger announcements often come with phrases like "subject to regulatory approval" and why some proposed mergers take months or years to close.


Why This Matters for Netflix and Warner Bros Discovery


When Netflix announced its proposed $72 billion merger with Warner Bros Discovery, the Clayton Act became immediately relevant.


This is exactly the kind of transaction Section 7 was designed to scrutinize. Two major players in the entertainment industry combining into one company. The question regulators must answer: will this merger substantially lessen competition?


The analysis will examine market concentration. How much of the streaming market would the combined company control? What about content production? Distribution? Would competitors be foreclosed from essential programming?


Regulators will look at barriers to entry. Can new competitors realistically emerge to challenge a combined Netflix-Warner entity? Or would the merger create a dominant player so powerful that meaningful competition becomes impossible?


They'll consider vertical effects. Netflix streams content. Warner Bros produces it. The combined company might have incentives to withhold Warner content from competing streamers or to disadvantage independent content on Netflix's platform.


The Hart-Scott-Rodino filing requirements ensure this analysis happens before the merger closes. The companies cannot simply complete their transaction and present regulators with a fait accompli.


A Law That Evolved


The Clayton Act of 1914 was not a finished product. It was a patch on the Sherman Act, which itself was an early and imperfect attempt to grapple with industrial concentration.


Over the following decades, Congress amended the Clayton Act repeatedly. The Robinson-Patman Act of 1936 strengthened the price discrimination provisions. The Celler-Kefauver amendments of 1950 closed the asset acquisition loophole. The Hart-Scott-Rodino Act of 1976 created the pre-merger notification system.


Courts have continuously interpreted and reinterpreted the law's meaning. What constitutes "substantially lessening competition"? When does market concentration become problematic? How do you weigh efficiency gains against competitive harms?


These questions have no permanent answers. Each generation of judges, regulators, and legislators brings new economic theories and new understandings to bear. The Clayton Act provides the framework, but the framework is flexible, capable of adapting to changing economic conditions and evolving ideas about competition.


The Ongoing Tension


At its heart, the Clayton Act embodies a tension that remains unresolved in American economic policy.


On one side: efficiency. Larger companies can achieve economies of scale, invest more in research and development, and potentially offer lower prices to consumers. Mergers can create value by combining complementary assets and eliminating redundant operations.


On the other side: competition. Concentrated markets can lead to higher prices, reduced innovation, and economic power that translates into political power. Even if a monopolist offers low prices today, what happens when competitors have been eliminated and the monopolist can charge whatever it wants?


The Clayton Act doesn't resolve this tension. It manages it. By requiring that mergers not substantially lessen competition, it forces case-by-case analysis. Some mergers pass scrutiny. Others don't. The line moves as economic understanding and political priorities evolve.


More than a century after its passage, the Clayton Antitrust Act remains the primary tool American regulators use to evaluate whether corporate combinations serve the public interest or threaten it. As streaming giants contemplate consolidation and technology platforms accumulate unprecedented power, the questions Henry Clayton and his colleagues grappled with in 1914 remain startlingly relevant.


The law they wrote was imperfect. But it was designed to be improved, interpreted, and adapted. That flexibility may be its greatest strength.
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Welcome to Two Truths—a best-selling newsletter by health journalist Cassie Shortsleeve and Motherspeak creator Kelsey Haywood Lucas. Two Truths explores the many facets of maternal health and living well in today’s world. It’s been named a “best parenting Substack” by Motherly, recommended by The Skimm, and featured in Today, Fast Company, The Bump & more.
✨ Support journalism that supports motherhood! Your paid subscription (less than $5/month) directly fuels this newsletter and our maternal health reporting.



Today’s letter is reported by Cassie Shortsleeve and brought to you by Ritual—a female-founded traceable supplement company—through the Two Truths x Ritual Reporting Grant, which helps fund and unlock our original health reporting for all readers.


Many of us learn about gestational diabetes briefly during an OB appointment, we are screened for it through a routine test in pregnancy, and some of us receive an unexpected diagnosis—too often with little explanation of why gestational diabetes matters much beyond birth.
As a health reporter, I’ve reported on many pregnancy complications and conditions, including gestational diabetes—a type of diabetes that develops during pregnancy when you have high blood sugar. 
GD can lead to a number of short- and long-term complications. It impacts anywhere from about 7% to 13% of pregnancies in the U.S. It’s one of the most common complications of pregnancy. 
Rates are also up 36%, having risen every year since 2016 in this country, according to the latest trend data through 2024.1
But there’s a lot more you need to know about it.
Recently, Camille Powe, M.D., co-director of Massachusetts General Hospital’s Diabetes in Pregnancy Program, told me that gestational diabetes can be a window into your overall health.
And more and more research is pointing to the fact that gestational diabetes—as well as other common complications of pregnancy—are linked to health issues in midlife and beyond.
That’s important to know. Recently, I asked Dr. Powe to break down what else women are too often not told about gestational diabetes. We hope this information helps you better understand your overall health experience; save it, share it with a friend who had GD, and help spread the word. 
1. Gestational diabetes can be a critical early health signal.
Up to half of women with gestational diabetes go on to develop type 2 diabetes, and women who have gestational diabetes are about 10 times more likely to be diagnosed with type 2 diabetes compared with women who don’t get gestational diabetes.
“Pregnancy can be like a stress test,” says Dr. Powe. “There are a lot of physiological changes that can really give you a window into someone’s chronic disease risk.”
2. You may have to tell your primary care doctor that you had gestational diabetes.
Too often, OB/GYN, midwifery, and primary care operate in separate systems, which means important details—such as a gestational diabetes diagnosis—don’t always carry over from one setting to the next. It’s not unrealistic to say that unless you tell your primary care physician about your GD, they may not know you had it.
3. The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (ACOG) recommends that anyone who had gestational diabetes be screened again after birth, yet fewer than half of those who should receive this follow-up testing—a major gap.
Part of the problem lies in how postpartum screening is done in the first place. 
See, one common diabetes test is A1C, which estimates your average blood sugar over the past two to three months. It works by measuring how much glucose sticks to your red blood cells. But during pregnancy—and for several months afterward—red blood cells don’t live as long. With less time for sugar to build up, A1C results can look falsely reassuring in postpartum women.
Because of this, ACOG and other expert groups recommend a different test after pregnancy: a two-hour oral glucose tolerance test. (During pregnancy, gestational diabetes is usually diagnosed through a 1-hour screening drink, followed by a longer 3-hour oral glucose tolerance test if the initial results are abnormal.)
The oral glucose test is more accurate postpartum—but it’s also time-consuming. And between feeding schedules, sleep deprivation, recovery, and the general chaos of newborn life, carving out any kind of time can feel nearly impossible. So, too often, follow-up care falls through the cracks.
4. It’s also important that your children’s healthcare provider knows.
That’s because when you’re pregnant, excess blood sugar can also cross the placenta, prompting your baby to produce more insulin in utero, and this early environment may increase your child’s risk for conditions like obesity and type 2 diabetes later in life.
Family health history is an important aspect of overall health knowledge, so keeping your children’s physicians in the loop on your pregnancy history is important.
5. Breastfeeding may lower your diabetes risk down the line.
If you’ve had gestational diabetes, know that breastfeeding is linked to a lower risk of developing type 2 diabetes later in life. While the full metabolic benefits of breastfeeding aren’t fully understood (see: a major lack of research on women’s and maternal health!), “blood sugar is an ingredient in milk. You need glucose and galactose to make lactose, which is the sugar in breast milk, so you’re using sugar when you’re lactating,” says Dr. Powe.
Essentially, breastfeeding helps your body handle sugar better. It uses sugar from your bloodstream to make milk, which can lower blood sugar levels and make your body more responsive to insulin. Over time, this may help your body process sugar more efficiently.
6. Lifestyle changes dramatically reduce your risk of type 2 diabetes.
A major research-backed lifestyle program called the Diabetes Prevention Program was developed after following thousands of people with prediabetes, a condition when your blood sugar levels are higher than normal but not quite high enough to be diagnosed as diabetes.
It found that small lifestyle changes—such as losing 5 to 10% of your body weight, exercising 150 minutes a week, and adopting a healthy diet—reduced the risk of type 2 diabetes by 58%.
7. Medication helps, too.
Metformin—a widely used diabetes drug—cuts the risk of developing type 2 diabetes by 31%. In people with a history of gestational diabetes, metformin and lifestyle changes were just about equally effective at slashing the risk of developing type 2 diabetes later on, too.
Dr. Powe says that metformin can be used in pregnancy for people with type 2 diabetes or gestational diabetes. “In that scenario, we are giving it to lower blood sugars for pregnancy health rather than to prevent diabetes long-term,” she says.
Metformin is compatible with breastfeeding; only very small amounts of the drug make it into breastmilk, says Dr. Powe. “We recommend it frequently for breastfeeding moms who had gestational diabetes, who have high blood sugar after giving birth, or in breastfeeding moms with type 2 diabetes.”
As always, touch base with your doctor before taking any medication in pregnancy or while breastfeeding.
8. And FYI: The government recently cut diabetes funding.
The original landmark Diabetes Prevention Program clinical trial ended in 2001. Still, ongoing follow-up studies and diabetes prevention programs inspired by it are now facing significant funding cuts under the current administration.
“It’s one of the most important studies in chronic disease research,” says Dr. Powe.
Losing support for prevention efforts is a setback for science—and for every woman trying to stay ahead of a condition she never saw coming, which is why it’s so important to advocate for more funding around women’s health.

You can’t make great products without great data. 

That’s why Ritual invests in and advocates for women—so we can trust what we’re putting in our bodies when it matters most. As part of this commitment, Ritual is investing $5 million in university-led human clinical trials, conducting research on real pregnant bodies, and advancing an intersectional approach that includes diverse women in every study. 
Click here and use the code TWOTRUTHS to get 25% off your first month.*

9. Also: Anyone can get gestational diabetes—and there are a lot of risk factors for it.
You’re at an increased risk of gestational diabetes if you’ve had it in a prior pregnancy, if you’ve previously delivered a baby weighing over 9 pounds, if you’re overweight, or have a family history of type 2 diabetes or polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS). Black, Hispanic or Latino, American Indian, Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander people also have an increased risk—reflecting long-standing inequities in access to care and health resources.
A new review of research also found that higher exposures to polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), a class of highly persistent environmental chemicals commonly referred to as “forever chemicals,” were linked with an increased likelihood of gestational diabetes.
« Coming soon: Our chat with Linsday Dahl, chief impact officer of Ritual and author of the new book ‘Cleaning House: The Fight To Rid Our Homes of Toxic Chemicals,’ about the steps you can take today to lower your toxic chemical exposure. »

It shouldn’t be solely on you to navigate long-term risk in a system that underfunds women’s health. If you’re navigating gestational diabetes—or hoping to lower your risk—know that working with your provider to build an individualized plan is always a smart first step toward supporting your pregnancy and long-term health. ❍



ICYMI: Here’s what Two Truth readers have been up to lately…
	All subscribers… got a round-up of feel-good news, because we all need that, learned about the debate around adding the maternal mental health condition postpartum psychosis to the DSM, which is essentially the “bible” of psychiatric disorders, and got links to the products we’re loving lately, including the best winter snow boots for toddlers. (PS: Don’t miss the second issue of Two Truths, which was a deep dive on postpartum psychosis.) 

	Paid subscribers… got a look behind some of the biggest headlines in women’s and maternal health, got access to the seven journaling techniques Kelsey uses for memory-keeping in motherhood, & got links to V-Day gifts, soups for sick days, keep-the-stomach-bug-away probiotics and more. Get your own premium subscription here for just $5/month.

	Also: We’re now on ShopMy—keep up with us, and find more favorite thing, there.






✨ Thanks for reading & thank you for supporting independent journalism that supports women and mothers. Hit the heart button to tell us you enjoyed this issue, share it on social media (don’t forget to tag @twotruthsmotherhood on IG), or forward it to a friend. We appreciate you. —Cassie and Kelsey


Recent reads…
📝 Seven journaling techniques I use for memory-collecting in motherhood
🤰🏽 More on Tylenol in pregnancy, ‘black box’ warnings & hormone replacement therapy, C-section pain & more
🕊 “I would have tried to drive away, too,” or solidarity in the wake of a tragedy
✨ Nostalgia in motherhood, plus: How to sleep better in every stage of parenthood
👶🏻 No more mom guilt, the push to breed super-babies & the gift of childfree friends
🧴 Easy kids’ snacks, $6 tees & the best sunscreen we’ve ever used
🤰🏽 The FDA met to discuss SSRIs in pregnancy; chaos & confusion ensued. Here’s what to know.
💔 ‘I can’t stop thinking about those girls’: A child psychologist unpacks collective grief after the Texas flood tragedy
😴 “Sleep when the baby sleeps”: Maternal gaslighting or essential advice?
💭 Maternal desire: The missing element of mental health for mothers
😴 13 ways we’re making bedtime better
💯 How I read 100+ books in the last year as a work-from-home mom (part 2, free with no paywall!)
📚 18 brilliant books about motherhood & 25 questions to bring you closer to your mom
🤰🏽 70 affirmations to use in labor and birth
Want to sponsor an issue of Two Truths or learn about partnership opportunities?

*This content was created in partnership with Ritual; click here to learn more about our partnerships. Two Truths subscribers have access to an exclusive discount from Ritual; click here and use the code TWOTRUTHS to get 25% off your first month.
1Why? Likely a combo of factors: higher rates of obesity before pregnancy, older age at first birth, more people entering pregnancy with underlying health risks, and others. The COVID-19 pandemic certainly didn’t make things any better, either: Many of us missed prenatal appointments, got rejiggered into virtual appointments, didn’t exercise as much, or were just generally more stressed—a recipe for worse health overall.
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I’ve spent almost thirty years returning to a single sentence that Jesus spoke about a woman who loses a coin. To be lost, I thought, was not about circumstance but a reflection of my own disbelief and unworthiness. Then one day I heard a line that completely dismantled my thinking: “It wasn’t the coin’s fault that it was lost. It was just lost.” I was just beginning the return to church after feeling far away from religion for many years. As my testimony grew, a heavy feeling of guilt about my past actions grew along with it. When I heard about the lost coin parable, also called the parable of the piece of silver found in Luke 15, and the lack of blame in the story, the words helped to release the shame I was feeling inside. They also let me know that a loving Heavenly Father and Mother understood the forces that shaped me but also wanted me found.
Since then, I have studied the lost coin parable, turned it over, looked at the original Greek, traced every detail, and tried to uncover the hidden context. Put at its simplest, I have found the story is about a woman who becomes a seeker when something precious falls beyond the edges of her knowing, and in response, she lights a candle. The woman’s actions seem to be a guide about how to respond to complicated situations and the people we love caught inside of them. The wider context of the parable is about inclusion, worth, and the movement towards those who are living outside of our current understanding. This simple story, the heart of which is told in one single verse, would one day teach me how to respond to the most complex challenge of my life.
I didn’t realize that I was about to begin my own search as I drove down the road on an ordinary afternoon with my youngest child, then fourteen. The atmosphere was tense as they fidgeted next to me, pulling at the sleeve of their ripped black hoodie. Then, with a mixture of fear and hope, they began the most surprising conversation we’ve ever had. “I feel like a boy inside. I want to be a boy.” I want to be a boy and not a girl. The words hung heavy in the air. I could feel my child’s gaze on me, waiting for a reaction. I waited too long, worried about saying the wrong thing. What do you say to a teenager who is experiencing gender dysphoria? Inside, I whispered a silent prayer, please help me, and the world outside the car window blurred into insignificance.
Finally breaking the silence, my teenager asked this overriding question: “Does it matter, Mom?” They were asking if my love was at risk. Does it matter? I was filled with uncertainty, and I didn’t fully comprehend what was happening, but I could see that my child needed love and warmth. “No,” I said softly, my voice finding some conviction. “It doesn’t matter. My love is so much bigger than that.” My love is bigger than your gender.
The announcement came at a time when I was already completely overwhelmed, and our family was in chaos. My husband was starting a new business, our two oldest children were both battling severe cases of depression, and my work was busy and stressful. My teenager in the car had started on a path of self-harm and was experiencing a lot of pain. That pain often showed itself in the form of outbursts: at the Church, our family, his school, and directly at me. I heard the words “I hate you” many times, in many different ways. Some nights, the pain and despair I felt became unbearable. I tried so desperately to be the kind of mother I never had, but it felt like I was an utter failure. I wondered why I hadn’t seen this coming.
After the gender revelation in the car, the emotional turmoil I felt inside made it hard to see my teenager or their future clearly. The child I thought I knew seemed to vanish unexpectedly, replaced by someone I didn’t fully understand. I tried to hold things together by enforcing church attendance, demanding schoolwork, and making new rules. But just like the woman in Jesus’s story of the lost coin, I couldn’t force my child into being found by me. The confusion I felt and the walls I was constructing only made us feel further apart. When the woman in the parable can’t see clearly, she lights a candle. That small flicker changes what’s visible and anchors her to continue. The light doesn’t change the coin, but it has a profound impact on the ability of the one who is searching. 

My efforts to “fix” the situation not only didn’t bring light, they didn’t even strike a match, so I opened up to my trusted therapist. Her suggestion floored me but lit a path forward. For thirty days straight, she said to deliberately hit every love language I could think of, every single day for my angry teenager. I was exhausted, and some days at a breaking point, but I started by cooking their favorite meals. I got a treat at the store and left it on their bed with a note. I asked questions and then listened to the answers, keeping my own opinions to myself. I learned new terms, read books on how to validate feelings, cleaned their messy room, and served with them at local LGBT community events. Together, we shopped for boys’ clothing, and they got a new short haircut that we both loved.
When one of my children was in pain or felt lost to me, it was my job to get closer to them. If the parable of the lost coin was a representation of how Christ wanted me to react to someone who feels out of reach, then I needed to be an agent of radical compassion and be the one to move first. Then keep moving; the woman in the story uses multiple methods to find her coin. She gives it proper attention, always giving herself the tasks of reaching and never pushing them off onto someone else. She lights the candle and then also does the messy work of sweeping and searching every corner, slowly bridging the distance between her and the coin. This was the work I was called to do.
Jesus’s audience for his parable, the Pharisees, were not accepting of those on the margins of society, using the law to distance themselves. The parable of the lost coin was told in response to their discomfort with Christ’s inclusion of those who were “othered.” He shifted the focus from boundaries to action by telling the story of a woman in search. Consistently moving toward the misplaced and misunderstood, he didn’t seem to care about difference or discomfort. Those whom the Pharisees viewed with contempt are the same people Jesus tells his followers to spend their time actively reaching out to.
We were at an orthodontist appointment the first time I used the new he/him pronouns in public. Every time the older, kind-faced receptionist referred to my teenager as a “she,” a little jolt of anxiety went through me. My heart started to race as I worked up the nerve to speak out. “Uhm. Actually . . . he’s a boy now.” The receptionist looked up, obviously confused. “Excuse me?” she questioned. I looked over at my teen, who was watching me with wide eyes. I took a deep breath. This was my moment to advocate. “My child is a boy. He uses he/him pronouns.” I waited, letting it sink in. Her expression told me that she still didn’t understand. “He’s transgender,” I clarified, trying to sound cheery. The woman was still confused, and I did my best to walk her through it. It was new and unfamiliar to me too. I was still learning the new pronouns myself, still slipping up and saying “she.”
Just like the lost sheep in a field and the son that finds himself in a muddy pigsty, the coin is lying somewhere on the woman’s dirt floor. Not because the coin is worthless, but because that’s where life sometimes drops precious things. But coins have intrinsic worth, and losing sight of them somewhere on the messy floors of life does not change their value. Parents, families, and even religious communities can all feel that they have lost someone who transitions to a different gender or identifies in a way that challenges their prior assumptions. Christlike love, for me, started to look a lot less like certainty and a lot more like getting on my knees in the dirt with my hands outstretched, feeling for what I could not yet see. This time and effort in search have a message underneath the actions: You are known, and you are worth this care.
As we loved and accepted, the outbursts started to settle in our home, and we began to have conversations about what my son needed. It became clear that he felt uncomfortable and triggered at church, so he stayed home. We changed schools to one that was welcoming and accommodating to transgender students. I still had fears and sometimes felt like backing away. I found it best to take my uncertainties to the Lord instead of taking my worries to my son or others. On my knees, often searching for answers about what to say or do, the promptings I received gave me the spiritual fortification and courage to stand up for my child. 
When he asked me to attend a transgender rights march, it was a big step in our relationship. It was to be a “glow march” at night through the streets of downtown. I knew what it meant to attend as an LDS mother, but I wasn’t there to make a statement. I was there to show love and support to a child who desperately needed it. My son often felt alone and rejected by a community that treats transgender people as outcasts.
The night came, and as my son and I crested the steep hill on State Street to the beginning of the march at the Utah State Capitol Building, we both stopped in awe. There were thousands of people there waving flags, wearing buttons, and standing in support, ready to march. Almost everyone carried some sort of light. I was filled with a sense of community and inclusion and turned to my son, whispering through my tears, “The next time you feel all alone, I want you to remember this moment and these people.” I grabbed his hand, and we joined the crowd of supporters.
At the end of the lost coin parable, the woman celebrates with her friends, coin in hand, rejoicing. That night at the march, this beautiful community and I accepted one another. A huge flag was lifted high, and a large arch of balloons led the way. As we marched, we danced. We hugged. I told strangers how much I loved them. It was one of my first big steps into being an ally. People thanked me for being there as I handed out glow sticks and we lit them together. A teenage girl expressed how much she needed to feel the love of a mother because her own hadn’t accepted her. We cried, then hugged, and held our lights high.
I had started my search in the dark, panicked that my child was lost. Now there we were together, surrounded by colorful lights in every direction. The lessons of the simple parable that I had studied for so long seemed hidden in context and theology, but were illuminated in my real life, on a city street, hand in hand with my transgender son.
Candice Bithell is a writing student, devoted wife, and mother of three—including one brave transgender son. She reads the Bible every day and finds God in unexpected places.
Art by James Tennant Lyon (1836–1872), “The Lost Money” and “The Lost Sheep.”
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  Last week, I accepted an offer from Random House to publish my debut story collection: The Payoff includes my self-published novella, “Money Matters”, three other novellas that are original to the collection, and eight shorter pieces (including some that originally appeared in this newsletter).
The deal blurb describes The Payoff as “a story collection centered on money and what you do when you don’t have enough of it, following a cast of linked characters as they steal, gamble, inherit, and wed.”
I am still a bit shocked by this outcome. Large presses like Random House don’t publish very many stand-alone short story collections. In fact, it’s so uncommon that there’s remarkably little information online about how these story-collection deals actually happen. (Former agent Nathan Bransford told authors there was no point querying agents with a collection. He wrote: “If you’ve achieved enough literary success to get a short story collection traditionally published, the agents will come to you.”)
When I began my career, I used to haunt the blogs and forums to figure out the details of how various authors got their book deals. My first books were young adult novels, and in the YA world there’s a culture of transparency: authors are remarkably open about the details of their publication journey. But the literary fiction world tends to be more reticent, which gives the impression that these deals don’t happen unless you’re one of the few, one of the elect.
Last summer, I tried to describe the various paths to selling a work of literary fiction to a big press. And here’s how I summarized things:
I find that when you're trying to sell a literary novel, you need credibility—some sort of external evidence that you're a genius. That’s because literary novels can only succeed if they manage to meet the approval of a gauntlet of intermediaries: critics, booksellers, awards committees, and literary influencers like me. And publishers don't necessarily know what kinds of things those intermediaries will like. So if you come to them with some undeniable credentials—publications in major journals, big residencies, big fellowships—they're more likely to believe you’re capable of getting the attention of literary taste-makers.

When I wrote this post, I hadn’t yet gotten this kind of book deal, so I was only operating on supposition and guesswork. But now that it’s happened for me, I can at least describe my own path.

Breaking into literary fiction
My first YA novel, Enter Title Here, was the subject of a bidding war in 2014 between three publishers. But my next two YA novels each sold for successively smaller advances. However, that was no problem, because I had always really wanted to write literary novels for adults.
I spent several years writing a novel for adults, but when I sent it to my agent in 2020, he said that he didn’t care for it and couldn’t sell it. So I decided to find another agent. But whereas I usually didn’t have difficulty getting representation for my YA projects, I struggled to find an agent who would be willing to send this literary novel to publishers. During that year, I queried about 150 agents.
The project pitched very well, so there was a lot of interest. I got about fifty or sixty manuscript requests. But the novel itself wasn’t connecting with agents. I’d written it in a much-more-distant point of view, somewhat reminiscent of a 19th-century novel, and agents felt they didn’t connect with the protagonist.
So I did several complete rewrites on the book, tightening the point of view each time, and turning it into a much more immediate, but much more conventional, literary novel. I found an agent who was interested in sending it to publishers, but the final version of the book had trouble distinguishing itself from a flood of other queer-themed projects that were also on submission in the same season. Eventually it was picked up by a small nonprofit publisher, Feminist Press. I was happy that the book sold, since it gave me something to show for my years of work. But I felt somewhat burned by the process of pitching my adult-market work to agents and editors.
You don’t want to be ungrateful—after all, no publisher is required to take your work. But the cost/benefit didn’t feel right. I’d put in too much work, suffered too much angst, gotten rejected too many times, and I just didn’t want to go through it again. Part of me suspected that I wasn’t a good fit for literary fiction, and I resolved not to write any more literary novels.

So I started writing something else entirely
Around this period (late 2023 and early 2024), I was reading a lot of pre-modern prose fictions: Greek and Roman novels, the Icelandic family sagas, and Boccaccio’s The Decameron. And these fictions were strikingly unconcerned with point of view. You weren’t inside any character’s head, and you didn’t experience the story through their eyes. In fact, there was very little visual description or sense detail. Instead, the stories more closely resembled fables or jokes or histories—they felt very much like a person was sitting next to you at a fire and telling you a story, extemporaneously, without any artistic flourishes.
One day, inspiration struck: I bet that I could write stories in this style.
From March to June of 2024, I accumulated a stockpile of these stories. Unlike an Icelandic saga, my stories paid a little more attention to the character’s thoughts and psychology, but they were still told by a powerful omniscient narrator, who was capable of skipping around in time or even changing the rules on the fly. This narrator was very confident, fully in control of the story, and certain of their aims. This narrator didn’t just ignore the rules of fiction, she wasn’t even aware of those rules.
(This narrator’s worldview was also heavily informed by The Mahabharata, which I was reading at the time. Her stories were animated by the conviction that the world is ordered by justice, and that all people will eventually receive what is owed to them.)

Finding a home
These stories were a real breakthrough—very different from anything I’d written before. 
But when I talked to people about this new format, I could sense their suspicion. My Feminist Press editor said, “Well…it’s all about the execution.”
She was right. Talking about your work is no good! You have to put up, have to show people what you can do. That means getting your work published.
I’d been publishing for fifteen years in top-tier science-fiction journals, and some of these new stories had fantastic elements, so they might find a home in those journals. But other stories wouldn’t be a good fit for even the most experimental sci-fi journals. For these stories, the other potential home was a literary journal—some university-supported publication like The Kenyon Review or Ploughshares.
But…I’d been submitting to these litmags for ten years, and I’d never really broken into the most-respected journals. The submissions process for literary journals was also a big barrier. Sci-fi journals tend to respond quickly, in a month or two. But literary journals are different. They’re very tied to the academic calendar. Usually, each fall you submit a single story to twenty places at once, and you hear back sometime in the spring (during the summer most journals are closed to submissions). Somehow I just wasn’t excited about waiting a year, minimum, before anyone could read these stories.
At the same time, I was maintaining a blog, Woman of Letters, that had about 600 subscribers. The blog was mostly devoted to the Great Books, but…the idea occurred to me that maybe I could post some of these stories online.
If I went the litmag submission route then maybe I would publish one story in a year’s time. Whereas if I sent them to my blog, then my stories would find readers immediately. 
Let’s say out of my six hundred subscribers only three hundred opened the email, and only fifty of those people read to the end. Well…fifty was better than nobody.

The beginning of the tale
When I started posting fiction online, I didn’t call them “short stories”. Most people don’t want to read short stories even when they’re published in The New Yorker, much less when they’re in some lady’s blog. So I described my stories as ‘tales’, in order to highlight the ways they were different from the stories you’d read in literary journals.
I told myself that I’d give it six months, posting one tale a week, before I gave up.
Almost immediately, I saw great results. An initial tale was reposted to Reddit or somewhere and brought me fifty new subscribers. Another was restacked widely on this platform and brought me another three hundred. The tales still had lower engagement than the nonfiction side of the blog, but they did pretty well.
During those early days, there were some pretty wild experiments: in several tales, the character died and I visited their afterlife; other tales alternated between fiction and criticism, creating a braided-essay feel. I did all kinds of stuff, just to see what I enjoyed and what was working for the readership.
Around this time, I started going to art shows. And I realized that if you’re a visual artist, there’s a similar process of experimentation. At first, you try out many media, many materials. But at some point, you need to focus on a small set of techniques, motifs, themes, and use them to create a body of work that feels more cohesive. Then, when you’re ready, you put on an art show.
This art show is your announcement to the world that you’re doing something special, and they should take notice.

Money Matters
In September of 2024, I was working on a story that began to spiral out of control. I realized it was going to be much longer than any tale I’d written to date.
Normally I wouldn’t pursue this kind of project, because most of my tales were under two thousand words. But with this story I thought, “Here’s an opportunity!”
This piece would show people that the tale format could accommodate longer and more-complex storytelling. It would be my art show: my signal to the world that I was doing something that was worthy of deeper examination.


But because I would be taxing my audience by posting something so long, I decided to make my life easier in other ways.
When you’re posting stories online, you are confronted rapidly with the limits of your audience. It is very apparent when something is working well for your audience and when it isn’t. It’s not only the viewer metrics—likes, comments, and restacks—it’s also the energy that surrounds the publication of a piece. When something is really hitting, you know it.
I had noticed that realist stories about simple, everyday problems tended to work better, and I started to gravitate towards these kinds of stories (I still wrote science-fiction tales, but I would submit those to sci-fi journals instead of posting them).
And when you’re posting a story for your own audience, it’s harder to rationalize away your failures. For years, I’d tried to write these stories about angry losers. And...I could always convince myself that somehow the publishing industry just didn’t get me. But now I realized that these angry losers were really not compelling even for my blog readership (I later wrote a tale about how you can’t write ‘angry loser’ stories).


With my novella, I set out to write about the opposite of an angry loser. I wrote about a guy named Jack who was, well, objectively a loser: alcoholic and unemployed. But he had a lot of joie de vivre. This guy approached life with a sardonic amusement that I thought was compelling and aspirational. And he was really good with women (for reasons that he didn’t quite understand).
Jack was faced with a simple problem: he needed to rustle up money for the property taxes on the house in SF that he’d inherited from his uncle. And because he was lazy and shiftless, he concocted a plan to mooch money off his ex-girlfriend, a nurse. But the ex wants him to shape up. Will he pull his life together? Or will he fall apart? Or…will some unexpected third possibility arise?
I gave my audience six weeks of build-up, trying to sell them on the idea of reading this story.
Looking back, I cannot imagine what I thought was going to happen. I guess part of me hoped the story would go viral and take the internet by storm. I’d already had at least one story that broke containment and was shared widely—no reason it couldn’t happen again.
But the novella came out, and it got a good reaction. I had 2200 subscribers, and a sizable subset read the story. Abra McAndrews and Celine Nguyen wrote reviews online, and a few other people praised it, in terms that made me really happy. Then it was over.

The seed of a collection
I wouldn’t say that I felt disappointed. I’d already noticed that my longer and more ambitious tales tended to get fewer likes, less algorithmic traction. And this level of response was actually pretty good. I had also published The Default World that year—a book that was printed up and distributed to bookstores—and the novel hadn’t necessarily gotten more attention than this novella.
But I realized that if I was going to build an audience for my longer fictions, then I’d need a plan. It wasn’t going to just happen on its own, because of a lucky break.
I talked to a few publishing-industry professionals during this period, and they made it clear that no major press would be interested in a collection of self-published stories. I had wondered if my Substack audience—which had grown 5x in less than six months—would make me attractive. But 3,000 subscribers isn’t really that much. The self-pub to trad-pub pipeline is powered by big numbers. If your book is selling tens of thousands of copies, or has a million downloads, then traditional publishers are excited. My three thousand subscribers didn’t really do it.
I shouldn’t overstate the degree of disinterest here. I did feel like, if I tried, I could probably interest a smaller press in my collection. But I was a bit demoralized. Selling a book to a small press is not easy either! With my novel, it’d taken five years of effort to get that Feminist Press deal.
Right now, the tales were fun, but if I started experiencing a lot of rejection, they wouldn’t be fun anymore, and I’d lose the writing activity that brought me the most joy. So although I still wanted to publish a collection someday, I wasn’t actively pursuing that goal in April of 2025.
Instead, my plan was to self-publish a novella every year and enjoy the freedom to write what I wanted.

Substack summer
That year, several of my friends from Substack were releasing small press books. In March, John Pistelli re-launched Major Arcana, which had originally been self-published on Substack and was now coming out from Belt Publishing. And Ross Barkan’s Glass Century came out the following month from Tough Poets.
These books got a lot of coverage from other newsletter writers, which was great. I did interviews with both authors myself.
But then something wild happened. They both got reviewed by Sam Sacks in The Wall Street Journal. This felt new and unexpected. I had published a small press book the previous summer, and it’d gotten no mainstream press coverage of any sort. Meanwhile, Major Arcana and Glass Century kept accumulating press hits and mentions. And it felt like the authors’ popularity on Substack was driving this press coverage (a phenomenon I called ‘Substack summer’).
Then Ross told me that he’d been contacted by a fact-checker from The New Yorker. They asked him some details about the publication of John’s book (Major Arcana had originally come to the attention of Anne Trubek at Belt Publishing because Ross Barkan had read and praised it). The New Yorker was doing an article about fiction writers on Substack!
A week later, on May 11th, 2025, I got a text from Ross Barkan, saying that I was a part of the article.
I quickly googled the piece, and its first sentence was:
This past October, subscribers to Woman of Letters, the Substack newsletter of the writer Naomi Kanakia, received an e-mail titled “Why I am publishing a novella on Substack.”

The article was a roundup of the literary scene on Substack, but it also contained a very positive and generous review of “Money Matters”:
I reached the end in a happily disoriented daze. No other piece of new fiction I read last year gave me a bigger jolt of readerly delight…


The agent search
Immediately, I thought, This changes things. If you have a story published in The New Yorker, you can usually sell a collection to a major publisher. This wasn’t that, but maybe it was close enough.
The article came out on Sunday, May 11th. During the following week, I put together a partial manuscript, containing five stories, and I sent an email to five agents. However, I was still uncertain—the pitch for my collection felt too cerebral, too focused on explaining the nature of the ‘tale’ format. The flexibility and expansiveness of the tale format was at the core of my interest in publishing a book, but I wasn’t sure those ideas would be very compelling to an agent. Perhaps aome other pitch might work better.
From my years of querying, I knew that the same project can often be pitched multiple ways. Moreover, I had so much material that I could probably take the collection in several entirely different directions if I needed to.
Then there was the difficulty of describing my career. I’d done many things, but right now I was mostly known for this Substack that’d grown 10x in the previous year. The absolute number of subscribers wasn’t high, but I needed to figure out how to convey to agents that there was some heat in this Substack. After all, the writer of the New Yorker article, Peter C. Baker, had already been a subscriber to my Substack when I posted the novella. He said in a post of his own that reading my novella was what prompted him to want to write about the Substack fiction ecosystem in the first place.
How could I explain all of this to agents? I knew that it was surprisingly difficult to believably tell someone, “I am popular online”, if that popularity doesn’t come with a really large subscriber-count attached.
But I had a good idea. Several weeks ago, I’d been scanning my subscriber list and seen someone with a gernertco.com email. I knew that Gernert was a high-profile agency, so I googled the email and found the agent’s name, along with this New York magazine article, calling them one of the most powerful New Yorkers I’d never heard of:
When a submission comes in from her, you stop what you’re doing,” says Doubleday senior editor Yaniv Soha of Alia Hanna Habib. The 45-year-old agent possesses the rare ability to start a bidding war just by sending over a manuscript.

This seemed pretty good. Alia was a very high-profile agent who represented many people I’d heard of, like Nikole Hannah-Jones, Clint Smith, Hanif Abdurraqib, Merve Emre, and Lauren Oyler.
She mostly represented nonfiction, so I thought she wouldn’t be interested in a story collection (a form that’s notoriously difficult to sell). However, because she was already familiar with my Substack, I figured she would understand which parts of my story would be most compelling to other agents.
I emailed Alia at 10 AM (Pacific Time). And at 1:30 PM I got an email from her saying she had some ideas, and we should set up a call.
By the next day, she’d read my novella and some of the stories I’d sent (which had all been published on my newsletter), and she had two recommendations:
	I shouldn’t try to sell a collection on a partial. Editors would be much more excited if I had a full manuscript. Basically, it’s less risk. I already have fewer credentials than most people selling story collections, so I’m less of a proven quality. At least if I give them a full manuscript, then they know there are no surprises, and they can see exactly what they’re getting.

	The manuscript should be more than fifty percent never-published material. I realized later that Alia was using some wisdom here from representing nonfiction clients. Publishers do not want to publish a collection of things you’ve already posted on your blog, because they’re hoping you’ll be able to sell this book to your blog subscribers, and those subscribers won’t be as excited if it’s composed of things they’ve already read before.


These suggestions made sense to me, but I was concerned that maybe now was my moment. The article had just come out, and we should strike while the iron was hot. She said that she would talk to some editors and see if a quick deal was possible, based on just the partial manuscript I’d sent. I mentioned that one good possibility was Caitlin McKenna at Random House. Caitlin had read my novel, The Default World. She hadn’t acquired it, but she gave a very generous pass, and we’d kept in touch a bit after the submission process was over.
During the next week, I did my due diligence on Alia, contacting about twenty of her clients. I love to hear about the worm in the apple. What do people dislike about this agent? And since most people tend to praise their agent, you need to contact a lot of people in order to hear anything bad. However they all had incredible things to say—no red or even yellow flags. I felt good about her and didn’t want to have a beauty contest, so I never nudged any of the other agents I’d queried to tell them I had another offer.
And I came to the conclusion that, even independent of what editors were willing to do, I really wanted to take the time to work on this collection alone, without being weighed down by contractual obligations. I’d successfully written two previous books on contract (my third YA novel and my Princeton University Press book), but I’d also had one very bad experience writing on contract (my first YA book deal was canceled when the editors didn’t like my contractually-obligated follow-up book.) These tales were important to me, and I wanted to get the whole package right and then give them to an editor who really understood my vision.
I signed with Alia and told her I’d go into a cave to work on my book.

The collection gains a theme
Meanwhile, Caitlin was very interested. She read the novella. She subscribed to my Substack, and she suggested that maybe ‘money’ could be a good organizing theme for the collection.
I realized this made perfect sense. I often wrote about money—and I’d even written several well-received essays (in LitHub and The Dirt) about why authors should write more about money. So it was definitely a major preoccupation of mine. And it also gave me some guidance on how to select from my existing oeuvre.
I decided that the collection would consist of four novellas and a few smaller tales. They’d all be realist tales and all set in San Francisco. One would be “Money Matters”, but the other three novellas would be constructed from the raw materials of my various works-in-progress.
For instance, I’d written a set of six Silicon Valley tales, but the combined effect of the six was somewhat fragmentary, so I decided to set them aside and use those themes and situations to write one big story.
Another novella started as a novel (I even had a complete draft of the book!). It wasn’t working in novel form, but I boiled down the story into fifteen thousand words.
And a third novella had been a work-in-progress, slated for publication at the end of the year.
It was actually very good to be able to work with unpublished pieces, and to not be so bound to versions that’d originally appeared on my blog or on my Substack. That meant I could balance the elements, use people from different strata, different parts of the city, different walks of life. When I was done, the stories fit together to form a portrait of middle-class life in San Francisco.

The submission process
At the end of last year I sent a draft to Alia. We did a round of revisions, and then two weeks ago she put it on submission. Because of Caitlin’s interest, we decided to give her a three-day exclusive before it went wide. With an exclusive, you likely get a quick yes or no from that editor, but you lose the chance to shop around their offer and maybe get into a competitive situation where you have lots of publishers outbidding each other.
That seemed fine to me. A short story collection is a hard sell. It would be amazing to get even one offer from a big publisher who was excited about the book.
Anyway, on the morning of the third day, Alia sent me an email with the subject line Call me!!!
I couldn’t right away, because I had to drop my daughter off at school. But once I was back home, Alia told me there was an offer. And she quoted me a number that seemed pretty good. Certainly it was more than I’d been paid for any of my YA novels, and it indicated that Random House was really serious about the book.
Then there were some intervening steps (a call with Caitlin, and some negotiation about the number), but basically that was it!
My collection of tales, The Payoff, is coming out from Random House in late 2027 or early 2028.


Luck played a major role
I probably won’t mention this book too much for a while. It’s got to go through edits, then enter into the production process. There’s not even a preorder link yet. But...thank you all for being with me on this journey.
And I also owe a lot to these three people, Peter C. Baker, Alia Hanna Habib, and Caitlin McKenna. Without their wisdom and experience, this deal could never have happened.
Peter is the one who contributed the most to this. I got very lucky that he was amongst my readers. I’ve since gotten to know him a bit better—from reading his newsletter—and I’ve learned that he’s transitioned to a new career, as an English teacher, and isn’t writing for magazines so much, so I am grateful he didn’t succumb to senioritis and just table the Substack fiction idea.
He’s written a few elegies for the magazine world he left behind, and it’s clear that he had a lot of expertise in how to pitch a story and make it sound attractive to editors. I see now that the way he wrote this story created much more impact than if he’d just said, “I found a good self-published novella”. And I benefited directly from that increased impact.
Secondly, I ran across the right agent. Alia really has a spark of genius. Within a day of my first email, she’d formed a vision of how to sell this collection. She works with many authors who have social media platforms, and she came at this project with an immediate understanding of how to pitch a project as the natural outgrowth of a given platform. You don’t want to say, “This is stuff that’s been published before”, but you do want to say, “There is a proven audience for this work.” It’s a delicate pitch, and she did an incredible job. It’s very, very hard to sell a story collection, and even harder to sell something that feels so new and unproven, but she was excited by the challenge. I feel lucky to have connected with her.
And Caitlin McKenna pursued this project. She subscribed to my newsletter, she kept up her interest. And she provided the idea—that money framing—that was obviously a very natural fit for the kind of thing that I write, but which hadn’t occurred to me on my own.
Without these three, my story would’ve ended up very differently.
And even before them, from the moment I came onto Substack, , , , , , , , ,  and  were huge supporters. When I started on the platform in 2023, I imported a subscriber list of 200 people, and it was mostly composed of real-life friends and family (plus a few diehard fans from my Wordpress days—shout-out to Julia!). It was on Substack that I really became part of a literary community.
I remember that in 2024 I did a reading in support of my novel, The Default World, at KGB Bar in New York, and Ross Barkan showed up—the first time we met. This was a popular trans-themed reading series, so there were lots of people in attendance, but nobody specifically in my corner—It was really nice of him to come out. 
Without that initial readership, I never would’ve kept posting. Remember, I had no idea that a book deal would come out of it. I considered myself retired from publishing books: I was motivated entirely by the desire to connect with other people on the platform. They were my only audience. 
I started a Facebook account in 2004, and a Twitter account in 2009. That’s twenty-two years of continuous social media. I can’t say what’s made Substack so much more fruitful for me than any of these other platforms, but it’s undeniably the case that I wouldn’t have a career if it wasn’t for this platform. Somehow, Substack has been a very good fit for my talents and personality, and I’m grateful that it exists.

My angry loser story
After my experiences with The Default World, I built up a worldview where somehow good things could never happen to me. I figured that in the adult literary fiction world, there were anointed stars, and these were the people whose submissions got taken seriously. And people like me weren’t allowed to be ambitious. If we did something that looked weird, then the industry didn’t think, “Maybe there’s something here.” Instead they thought, “You’re writing badly.”
My favorite description of the litfic world came from Karin Gillespie, who wrote:
A study of deals categorized as literary reveals that the authors almost always have either an MFA or PhD, possess an impressive publication record of short stories, and typically work in academia. In other words, literary fiction is not just a category, it’s a culture. Publishers still support that culture with imprints devoted to literary fiction but the expectations to entry are high.

Personally, my experience selling The Payoff has only confirmed my opinion that it’s very, very hard to sell literary fiction, and that if you’re going to do it you really need some secret sauce. 
Five years ago, when I was pitching The Default World, I didn’t have that sauce, and the industry was largely uninterested. They pushed me to rewrite the book in more accessible terms.
But maybe my problem was that my voice wasn’t mature yet. Maybe if I’d written with more confidence, I could’ve won them over.
Well, two years ago, I had a massive creative breakthrough that changed my writing completely. I wrote “Money Matters” very shortly after that breakthrough, and I tried a few times to get the industry’s attention with that novella. But it really didn’t seem like there was a lot of interest.
The writing, by itself, was not enough to make literary publishers take notice. Not even my exponentially-increasing online audience was enough, by itself, to sell a book. It really took the New Yorker review to get this industry interested in my short fiction. Without that review I don’t know if any big publisher would’ve truly considered this project, or if any agent would’ve even sent it out.
I’m not saying that my collection doesn’t deserve to be published. I just think…whether I was deserving or not, it would’ve been very difficult to make my accomplishments legible to a prestige publishing house if I hadn’t also gotten this mainstream critical acclaim.

This blog is my highest priority
I want to close by saying…my aim in writing this newsletter was never to get a publishing deal. Nothing I’ve done in my writing career has given me as much joy as Woman of Letters. During the same time period when I was writing three new novellas for my collection, I was also careful to keep up my publishing schedule here. Not only did I deliver two of my most ambitious essays, on the Western and the New Yorker story, but I also experimented with different types of tales, including a pseudobibliography, a series of sword-and-sorcery tales, several first-person narratives, and a few O. Henry-style stories with surprising twist endings.
It’s quite common for content creators to stop prioritizing their online audience once they get their big break. You see this with bloggers who become staff writers, or webcomic artists who switch to writing graphic novels. And I think it’s generally a mistake: these industries are fickle, and they often abandon you after a few years and leave you with nothing. In contrast, there are YouTubers, bloggers, and webcomic artists who’re still going, producing content for their online audience, after fifteen or twenty years. My ambition in life is to be like Randall Munroe—an online creator with occasional book-length projects. I’m still figuring out what works best for online vs. book-length, but Woman of Letters remains my top priority.
After all, my collection could easily fail. I’ve had plenty of books underperform in ways that harmed my career. It’s shocking that I’ve gotten another chance. This is all so new that I’m having difficulty really processing it, incorporating it into my self-image.
Hopefully you’ll forgive me if this post feels a little inchoate: I just wanted to put the facts out there, for the benefit of anyone else who’s lain awake wondering “How in the world did that deal happen?”




Woman of Letters meetup in Baltimore!
AWP is a conference for MFA students and the people who work at MFA programs. This year it is in Baltimore from March 4th to March 8th. Baltimore is the city where I did my MFA, and I have fond memories of the town. Hence, I am attending AWP. 
I have gone to this conference eight or nine times, and I’ve always found it to be extremely depressing. Sometimes I have a major depressive episode when I attend, but usually the conference is more tolerable. This time I am hoping for the latter experience.
Anyway, I thought it would be fun to do a Woman of Letters meetup! The meetup will consist of…me. And my vision is that we will likely hang out in a hotel lobby on Thursday, March 5th, at 11 AM. The exact lobby location is still TBD.
Please click this button and fill out the Eventbrite if you want to attend the meetup! 

Friday events at AWP
If you can’t commit to the meetup experience, I am also doing two events, both on Friday, March 6th:
	A Panel: Ink Under Siege: Writing for Queer & Trans Teens in the Era of Book Bans
	This is a classic queer YA diversity panel, of the sort I’ve been on roughly twenty or thirty times. Should be fun enough. It’s at 1:15 PM on Friday in Room 326, Level 300, Baltimore Convention Center



	A Signing
	I will be signing copies of my novel, The Default World, at the Feminist Press booth in the Bookfair at 2 PM on Friday, March 6th





Links
Last year I wrote a post about Lonesome Dove, and now  sent me a link to his own thoughts on the novel. I only read the first two books, but Long gives his thoughts on the whole tetralogy:
Augustus McCrae is one of literature’s great studies in how a man can evolve profoundly while remaining essentially himself. What makes Gus’s journey so compelling across the tetralogy is precisely this tension between transformation and constancy—he changes deeply while somehow never betraying his fundamental nature.

I love linking to other peoples’ takes (positive or negative) about books I’ve also written about recently, so if you have posted recently about A Little Life, The Mind Reels, The Whitney Review of Books, or The Stories of John Cheever, please let me know!

P.S. My daughter has a bizarre school break that takes place in mid-February—a weeklong holiday that is informally known as ‘ski week’. As a result, Woman of Letters will be on hiatus for two weeks. I should be back March 3rd.

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Random House

    Based on Wikipedia: Random House


A Name Born from a Joke


In 1927, two young businessmen named Bennett Cerf and Donald Klopfer made what seemed like an offhand decision that would reshape American publishing. They had just acquired a small imprint called Modern Library, which reprinted classic works of literature. When someone asked what else they planned to publish, Cerf reportedly shrugged and said they might release "a few books on the side at random."


And so Random House was born—from a quip.


What started as a side project quickly devoured its parent. Within a few years, Random House had become the main event, with Modern Library relegated to a subsidiary role. This pattern of growth through acquisition would define the company for the next century, transforming it from a casual venture into one of the most powerful forces in publishing.


The Book That Changed Everything


Seven years after its founding, Random House pulled off a coup that established its reputation overnight. In 1934, the company published the first authorized English-language edition of James Joyce's Ulysses—a novel that had been effectively banned in the United States and Britain for over a decade.


To understand why this mattered, you need to know that Ulysses wasn't just any book. It was considered one of the most important literary works of the twentieth century, yet American readers couldn't legally buy it. The novel had been deemed obscene by U.S. authorities, primarily because of its frank treatment of sexuality and bodily functions. Copies had to be smuggled in from Paris, where it was first published.


Random House mounted a legal challenge. They deliberately arranged for a copy to be seized by customs, then fought the case in court. Judge John M. Woolsey ruled in their favor, declaring the book was not pornographic but rather a serious work of literature. His decision became a landmark in the history of censorship and free expression.


The gamble paid off spectacularly. Publishing Ulysses gave Random House instant prestige among serious readers and writers. Over the next two decades, this reputation helped the company attract some of the most celebrated authors of the era.


Collecting Literary Giants


In 1936, Random House acquired a smaller publisher called Smith and Haas, which brought with it Robert Haas as a third partner. More importantly, the deal came with a remarkable roster of authors.


William Faulkner was among them—the Mississippi writer who would win the Nobel Prize in Literature and become synonymous with Southern Gothic fiction. So was Isak Dinesen, the Danish author whose memoir Out of Africa would later become an Academy Award-winning film. André Malraux, the French intellectual and adventurer. Robert Graves, the English poet and historical novelist. And Jean de Brunhoff, a name less famous to adults but beloved by generations of children as the creator of Babar the elephant.


Random House also built its stable by hiring editors who brought their own networks of writers. Harry Maule, Robert Linscott, and Saxe Commins each arrived with established relationships. Through them, the company added Sinclair Lewis—the first American to win the Nobel Prize in Literature—and Robert Penn Warren, who would win the Pulitzer Prize three times.


By the late 1940s, Random House had transformed from an upstart into an institution. The company even ventured into reference publishing, releasing the American College Dictionary in 1947 and following it with an unabridged dictionary in 1966.


Going Public and Going Shopping


October 1959 marked another turning point. Random House offered shares to the public at eleven dollars and twenty-five cents each. This was relatively unusual for publishers at the time—most remained private, family-owned businesses. But the move provided capital for expansion and set a precedent that other houses, including Simon and Schuster, would eventually follow.


With money to spend, Random House went on an acquisition spree that would reshape the industry.


In 1960, the company bought Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., one of the most prestigious names in American publishing. Alfred Knopf had built his reputation on elegant book design and literary quality, publishing authors like Albert Camus, Thomas Mann, and Langston Hughes. The acquisition also included Beginner Books, the imprint that published Dr. Seuss.


A year later, Pantheon Books joined the fold. Founded by German refugees fleeing Nazi persecution, Pantheon had become known for introducing European literature and thought to American audiences.


What's notable is that these acquisitions weren't absorptions. Random House let Knopf and Pantheon maintain their distinct editorial identities—a strategy that preserved their cachet while giving them access to greater resources. This approach would become standard practice in publishing consolidation.


The Corporate Merry-Go-Round


Here's where the story gets dizzying.


In 1965, the Radio Corporation of America—better known as RCA, the company that made televisions and owned NBC—bought Random House. This was part of a broader trend of conglomerates diversifying into media and entertainment. RCA apparently believed that owning a book publisher would complement its broadcasting and electronics businesses.


It didn't quite work out that way. Fifteen years later, in 1980, RCA sold Random House to Advance Publications, the privately held company controlled by the Newhouse family. Advance already owned a portfolio of magazines including Vogue, The New Yorker, and Vanity Fair, plus the Condé Nast publishing empire.


During this period, Random House continued growing. It acquired Ballantine Books in 1973, adding a major paperback publisher to its portfolio. In 1985, the company began producing audiobooks—a format that seemed niche at the time but would become increasingly important as technology evolved.


Then, in 1988, Random House bought Crown Publishing Group, adding yet another major imprint to its collection. That same year, however, the company shed its educational division, selling it to McGraw-Hill.


The German Chapter


In 1998, the German media conglomerate Bertelsmann bought Random House from Advance Publications. This was a bigger deal than it might initially sound.


Bertelsmann wasn't just any company. Founded in 1835 as a religious publisher in a small German town called Gütersloh, it had grown into one of the largest media enterprises on the planet. By the late 1990s, Bertelsmann owned music labels, magazines, television channels, and book clubs across multiple continents.


The acquisition brought Random House together with Bantam Doubleday Dell, which Bertelsmann already owned. Suddenly, a significant chunk of American publishing was controlled by the same German parent company.


This consolidation continued. In 1999, Random House acquired Listening Library, a publisher of children's audiobooks. The company re-entered the distribution business in 2003 after having sold off that division earlier.


Black Wednesday


The 2008 financial crisis hit publishing hard. Book sales dropped as consumers cut discretionary spending. Retailers struggled. The entire industry entered a period of retrenchment.


In May 2008, Random House's longtime chief executive Peter Olson stepped down. He was replaced by Markus Dohle, a German executive who had been running Bertelsmann's printing operations.


The real bloodletting came in early December. In what publishing insiders would remember as "Black Wednesday," Random House announced major restructuring. Doubleday laid off roughly ten percent of its staff. Other divisions faced similar cuts.


The reorganization simplified Random House's structure, consolidating dozens of imprints into three main groups: Random House Publishing Group, Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, and Crown Publishing Group. Susan Kamil took over as editorial director for multiple imprints. Various editors and executives were shuffled or let go.


These weren't just cost cuts—they represented a fundamental rethinking of how a modern publisher should operate.


The Penguin Merger


By 2012, the publishing industry faced existential questions. Amazon had transformed how books were sold and priced. E-books had disrupted traditional formats. Bookstore chains were struggling or closing. Publishers felt squeezed from all directions.


In October 2012, Bertelsmann and Pearson—the British education and media company that owned Penguin Books—began discussing a merger of their publishing operations. The logic was straightforward: bigger publishers would have more leverage in negotiations with Amazon and other retailers.


The deal closed on July 1, 2013. Penguin Random House emerged as the largest trade book publisher in the English-speaking world. Bertelsmann initially held fifty-three percent of the new company, with Pearson owning the rest.


At the time of the merger, the combined entity controlled roughly a quarter of the book market. It employed more than ten thousand people across two hundred fifty imprints and generated nearly four billion dollars in annual revenue.


Pearson gradually sold its stake. By April 2020, Bertelsmann had acquired full ownership, making Penguin Random House entirely German-owned.


What "Publisher" Means Now


To understand Random House today, you need to understand how publishing has evolved. A modern major publisher isn't really one company—it's a holding structure for dozens of semi-independent editorial teams, each with its own identity and focus.


Random House proper is now one imprint among many within Penguin Random House. Its siblings include the original Penguin Books, Viking, Dutton, Riverhead, and many others. Each maintains distinct editorial sensibilities while sharing corporate infrastructure.


In October 2018, Penguin Random House merged its Random House and Crown Publishing lines while promising they would "retain their distinct editorial identities." The motivation, according to executives, was to invest more aggressively in marketing for nonfiction categories where Crown had particular strength: food, lifestyle, health, wellness, business, and Christian publishing.


The company has also expanded into new areas. Random House Studio produces film and television content. The acquisition of Boom! Studios in 2024 added comic books and graphic novels to the portfolio.


A Global Network


Random House's reach extends far beyond the United States.


The Random House Group in the United Kingdom operates as one of Britain's largest general book publishers, comprising nine different publishing companies. It maintains distribution facilities that serve not just its own imprints but forty other UK publishers as well. The company's archive and library sits in Rushden, a town in Northamptonshire.


In Germany, Verlagsgruppe Random House—literally "Publishing Group Random House"—controls more than forty imprints. These include historic houses like Goldmann and Heyne Verlag, as well as C. Bertelsmann, the original publishing company from which the Bertelsmann empire grew. The operation is headquartered in Munich and publishes roughly twenty-five hundred titles annually.


Penguin Random House Grupo Editorial handles Spanish-language publishing, targeting markets in Spain and throughout Latin America. Based in Barcelona with offices across Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Venezuela, Uruguay, and the United States, it publishes acclaimed authors including Roberto Bolaño, Javier Marías, and Nobel laureate Mario Vargas Llosa.


Random House of Canada, established in 1944 initially as a distributor, developed its own publishing program in 1986 and has become one of the most successful publishers in Canadian history. It now owns McClelland and Stewart, often considered the most prestigious literary publisher in Canada.


The company's Asian ventures have been less successful. A Japanese joint venture with Kodansha, called Takeda Random House Japan, launched in 2003 but was discontinued in 2009 and eventually filed for bankruptcy in 2012. An investment in Random House Korea was similarly divested in 2010.


The Tower on Broadway


If you're in midtown Manhattan, you can visit the physical embodiment of Random House's current status. Penguin Random House Tower rises six hundred eighty-four feet above Broadway, occupying the entire block between West 55th and West 56th Streets.


Completed in 2009, the building makes a statement about what publishing has become. Its lobby features floor-to-ceiling glass bookcases filled with titles from across the company's many imprints—a literal wall of words representing nearly a century of accumulated intellectual property.


Before this tower, Random House had occupied a series of addresses in midtown: 457 Madison Avenue, then 20 East 57th Street, then 201 East 50th Street. Each move reflected the company's growth and changing fortunes. The current headquarters, shared with Penguin, represents the consolidation of an industry.


What It All Means


The Random House story is really two stories.


One is a tale of entrepreneurship and cultural influence. Two men with a joke for a company name helped bring Ulysses to American readers, published Nobel laureates and Pulitzer winners, and shaped what Americans read for generations.


The other is a case study in corporate consolidation. Through a century of mergers, acquisitions, and ownership changes—from RCA to Advance to Bertelsmann, from standalone company to division of a German multinational—Random House illustrates how twentieth-century capitalism transformed creative industries.


The company that started publishing "a few books on the side at random" is now part of an enterprise that controls a quarter of the English-language book market. Whether this concentration benefits readers and writers, or simply benefits shareholders, remains a matter of ongoing debate.


What's certain is that the name persists. Nearly a hundred years after Bennett Cerf's offhand remark, Random House remains one of the most recognized brands in publishing—even if the company behind it looks nothing like what he and Donald Klopfer originally imagined.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Literary fiction

    Based on Wikipedia: Literary fiction


Here's a question that has sparked arguments in bookstores, classrooms, and literary magazines for decades: What separates a "real" book from mere entertainment? The answer depends on whom you ask, and the debate reveals as much about cultural snobbery and commercial anxieties as it does about the nature of storytelling itself.


The Great Divide That Might Not Exist


Walk into any bookstore and you'll find fiction sorted into neat categories. Mystery. Romance. Science fiction. Fantasy. Thriller. And then, somewhere—often prominently displayed near the front—you'll find a section that goes by various names: literary fiction, serious fiction, or sometimes just "fiction," as if it were the default and everything else were a deviation.


This category called literary fiction is supposed to be different. It's character-driven rather than plot-driven. It examines the human condition. Critics consider it serious art. The implication, whether stated or not, is that it possesses more artistic merit than those other books, the ones with spaceships on the covers or couples embracing in historical costume.


But this distinction has always been slippery, and it's gotten slipperier over time.


When Jane Austen Wrote Romance


Consider Jane Austen. Her novels are now taught in university literature courses around the world. They're considered masterpieces of English prose, exemplars of literary achievement. But what are they about? Young women navigating the marriage market, falling in love, overcoming obstacles to end up with the right partner. By any reasonable definition, Austen wrote romance novels.


The same puzzle applies to Margaret Atwood, whose novels imagine dystopian futures and explore speculative scenarios—the hallmarks of science fiction. Or consider Edgar Allan Poe, now canonized as a literary master, who essentially invented the detective story and wrote horror tales designed to thrill and terrify.


Major literary figures have always borrowed from popular genres. They've used elements of crime fiction, science fiction, romance, and horror to create works now considered literature. The line between commercial and literary fiction turns out to be less like a wall and more like a suggestion.


The Pace of Serious Art


If genre classification doesn't reliably separate literary fiction from everything else, perhaps style does. Literary fiction, its defenders argue, simply reads differently.


The critic Terrence Rafferty captured this distinction elegantly: "Literary fiction, by its nature, allows itself to dawdle, to linger on stray beauties even at the risk of losing its way." Where a thriller races toward its conclusion and a mystery methodically solves its puzzle, literary fiction takes its time. It might spend three pages describing a character's hands or devote a chapter to a single dinner party conversation.


Another critic, Joyce Saricks, described literary fiction as "elegantly written, lyrical, and layered." The prose itself becomes part of the point. You're meant to notice the sentences, to appreciate their construction, to find pleasure in the language beyond whatever story it conveys.


This creates a paradox, though. If literary fiction is defined by its willingness to sacrifice plot momentum for prose beauty, what do we make of literary works that are also gripping page-turners? And what about gorgeously written genre novels—lush fantasies with sentences that sing, crime novels with prose as sharp as their plots?


The Gatekeepers


Perhaps the truest definition of literary fiction is simply: fiction that certain powerful people take seriously.


The science fiction writer James Gunn identified who these people are. University literature professors. Critics at prestigious publications like the New York Times Book Review, the New York Review of Books, and the New Yorker. And writers who take those first two groups seriously. This literary establishment, Gunn argued, has shaped the field of literary fiction in the United States significantly, drawing heavily on early twentieth-century fiction and a classic canon built around writers like Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and Henry James.


Gunn also noted a curious contradiction in how this system works. Commercial success and literary prestige often move in opposite directions. High sales figures, he observed, "are generally taken to mean the author has sold out" and has therefore left the literary mainstream. In other words, if too many regular people enjoy your book, the literary establishment becomes suspicious of it.


This creates a strange situation where obscurity becomes a credential and popularity becomes evidence of artistic compromise.


The Canon and Its Discontents


Literary fiction includes what we call classic books—works that have been "accepted as exemplary or noteworthy" across time. These classics form something called the Western canon, a list of books considered essential reading for an educated person.


The idea of a canon has deep roots. Robert M. Hutchins, introducing the Great Books of the Western World collection in 1952, wrote that the West had long regarded it as "self-evident that the road to education lay through great books." He claimed there was never much doubt about which books qualified as masterpieces—they were simply "the books that had endured and that the common voice of mankind called the finest creations, in writing, of the Western mind."


This confident assertion papers over centuries of argument. Which books endure often depends on who gets to decide, which publishers keep them in print, which professors assign them. The canon has always been contested territory, reflecting the values and blind spots of those with the power to shape it.


But here's a fascinating twist. The science fiction writer Ben Bova pointed out that "the literature of the fantastic was the mainstream of world storytelling from the time writing began until the beginning of the seventeenth century." Ancient epics, medieval romances, mythological tales—these weren't realistic fiction. They were full of gods, monsters, magic, and impossible adventures. By this accounting, the older classics have more in common with modern fantasy and science fiction than with the realistic domestic dramas we now call literary fiction.


And the Western tradition isn't the only one that matters. Chinese literature has its own classic novels, works of fiction that have shaped Chinese culture for centuries. Every literary tradition has its own canon, its own arguments about what counts as serious art.


Prizes and Their Problems


If you want to know what the literary establishment considers literary fiction at any given moment, look at who wins the prizes.


The Nobel Prize in Literature has been awarded annually since 1901. It goes to a writer from any country who has "produced the most outstanding work in an idealistic direction." Note that the prize honors an author's entire body of work, not just a single book. The accumulated achievement matters more than any individual title.


In Britain, the Booker Prize serves a similar function for fiction written in English, while the International Booker Prize honors works translated into English. The judges for these prizes are drawn from leading literary critics, writers, academics, and public figures—exactly the gatekeepers Gunn identified.


Not everyone finds this arrangement satisfying. The novelist Amit Chaudhuri criticized the entire concept: "The idea that a 'book of the year' can be assessed annually by a bunch of people—judges who have to read almost a book a day—is absurd, as is the idea that this is any way of honoring a writer."


He has a point. Reading nearly a book per day leaves little time for the kind of slow, thoughtful engagement that literary fiction supposedly demands. The prize system designed to celebrate deep reading may actually encourage superficial reading.


A Writer's Lament


What do writers themselves think about being labeled "literary"?


John Updike, one of the most celebrated American novelists of the twentieth century, found the whole classification tiresome. "The category of 'literary fiction' has sprung up recently to torment people like me who just set out to write books," he said in an interview. He added with evident irony: "I'm a genre writer of a sort. I write literary fiction, which is like spy fiction or chick lit."


Updike's complaint cuts deep. If literary fiction is just another genre—a marketing category like thriller or romance—then its claim to special status becomes circular. Literary fiction is superior because it's literary, and it's literary because serious people say so.


On The Charlie Rose Show, Updike elaborated on his frustration. Being labeled a "literary fiction" writer, he felt, limited him and his expectations of what his writing might achieve. He suggested, perhaps with a touch of mischief, that all his works are literary simply because "they are written in words."


The View from the Other Side


Genre fiction writers have their own perspective on the literary/commercial divide, and it's not particularly flattering to the literary establishment.


James Gunn noted that genre fans and critics often call mainstream literary fiction "mundane"—a word chosen deliberately for "its deliberate overtones of dullness, worldliness, and uninspired realism." From this viewpoint, literary fiction's focus on ordinary life and psychological realism represents a kind of imaginative poverty. Where's the sense of wonder? Where are the ideas?


The British science fiction and fantasy writer Adam Roberts made an even more pointed argument. "It's not that science fiction and fantasy is a ghetto inside the glorious city of 'Literary Fiction,' but the reverse," he wrote. "Literary novels sell abominably badly, by and large; popular culture in the main belongs to science fiction and fantasy, eighteen of the top twenty highest-grossing movies of all time are science fiction or fantasy, everybody recognizes science fiction and fantasy icons and memes."


By the measure of cultural impact and public engagement, the supposedly marginal genres dominate, while literary fiction occupies an increasingly small corner of the reading public's attention.


Two Mainstreams


This brings us to an important distinction: there are actually two mainstreams in fiction, and they barely overlap.


The commercial mainstream consists of bestselling authors whose books reach mass audiences—the writers whose novels fill airport bookstores and generate movie deals. The literary mainstream is something different: works that the academic and critical establishment considers art, regardless of how many copies they sell.


These two streams often run in opposite directions. Commercial success can actually disqualify a writer from literary respectability, at least in the eyes of some gatekeepers. And literary acclaim rarely translates into bestseller numbers.


Science fiction writer Brian Stableford offered a pointed definition of literary fiction from the genre perspective: "a tradition that had been and remained stubbornly indifferent to, if not proudly ignorant of, the progress of science." James Gunn added that when the science fiction community uses the word "mainstream" to describe literary fiction, "the word is a confession that science fiction is felt to be a side-stream, a tributary."


Both sides, it seems, feel like outsiders looking in at the other's territory.


High Culture and Its Enemies


The debate over literary fiction connects to a much older argument about culture itself.


Literary fiction is often considered an example of "high culture," contrasted with popular culture and mass culture. This distinction has a long philosophical pedigree. The Victorian poet and critic Matthew Arnold defined culture in his 1869 book Culture and Anarchy as "the disinterested endeavor after man's perfection," pursued through the effort to "know the best that has been said and thought in the world."


Arnold's definition is remarkably confident. Culture means knowing the best. But who decides what's best? Arnold assumed educated people of good taste could agree, that the cream would naturally rise and be recognized. More than a century later, we're less certain. The philosophy of aesthetics has proposed high culture as a force for moral and political good, but it has also been criticized as a mechanism for social exclusion—a way for elites to distinguish themselves from the masses by claiming superior taste.


Critics and readers of mainstream literary fiction have sometimes been accused of "snobbery" for their dismissal of genre fiction. The charge stings because it might be true. If you define good books as books that people like you appreciate, you've created a self-reinforcing system that says more about social position than artistic quality.


The Slipstream and Other Hybrids


Given all these problems with the literary/genre divide, it's no surprise that some writers deliberately work the boundary.


The term "slipstream" has emerged to describe fiction that falls between genre and non-genre categories—works that use the techniques and tropes of science fiction, fantasy, or horror but with the prose style and thematic ambitions of literary fiction. These hybrid works frustrate categorization, which may be precisely the point.


Some categories of fiction are frequently called genres without being considered "genre fiction" in the commercial sense. Historical fiction, magical realism, autobiographical novels, encyclopedic novels—these occupy a curious middle ground. They have recognizable conventions and expectations, but they're often shelved with literary fiction rather than in genre sections.


The boundaries keep shifting. Writers who would once have been dismissed as mere entertainers get retrospectively elevated to literary status. Genre techniques migrate into respectable literary novels. Literary writers experiment with genre conventions. The whole edifice of categories starts to look less like a natural order and more like a temporary truce in an ongoing cultural negotiation.


What Remains


So what is literary fiction, really?


It's fiction that prioritizes character over plot, or at least claims to. It's prose that calls attention to itself as prose. It's books that university professors assign and critics at prestigious publications review. It's the tradition shaped by Woolf and Joyce and James, though that tradition keeps expanding to include writers who would have surprised those founders.


It's also a marketing category, a way of signaling to certain readers that a book is for them while potentially alienating others. It's a claim to cultural prestige that may or may not be justified in any particular case.


Perhaps most honestly, literary fiction is fiction that enough influential people have decided to take seriously. The circularity is a feature, not a bug. Every culture needs a way to identify which of its artistic productions matter most, and the category of literary fiction is one of the mechanisms our culture uses.


Whether this system reliably identifies the best writing is another question. John Updike's books are literary because they're written in words. So is every other book ever published. The difference lies not in the words themselves but in how we choose to receive them.
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Intro: The Death of Physical Media
2023 was a disastrous year for physical media and a disorienting one for me personally, marked by a series of ominous milestones:
	DVD Sales Declined for the Sixteenth Straight Year: In the first half of 2023, physical media sales in the U.S. decreased to $754 million, down from $1.05 billion during the same period in 2022.

	Netflix Ended its DVD Rental Service: On September 29, 2023, Netflix mailed its final disc, marking the end of its DVD rental service.

	Best Buy Discontinued DVD Sales:&nbsp;In October 2023, Best Buy announced that it would stop selling DVDs and Blu-rays.

	I Decided to Start Collecting DVDs: In November of 2023, I informed my wife that I wanted to begin collecting DVDs, to which she responded, “Why?”


There was once a time when people would buy the right to watch a film twice, once in theaters and then on DVD. Consumers could own their favorite films, and studios made tons of money serving this demand. But over the last 20 years, physical media has declined to near-extinction as streaming has evolved into the predominant mode of home entertainment.
And yet, in recent years, DVDs have seen a modest revival—not as a durable consumer good, but as a form of self-expression. If that sounds hokey or illogical, it’s because it is. People (myself included) are trading convenience and economic efficiency for emotional gratification. And, so far, I’m loving it.
So today, we’ll explore the rise and fall of physical media, the changing economics of movie ownership, and the minor resurgence of a dying technology.
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The Rise and Fall of Physical Media
Fifty years ago, you couldn’t watch movies at home (apart from whatever played on cable television). Let’s say you actively wanted to see Citizen Kane or take in Alfred Hitchcock’s entire filmography; well, you couldn’t. You’d accept the ephemeral nature of movie consumption and think, “I guess I may never see my favorite film again. What a bummer.”
The arrival of VHS in the late 1970s marked the birth of the home entertainment industry, giving consumers unprecedented control over what they watched.

The late 1990s brought DVDs, which offered higher video quality and interactive features. Discs swiftly overtook videotape as the go-to format for home entertainment, with annual DVD sales peaking at $16 billion in 2005.

This dependable revenue stream allowed studios to take bigger risks. If a film underperformed in theaters, strong DVD sales allowed those projects to turn a profit.
Based on a handful of case studies from the early 2000s, it appears DVDs generated revenue equivalent to roughly 50% of a film’s international box office.

Physical media was a cash cow for movie studios, who could sell a single film to the same consumer multiple times. Let’s say you loved The Lion King in a world before streaming: you might be paying Disney for a movie ticket, a VHS tape, a DVD, a Blu-ray, and now a 4K disc. That’s at least $100 of Lion King spending.
Many films enjoyed active second lives on DVD and VHS, with hit titles grossing over $500M in additional revenue for Hollywood studios.

If these numbers seem too good to be true, it’s because they were.
In January of 2007, Netflix launched its streaming service, providing consumers with an expansive selection of film and TV programming with virtually no friction. Movie watching was no longer bound by physical constraints, and a treasure trove of content was yours for a measly $5 a month. DVD sales plummeted as streaming subscriptions, digital rentals, and digital purchases grew to a combined ~$60B in annual sales.

Consumers didn’t have to settle for video rental stores or cable reruns of Diners, Drive-ins, and Dives; consumers could watch something remarkable whenever they pleased. Thus began the era of Peak TV, as numerous streaming platforms entered the market while content production and consumption increased exponentially.
Suddenly, the idea of owning your favorite film became impractical. Let’s say I want to buy every movie from my Letterboxd list of 100 all-time favorites: I can buy these titles in physical format, or I can rent and stream them whenever I want. Assuming I watch each of these films two more times before I die, it will cost me significantly more to build a DVD collection while also taking up a non-trivial amount of space in my apartment. See the calculations below:

To collect DVDs is to embark upon a path of financial inconvenience. The economic reality is that streaming is cheaper, provides greater selection, and offers minimal friction. It is the superior format for most consumers.
The discontinuation of Best Buy and Netflix’s DVD programs was broadly seen as a death knell for physical media. Slate lamented, “The Death of Netflix DVD Marks the Loss of Something Even Bigger,” and The Hollywood Reporter wrote a eulogy for the era of physical media. And just like that, DVDs were an anachronism, a tool rendered extinct by technological progress, much like 8-tracks, BlackBerrys, floppy disks, Quibi, and pagers.
And yet, physical media lives. While retail demand for movie collecting has diminished, DVDs still prosper in a niche secondary market, much like stamps, coins, and baseball cards.
The Second Life of DVDs
The past six years have been rough for cinephiles. Moviegoing collapsed during the pandemic and has been slow to recover. Stories previously produced for the big screen are more likely to be adapted into limited series. Streaming content is unlimited, yet these cultural products have no tangible form. In short, it’s been a weird time for da’ movies.
In response, cinephiles have retreated online and turned backward. Platforms like Letterboxd—a social network for cinema obsessives—offer film lovers a digital community for logging, debating, and cataloging movies, serving as an at-home substitute for the social ritual of moviegoing. At the same time, many film nerds have quietly rejected the ubiquity and amorphousness of streaming in favor of the tangibility of DVD collecting.
In recent years, online communities centered on physical media have experienced substantial membership growth, with Reddit groups dedicated to DVD ownership gaining hundreds of thousands of new members.

These communities allow hobbyists to connect through their passion, offering tips on finding rare titles and a forum for showcasing their collections.

The collapse of DVD sales channels has turned physical media into a collector’s pursuit. eBay, the world’s largest platform for trading memorabilia, has benefited significantly from retail’s abandonment of physical media. An industry report from Self on “The Best Items to Sell on eBay in 2023” found DVD and Blu-ray to be the third-highest-selling category on the site.

eBay’s DVD listings constitute a bizarre market bifurcated into two distinctive product offerings. On one end are sellers indiscriminately unloading boxfuls of Blu-rays for less than $2 a disc.

On the other end of the spectrum is an upscale market for collectors interested in high-quality packaging (slipcovers, beautiful artwork, steel casing, etc.) for 4K-mastered movies, like this copy of The Social Network, which I really want to buy.

Unfortunately, this collectible is priced at $73(!!!), which is equivalent to ~5.5 Chipotle burritos, and is, therefore, too much to spend on a dying media format. Or is it?
Boutique labels like Vingar Syndrome, Shout Factory, and the Criterion Collection have seen considerable growth in recent years, offering premium collectibles for enthusiasts. Criterion, in particular, has emerged as the de facto leader in this highly specific space, and has seen search traffic nearly triple over the past year.

Recently, the label released a 4K version of the 1976 film Network, one of my all-time favorite movies, thus giving me the opportunity to repurchase a film I already own. Only a very small percentage of readers will find this transaction “cool” or “defensible.”
Herein lies the perpetual dilemma of this absurd hobby. On the one hand, I want to own this aesthetically pleasing physical representation of a beloved film. On the other hand, I could rent this film 18 times if I didn’t buy the DVD. Should I indulge myself or be a rational actor? And why am I doing this in the first place?
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Final Thoughts: The Irrational High of Collecting

The other week, I stumbled on a $2.99 Blu-ray copy of Inception at a record store. “What a steal!” I thought to myself. Upon completing my purchase, I hustled out of the shop, fearing the cashier might notice the pricing error.
Standing outside the record store, prize in hand, I couldn’t help but rejoice. “What idiot would price this so low?” I thought. And then, standing there, holding a relic of a dying technology, I realized that I might have been the idiot. $2.99 was a fair price for something most people consider junk. It was at this point that I got a bit sad.
But then I took the movie home, and I watched it. There was something wonderful about watching a film that I owned. I love knowing the movie is physically in my apartment, and I enjoy looking at my DVD collection—marveling at the cases, like Gollum from The Lord of the Rings.
That said, I am deeply conflicted about this newfound hobby. I quantify things for a living, and this collector’s pursuit is quantifiably foolish.
I do not believe:
	That my favorite movies will disappear from streaming services.

	That I am single-handedly preserving film history, as Guillermo Del Toro has suggested.

	That streaming is terrible and will eventually fade away.

	That other people should do this.


I have one reason for collecting physical media:
	Movies have been a big part of my life, and I want to own the things I love in material form.


At times, I feel like an eight-year-old collecting Pokémon cards, questing for a holographic Charizard. Forming an emotional attachment to a piece of cardboard or a DVD case is bizarre, but is it wrong? I don’t really know. Perhaps it’s best to suspend my cynicism, stop quantifying everything ad nauseam, and simply enjoy the thrill of caring about something.
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  Where the hard edge of physics meets the vulnerable metaphysics of the human heart. 



Few people have enchanted the popular imagination with science more powerfully and lastingly than physicist Richard Feynman (May 11, 1918–February 15, 1988) — the “Great Explainer” with the uncommon gift for bridging the essence of science with the most human and humane dimensions of life.

Several months after Feynman’s death, while working on what would become Genius: The Life and Science of Richard Feynman (public library) — the masterly biography plumbing the wellspring of Feynman’s genius — James Gleick discovered something of arresting strangeness and splendor. 

“My heart stopped,” Gleick tells me. “I have never had an experience like that as a biographer, before or since.”

In a mass of unread papers sent to him by Feynman’s widow, Gweneth, Gleick found a letter that discomposed his most central understanding of Feynman’s character. A generation after computing pioneer Alan Turing tussled with the binary code of body and spirit in the wake of loss, Feynman — a scientist perhaps uncommonly romantic yet resolutely rational and unsentimental in his reverence for the indomitable laws of physics that tend toward decay — penned a remarkable letter to a physical nonentity that was, for the future Nobel-winning physicist, the locus of an irrepressible metaphysical reality. 


In high school, the teenage Richard spent summers at the beach in his native Far Rockaway. There, he grew besotted with a striking girl named Arline — a girl he knew he would marry. Both complement and counterpoint to his own nature, Arline met Richard’s inclination for science with ardor for philosophy and art. (The art class he took just to be near her would lay the foundation for his little-known, lifelong passion for drawing.) By his junior year, Richard proposed. Arline accepted. With the eyes of young love, they peered into a shared future of infinite possibility for bliss. 


But they were abruptly grounded when a mysterious malady began afflicting Arline with inexplicable symptoms — a lump would appear and disappear on her neck, fevers would roil over her with no apparent cause. Eventually, she was hospitalized for what was believed to be typhoid. 

Gleick writes:

Feynman began to glimpse the special powerlessness that medical uncertainty can inflict on a scientific person. He had come to believe that the scientific way of thinking brought a measure of calmness and control in difficult situations — but not now.


Just as Feynman began bombarding the doctors with questions that steered them toward a closer approximation of the scientific method, Arline began to recover just as mysteriously and unpredictably as she had fallen ill. But the respite was only temporary. The symptoms returned, still shorn of a concrete explanation but now unambiguously pointing toward the terminal — a prognosis Arline’s doctors kept from her. Richard refused to go along with the deception — he and Arline had promised each other to face life with unremitting truthfulness — but he was forced to calibrate his commitment to circumstance. 

Gleick writes:

His parents, Arline’s parents, and the doctors all urged him not to be so cruel as to tell a young woman she was dying. His sister, Joan, sobbing, told him he was stubborn and heartless. He broke down and bowed to tradition. In her room at Farmingdale Hospital, with her parents at her side, he confirmed that she had glandular fever. Meanwhile, he started carrying around a letter — a “goodbye love letter,” as he called it — that he planned to give her when she discovered the truth. He was sure she would never forgive the unforgivable lie. 

He did not have long to wait. Soon after Arline returned home from the hospital she crept to the top of the stairs and overheard her mother weeping with a neighbor down in the kitchen. When she confronted Richard — his letter snug in his pocket — he told her the truth, handed her the letter, and asked her to marry him.



Marriage, however, proved to be a towering practical problem — Princeton, where Feynman was now pursuing a Ph.D., threatened to withdraw the fellowships funding his graduate studies if he were to wed, for the university considered the emotional and pragmatic responsibilities of marriage a grave threat to academic discipline. 

Just as Feynman began considering leaving Princeton, a diagnosis detonated the situation — Arline had contracted a rare form of tuberculosis, most likely from unpasteurized milk. 

At first, Feynman was relieved that the grim alternative options of Hodgkin’s disease and incurable cancers like lymphoma had been ruled out. But he was underestimating, or perhaps misunderstanding, the gravity of tuberculosis — the very disease which had taken the love of Alan Turing’s life and which, during its two-century heyday, had claimed more lives around the globe than any other malady and all wars combined. At the time of Arline’s diagnosis in 1941, immunology was in its infancy, the antibiotic treatment of bacterial infections practically nonexistent, and the first successful medical application of penicillin a year away. Tuberculosis was a death sentence, even if it was a slow death with intervals of remission — a fact Richard and Arline faced with an ambivalent mix of brave lucidity and hope against hope. 

Meanwhile, Richard’s parents met the prospect of his marriage with bristling dread. His mother, who believed he was marrying Arline out of pity rather than love, admonished him that he would be putting his health and his very life in danger, and coldly worried about how the stigma attached to tuberculosis would impact her brilliant young son’s reputation. “I was surprised to learn such a marriage is not unlawful,” she scoffed unfeelingly. “It ought to be.”

But Richard was buoyed by love — a love so large and luminous that he found himself singing aloud one day as he was arranging Arline’s transfer to a sanatorium. Determined to go through with the wedding, he wrote to his beloved:

I guess maybe it is like rolling off of a log — my heart is filled again & I’m choked with emotions — and love is so good & powerful — it’s worth preserving — I know nothing can separate us — we’ve stood the tests of time and our love is as glorious now as the day it was born — dearest riches have never made people great but love does it every day — we’re not little people — we’re giants … I know we both have a future ahead of us — with a world of happiness — now & forever.


On June 29, 1942, they promised each other eternity. 


Gleick writes:

He borrowed a station wagon from a Princeton friend, outfitted it with mattresses for the journey, and picked up Arline in Cedarhurst. She walked down her father’s hand-poured concrete driveway wearing a white dress. They crossed New York Harbor on the Staten Island ferry — their honeymoon ship. They married in a city office on Staten Island, in the presence of neither family nor friends, their only witnesses two strangers called in from the next room. Fearful of contagion, Richard did not kiss her on the lips. After the ceremony he helped her slowly down the stairs, and onward they drove to Arline’s new home, a charity hospital in Browns Mills, New Jersey.


Meanwhile, WWII was reaching its crescendo of destruction, dragging America into the belly of death with the attack on Pearl Harbor. Now one of the nation’s most promising physicists, Feynman was recruited to work on what would become the Manhattan Project and soon joined the secret laboratory in Los Alamos. 


Arline entered the nearby Albuquerque sanatorium, from where she wrote him letters in code — for the sheer fun of it, because she knew how he cherished puzzles, but the correspondence alarmed the military censors at the laboratory’s Intelligence Office. Tasked with abating any breaches to the secrecy of the operation, they cautioned Feynman that coded messages were against the rules and demanded that his wife include a key in each letter to help them decipher it. This only amplified Arline’s sense of fun — she began cutting holes into her letters, covering passages with ink, and even mail-ordered a jigsaw puzzle kit with which to cut up the pages and completely confound the agents. 

But the levity masked the underlying darkness which Richard and Arline tried so desperately to evade — Arline was dying. As her body failed, he steadied himself to her spirit:

You are a strong and beautiful woman. You are not always as strong as other times but it rises & falls like the flow of a mountain stream. I feel I am a reservoir for your strength — without you I would be empty and weak… I find it much harder these days to write these things to you.


In every single letter, he told her that he loved her. “I have a serious affliction: loving you forever,” he wrote. 


In early 1945, two and a half years into their marriage, Richard and Arline made love for the first time. He had been too afraid of harming her frail health somehow, she too afraid of infecting him with the deadly bacterium consuming her. But Arline insisted that this pent up desire could no longer be contained and assured Richard that this would only bring them closer — to each other, and to the life they had so lovingly dreamt up for themselves:

I’ll always be your sweetheart & first love — besides a devoted wife — we’ll be proud parents too… I am proud of you always Richard –[you are] a good husband, and lover, & well, coach, I’ll show you what I mean Sunday.


But heightened as their hopes were by this new dimension of shared experience, Arline’s health continued to plummet. Her weight dropped to eighty-four pounds. Exasperated by the helplessness of medicine, which Feynman had come to see not as a manifestation but as a mutilation of the scientific method, he invested all hope in an experimental drug made of mold growths. “Keep hanging on,” he exhorted Arline. “Nothing is certain. We lead a charmed life.” She began spitting blood. 

At twenty-seven, on the precipice of a brilliant scientific career, he was terminally in love. 

On June 16, 1945, while working at the computing room at Los Alamos, Feynman received a call from the sanatorium that Arline was dying. He borrowed a colleague’s car and sped to the hospital, where he found her immobile, her eyes barely tracing his movement. Early in his scientific career, he had been animated by the nature of time. Now, hours stretched and contracted as he sat at her deathbed, until one last small breath tolled the end at 9:21PM.

The wake of loss has a way of tranquilizing grief with the pressing demands of practical arrangements — a tranquilizer we take willingly, almost gratefully. The following morning, Feynman arranged for his beloved’s cremation, methodically collected her personal belongings, and on the final page of the small spiral notebook in which she recorded her symptoms he wrote with scientific remove: “June 16 — Death.”

And so we arrive at Gleick’s improbable discovery in that box of letters — improbable because of the extreme rationality with which Feynman hedged against even the slightest intimation of metaphysical conjectures untestable by science and unprovable by reason. During his courtship of Arline, he had been vexed by her enthusiasm for Descartes, whose “proof” of God’s perfection he found intellectually lazy and unbefitting of Descartes’s reputation as a champion of reason. He had impishly countered Arline’s insistence that there are two sides to everything by cutting a piece of paper and half-twisting it into a Möbius strip, the ends pasted together to render a surface with just one side. 

Everything that appeared mystical, Feynman believed, was simply an insufficiently explained mystery with a physical answer not yet found. Even Arline’s dying hour had offered testing ground for conviction. Puzzlingly, the clock in the room had stopped at exactly 9:21PM — the time of death. Aware of how this bizarre occurrence could foment the mystical imagination in unscientific minds, Feynman reasoned for an explanation. Remembering that he had repaired the clock multiple times over the course of Arline’s stay at the sanatorium, he realized that the instrument’s unwieldy mechanism must have choked when the nurse picked it up in the low evening light to see and record the time. 

How astonishing and how touchingly human, then, that Feynman penned the letter Gleick found in the box forty-two years later — a letter he wrote to Arline in October of 1946, 488 days after her death:

D’Arline,

I adore you, sweetheart.

I know how much you like to hear that — but I don’t only write it because you like it — I write it because it makes me warm all over inside to write it to you.

It is such a terribly long time since I last wrote to you — almost two years but I know you’ll excuse me because you understand how I am, stubborn and realistic; and I thought there was no sense to writing.

But now I know my darling wife that it is right to do what I have delayed in doing, and that I have done so much in the past. I want to tell you I love you. I want to love you. I always will love you.

I find it hard to understand in my mind what it means to love you after you are dead — but I still want to comfort and take care of you — and I want you to love me and care for me. I want to have problems to discuss with you — I want to do little projects with you. I never thought until just now that we can do that. What should we do. We started to learn to make clothes together — or learn Chinese — or getting a movie projector. Can’t I do something now? No. I am alone without you and you were the “idea-woman” and general instigator of all our wild adventures.

When you were sick you worried because you could not give me something that you wanted to and thought I needed. You needn’t have worried. Just as I told you then there was no real need because I loved you in so many ways so much. And now it is clearly even more true — you can give me nothing now yet I love you so that you stand in my way of loving anyone else — but I want you to stand there. You, dead, are so much better than anyone else alive.

I know you will assure me that I am foolish and that you want me to have full happiness and don’t want to be in my way. I’ll bet you are surprised that I don’t even have a girlfriend (except you, sweetheart) after two years. But you can’t help it, darling, nor can I — I don’t understand it, for I have met many girls and very nice ones and I don’t want to remain alone — but in two or three meetings they all seem ashes. You only are left to me. You are real.

My darling wife, I do adore you.

I love my wife. My wife is dead.

Rich.


And then, with the sole defibrillator for heartache we have — humor — Feynman adds:

PS Please excuse my not mailing this — but I don’t know your new address.


Complement this particular portion of the altogether magnificent Genius: The Life and Science of Richard Feynman with Rachel Carson’s stunning deathbed farewell to her beloved and Seneca on resilience in the face of loss, then revisit Feynman on science and religion and the meaning of life.
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The Physicist Who Thought Like a Bum


When Richard Feynman gave his very first scientific seminar at Princeton University, the audience included three of the most brilliant minds of the twentieth century: Albert Einstein, Wolfgang Pauli, and John von Neumann. Feynman was twenty-three years old. He had not yet earned his doctorate. And he was about to present a theory so ambitious that Pauli would warn it might be impossible to develop mathematically, while Einstein would suggest it could revolutionize our understanding of gravity itself.


This was Feynman's style: show up, dazzle everyone, speak with a thick New York accent that made him sound like a street corner wise guy rather than a genius. His friends Wolfgang Pauli and Hans Bethe once remarked that Feynman spoke "like a bum." He took this as a compliment.


Feynman would go on to win the Nobel Prize in Physics, help build the atomic bomb, crack safes for fun at Los Alamos, play bongo drums at strip clubs, pioneer quantum computing before computers could compute much of anything, and become perhaps the most beloved explainer of science the world has ever known. A 1999 poll of physicists ranked him the seventh greatest physicist of all time, just behind names like Einstein and Newton.


But what made Feynman extraordinary wasn't just his intellect. It was his absolute refusal to accept any idea he couldn't understand from the ground up, his delight in puzzles of every kind, and his conviction that the universe was too interesting to approach with false reverence.


A Mind Built in Far Rockaway


Richard Phillips Feynman was born on May 11, 1918, in New York City. His father, Melville, had immigrated from Minsk in the Russian Empire as a five-year-old boy. His mother, Lucille, came from a family of Polish Jewish immigrants. Melville worked as a sales manager; Lucille had trained as a teacher but never practiced after marrying in 1917.


Richard was a late talker. He didn't speak until after his third birthday—a detail that might alarm modern parents but apparently caused little concern in the Feynman household. When he did finally start talking, he made up for lost time with an accent so pronounced, so unmistakably working-class New York, that people who met him as an adult sometimes thought he was putting it on.


His father shaped his mind. Melville Feynman had a simple educational philosophy: question everything, especially the things everyone else accepts without thinking. When young Richard asked why a ball in a wagon rolled backward when the wagon started moving forward, his father didn't just explain inertia—he explained that giving something a name doesn't mean you understand it. This became Feynman's lifelong obsession: the difference between knowing the name of something and actually knowing the thing itself.


His mother gave him something equally important: a sense of humor. Lucille Feynman had a gift for finding absurdity in everyday life, and Richard inherited it completely. Throughout his career, he would approach the deepest mysteries of physics with the same playful irreverence that his mother brought to household mishaps.


As a child, Richard was an inveterate tinkerer. He built a home laboratory, repaired radios for neighbors (probably his first paying job), and rigged a burglar alarm for his parents' house. What distinguished his radio repair work was his method: rather than just poking around until something worked, he would think through the problem theoretically, reason out what must be wrong, and then verify his hypothesis. He was doing physics before he knew what physics was.


The Sister Who Would Explain the Northern Lights


When Richard was five, his mother gave birth to a second son, Henry Phillips. The baby died at four weeks old. Four years later, Joan was born, and the family moved to Far Rockaway, a neighborhood in Queens that sits at the end of the A train line, where the city meets the Atlantic Ocean.


Joan and Richard were separated by nine years, but they were close in the way that matters: they shared an insatiable curiosity about how the world worked. Their mother, like many people of her generation, believed that women lacked the capacity for scientific thinking. Richard disagreed. He encouraged Joan's interest in astronomy, once waking her in the middle of the night to take her outside and watch the aurora borealis dance across the sky above Far Rockaway.


Joan became an astrophysicist. Among the phenomena she would help explain? The northern lights her brother had shown her as a child.


An IQ of 125 and a Perfect Score


Feynman attended Far Rockaway High School, which had a remarkable run of producing Nobel laureates—Burton Richter and Baruch Samuel Blumberg also walked its halls. Almost immediately, he was bumped up to a more advanced math class. The teachers couldn't keep up with him.


Here's a detail that Feynman loved to mention: when his high school administered an IQ test, he scored 125. This is a good score. It is not a genius score. His sister Joan scored 126. For the rest of their lives, Joan would tease him about being the smarter sibling.


Feynman later declined to join Mensa, the high-IQ society, claiming his IQ was too low for membership. This was a joke, but it also reflected his genuine contempt for the idea that intelligence could be reduced to a single number. The same mind that scored 125 on a standardized test would later achieve a perfect score on Princeton's graduate physics entrance exam—something no one had ever done before.


By fifteen, Feynman had taught himself trigonometry, advanced algebra, infinite series, analytic geometry, and both differential and integral calculus. He wasn't just learning mathematics; he was reinventing it. He created his own notation, designing special symbols for common functions because he thought the standard notation was confusing. Why, he wondered, should the sine function look like it's three variables multiplied together? Why should the derivative symbol tempt students into thinking they can cancel out the d's?


In his final year of high school, he won the New York University Math Championship. His direct, question-everything approach sometimes startled people. When taking a biology class that covered cat anatomy, he asked the instructor: "Do you have a map of the cat?"


Columbia's Loss, MIT's Gain


Feynman applied to Columbia University and was rejected. The reason had nothing to do with his abilities: Columbia maintained a quota limiting how many Jewish students it would admit. This was common practice at elite American universities in the 1930s, a casual antisemitism woven into the fabric of academic life.


Instead, Feynman went to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where he joined the Pi Lambda Phi fraternity and began the intellectual journey that would define his life. He started as a mathematics major but found it too abstract—math for math's sake left him cold. He switched to electrical engineering, then decided that was too practical. Physics, he concluded, was "somewhere in between." It was the sweet spot where abstract mathematical beauty met the concrete reality of how the universe actually works.


As an undergraduate, he published two papers in the Physical Review, one of the most prestigious physics journals in the world. One paper, on cosmic rays, was co-authored with his professor Manuel Vallarta. Following academic convention, Vallarta's name came first. Feynman got his revenge years later when the legendary physicist Werner Heisenberg concluded an entire book on cosmic rays with the phrase "such an effect is not to be expected according to Vallarta and Feynman."


When they next met, Feynman gleefully asked Vallarta if he'd seen Heisenberg's book.


Vallarta knew exactly why his former student was grinning. "Yes," he replied. "You're the last word in cosmic rays."


Princeton and the Question of Jewishness


In 1939, Feynman graduated from MIT as a Putnam Fellow—one of the highest honors in undergraduate mathematics—and applied to Princeton for graduate school. His performance on the entrance exams was extraordinary: perfect in physics, outstanding in mathematics. He bombed history and English.


But there was another concern. Henry D. Smyth, the head of Princeton's physics department, wrote a letter asking about Feynman: "Is Feynman Jewish? We have no definite rule against Jews but have to keep their proportion in our department reasonably small because of the difficulty of placing them."


Philip Morse, who had recommended Feynman, admitted that yes, Feynman was Jewish, but reassured Smyth that "his physiognomy and manner, however, show no trace of this characteristic." In other words: don't worry, he doesn't look or act Jewish.


It's worth pausing here. This is how one of the greatest scientific minds of the twentieth century nearly got excluded from one of the world's finest physics programs: through the genteel antisemitism of academics who liked to believe they weren't prejudiced while maintaining unwritten quotas and evaluating Jewish applicants by how well they could pass for gentile.


Feynman himself had a complicated relationship with his Jewish heritage. His family attended synagogue every Friday when he was young, but by his teenage years, he described himself as an "avowed atheist." Years later, when an author writing a book about Jewish Nobel Prize winners asked for his participation, Feynman declined with characteristic bluntness: "To select, for approbation the peculiar elements that come from some supposedly Jewish heredity is to open the door to all kinds of nonsense on racial theory."


He added that at thirteen, he had stopped believing "that the Jewish people are in any way 'the chosen people.'"


The Path Integral and Electrons Moving Backward Through Time


At Princeton, Feynman's thesis advisor was John Archibald Wheeler, a brilliant and creative physicist who would later coin the term "black hole." Together, they developed something called the Wheeler-Feynman absorber theory, an attempt to reimagine the fundamental equations of electromagnetism—the theory that describes how light, electricity, and magnetism all interrelate.


That first seminar, the one attended by Einstein, Pauli, and von Neumann, presented this work. The reactions were telling. Pauli, known for his devastating critiques, warned that the theory would be "extremely difficult to quantize"—meaning it would be hard to make compatible with quantum mechanics, the weird rules that govern atoms and subatomic particles. Einstein, ever thinking about gravity, suggested the approach might be useful for his general theory of relativity. Both predictions proved correct.


For his doctoral thesis, Feynman developed what would become his signature contribution to physics: the path integral formulation of quantum mechanics. To understand why this matters, you need to understand the problem it solved.


In classical physics—the physics of Newton and everyday experience—a ball thrown through the air follows a single path. You can calculate that path, predict where the ball will land. But quantum mechanics revealed that subatomic particles don't work this way. An electron doesn't follow a single path. It somehow explores all possible paths simultaneously, and what we observe is a kind of average over all these possibilities.


Feynman's insight was to take this literally. Instead of trying to figure out which path a particle "really" takes, calculate the contributions from every possible path the particle could take, weight them appropriately, and sum them all up. This "path integral" approach turned out to be mathematically equivalent to the standard quantum mechanical equations, but it offered a completely different way of thinking about what was happening.


Along the way, Feynman realized something remarkable: the mathematics worked out much more elegantly if you treated positrons—the antimatter version of electrons—as electrons traveling backward in time. This wasn't just a mathematical trick. It was a deep insight into the symmetry of physical laws, and it would prove essential for the work that later won him the Nobel Prize.


James Gleick, Feynman's biographer, described this period: "This was Richard Feynman nearing the crest of his powers. At twenty-three... there may now have been no physicist on earth who could match his exuberant command over the native materials of theoretical science."


Arline


Throughout his Princeton years, Feynman was in love with his high school sweetheart, Arline Greenbaum. There was a problem: one of the conditions of his graduate scholarship was that he could not be married.


There was a much bigger problem: Arline had tuberculosis. This was 1942. There were no antibiotics that could treat tuberculosis. The doctors gave her two years to live, at most.


Feynman married her anyway.


On June 29, 1942, they took the ferry to Staten Island and were married in the city clerk's office. No family attended. No friends. Two strangers served as witnesses. Because of her illness, Feynman could kiss Arline only on the cheek. After the ceremony, he took her to Deborah Hospital, where she would spend the rest of her short life.


He visited her on weekends. He was twenty-four years old, newly married, preparing to help build the most destructive weapon in human history, and spending his Saturdays watching the woman he loved slowly die of a disease that no one could cure.


Los Alamos


The summer before his marriage, with World War II raging in Europe but America not yet involved, Feynman had worked on ballistics problems at the Frankford Arsenal in Pennsylvania. After Pearl Harbor, Robert R. Wilson recruited him for a secret project to produce enriched uranium—the fuel for an atomic bomb.


Feynman had not yet finished his doctorate. He was assigned to work on a device called an isotron, which was supposed to separate the fissile uranium-235 from the more common uranium-238 using electromagnetic fields. On paper, the isotron was far more efficient than the alternative approach being developed at Berkeley. In practice, Feynman and his colleague Paul Olum couldn't figure out whether it would actually work. The project was eventually abandoned.


In early 1943, Robert Oppenheimer began assembling scientists at a secret laboratory on a mesa in New Mexico called Los Alamos. Wilson's entire Princeton team signed up to go. "Like a bunch of professional soldiers," Wilson recalled, "we signed up, en masse."


Oppenheimer made arrangements for Arline. He found a Presbyterian sanatorium in Albuquerque, about a hundred miles from Los Alamos, where she could receive care. Richard and Arline were among the first to leave for New Mexico, departing by train on March 28, 1943. The railroad provided Arline with a wheelchair; Richard paid extra for a private room. They spent their wedding anniversary on that train, traveling toward a desert mesa where physicists would attempt to harness the energy that powers the sun.


At Los Alamos, Feynman was assigned to the Theoretical Division under Hans Bethe. Bethe was so impressed that he made Feynman a group leader, despite his youth and junior status. Together, they developed the Bethe-Feynman formula for calculating the explosive yield of a fission bomb.


Feynman's official job was not central to the bomb design itself. He administered a computation group—not computers in the modern sense, but human beings (mostly women) who performed calculations by hand or with mechanical calculators. With Stanley Frankel and Nicholas Metropolis, he helped set up a system using IBM punched cards to speed up the calculations. This was computing before computers: feeding stacks of cards into machines, waiting for results, debugging the process when cards got bent or fed in wrong.


He also invented a new method for computing logarithms, which proved so efficient that decades later, he would use it again on the Connection Machine, one of the first massively parallel supercomputers.


And because he was Feynman, he figured out how to get the IBM card machines to click in musical rhythms. Even while helping build a weapon that would kill over a hundred thousand people in an instant, he couldn't resist turning computation into percussion.


The Safe-Cracker of Los Alamos


Los Alamos was a pressure cooker—hundreds of the world's most brilliant scientists crammed onto an isolated mesa, doing secret work that would determine the outcome of the war. People found different ways to cope. Feynman's way was to crack safes.


The laboratory was filled with filing cabinets containing classified documents, each protected by combination locks. Feynman made it his hobby to open them. Sometimes he did it through patient analysis—figuring out that most people chose combinations based on memorable numbers, or that the tolerances in the locks meant you only had to get within a couple of digits of the right combination. Sometimes he just watched people open their safes and memorized the combinations. Sometimes he found the factory default combinations still worked because nobody had bothered to change them.


The security officers were not amused. Here was a project so secret that scientists couldn't tell their own families what they were working on, and this kid from New York was wandering around opening locked cabinets for fun.


Feynman, characteristically, saw it as a public service. He was demonstrating that the security measures didn't actually work. If he could open those safes, so could a spy. The fact that this annoyed the security people just made it more entertaining.


The Final Problem


On July 16, 1945, the first atomic bomb was tested at Trinity Site in the New Mexico desert. Feynman was one of the few people to watch the explosion without protective goggles—he reasoned, correctly, that the windshield of a truck would filter out the harmful ultraviolet radiation while still letting him see the blast directly.


What he saw was a brilliant flash, brighter than anything he had ever experienced, followed by a growing fireball and then, long seconds later, the sound—a thunder that rolled across the desert and seemed to echo off the mountains.


The bomb worked. Within a month, two more would be dropped on Japan. Hundreds of thousands of people would die, many instantly, many slowly from radiation sickness and burns and cancers that would emerge years later.


Feynman never expressed the moral anguish about the bomb that tormented some of his colleagues. He had started the work because the Nazis were trying to build an atomic bomb, and the prospect of Hitler with nuclear weapons was genuinely terrifying. By the time Germany surrendered in May 1945, the project had its own momentum. Feynman kept working. He later said he simply didn't think about the implications—he was too focused on the physics problems.


But something did break in him that summer.


Arline died on June 16, 1945, exactly one month before the Trinity test. She was twenty-five years old. She and Richard had been married for three years, almost all of it spent with her in hospitals and sanatoriums while he worked on the bomb. He had visited every weekend he could manage, bringing her presents, reading to her, trying to make her laugh. When she died, he was holding her hand.


In the weeks after, Feynman did something strange: he kept going, kept working, felt almost nothing. It was months before the grief hit him. He was walking through New York, he later recounted, and he saw a pretty dress in a shop window and thought, "Arline would like that." And then he remembered. And then, finally, he broke down.


Years later, a letter was found among his papers. It was addressed to Arline, written more than a year after her death. "I adore you, sweetheart," it read. "I know how much you like to hear that—but I don't only write it because you like it—I write it because it makes me warm all over inside to write it to you." He wrote about his life, about missing her, about small things and large things. At the end, he added a postscript: "P.S. Please excuse my not mailing this—but I don't know your new address."


He kept the letter for the rest of his life.


Quantum Electrodynamics and the Diagrams That Changed Physics


After the war, Feynman suffered what he later described as a period of creative paralysis. He had done world-changing work in his early twenties; now, in his late twenties, he couldn't seem to make progress on anything. He accepted a position at Cornell University, taught classes, and worried that his best work was behind him.


It wasn't.


The problem that would revive his career was quantum electrodynamics, or QED—the theory describing how light and matter interact at the quantum level. Physicists had been working on QED for years, but the theory had a fatal flaw: the equations kept producing infinite answers. Ask how an electron would scatter off another electron, and the calculations gave you infinity. Obviously wrong. Something was broken.


Feynman, along with Julian Schwinger in the United States and Sin-Itiro Tomonaga in Japan, independently found ways to fix the problem. The technique was called renormalization: a systematic way to cancel out the infinities and extract finite, testable predictions.


But Feynman's approach was different from the others in a crucial way. Schwinger and Tomonaga used traditional mathematical methods—long, complicated equations that only experts could follow. Feynman invented a visual language.


Feynman diagrams look deceptively simple. Lines represent particles. Wavy lines represent photons (particles of light). Time flows from left to right. Where lines meet, particles interact. By drawing all possible diagrams for a process and computing a contribution from each one, you could calculate anything in quantum electrodynamics.


Older physicists were initially skeptical. This was physics? It looked like doodling. But the diagrams worked. They gave the same answers as the ponderous traditional methods, in a fraction of the time. More importantly, they provided intuition. You could look at a Feynman diagram and see what was happening—electrons bouncing photons back and forth, particles emerging from the vacuum and disappearing again, the whole quantum dance of matter and light made visible.


Today, Feynman diagrams are everywhere in physics. Every particle physicist learns to draw them. They've been extended far beyond their original application, used to calculate processes involving not just electrons and photons but quarks, gluons, neutrinos, and exotic particles that exist for only billionths of a billionth of a second.


In 1965, Feynman, Schwinger, and Tomonaga shared the Nobel Prize in Physics for their work on quantum electrodynamics. The predictions of QED have since been tested to extraordinary precision—some calculations match experiments to twelve decimal places, making QED the most accurately verified theory in the history of science.


The Challenger Investigation


By the 1980s, Feynman was sixty-something, a legendary figure in physics, a bestselling author thanks to the anecdote collections "Surely You're Joking, Mr. Feynman!" and "What Do You Care What Other People Think?" He had survived cancer, remarried happily (to Gweneth Howarth, with whom he had two children), and settled into his role as the elder statesman of American physics.


Then, on January 28, 1986, the Space Shuttle Challenger exploded seventy-three seconds after launch, killing all seven astronauts aboard.


President Reagan appointed a commission to investigate. William Rogers, a former Secretary of State, chaired it. Feynman was among the members—somewhat reluctantly, since he didn't enjoy Washington politics and was dealing with a recurrence of his cancer.


What Feynman found appalled him. The immediate cause of the disaster was the failure of rubber O-ring seals in one of the solid rocket boosters. Cold weather on the morning of the launch had stiffened the rubber, preventing it from sealing properly. Hot gases leaked through, eventually igniting the external fuel tank.


But the deeper problem was institutional. NASA engineers had known for years that the O-rings were problematic. They had raised concerns. Management had dismissed them. The night before the launch, engineers from Morton Thiokol, the company that made the boosters, had argued strenuously against launching in cold weather. They were overruled.


Feynman conducted his own investigation, talking to engineers rather than managers, asking simple questions, refusing to accept bureaucratic non-answers. He discovered a stunning disconnect: when he asked NASA management to estimate the probability of shuttle failure, they gave numbers like 1 in 100,000. When he asked engineers, they said more like 1 in 100. A thousand-fold difference between what the people building the rockets believed and what the people running the program claimed.


The most famous moment came during a televised hearing. Feynman had obtained a sample of the O-ring rubber. While commission members droned on, he quietly dropped the rubber into a glass of ice water. Then, when it was his turn to speak, he pulled it out and demonstrated that the cold rubber had lost its flexibility—it didn't spring back to shape the way it should.


The demonstration was devastating. In thirty seconds, Feynman had shown the American public what all the reports and testimony had failed to convey: the basic physics of why Challenger exploded.


His appendix to the commission's report contained a famous conclusion: "For a successful technology, reality must take precedence over public relations, for Nature cannot be fooled."


The Feynman Lectures


Between 1961 and 1964, Feynman taught an introductory physics course at the California Institute of Technology. This was unusual—famous professors typically avoided teaching freshmen. But Feynman threw himself into it, reimagining the entire undergraduate physics curriculum from scratch.


The lectures were recorded and transcribed, eventually published as "The Feynman Lectures on Physics." They became one of the most influential physics textbooks ever written—not because they made physics easy (they didn't) but because they made physics beautiful. Feynman had a gift for finding the deep principle behind surface complexity, for showing how the same few ideas echoed through apparently unrelated phenomena.


He was also honest about what physics couldn't explain. In one famous passage, he addressed a perennial student question: why do objects obey the principle of least action, taking paths that minimize a certain mathematical quantity? "I don't know," Feynman said. Nobody knows. It's just how nature works. The principle was a description, not an explanation.


This willingness to say "I don't know" was central to Feynman's character. He was allergic to false certainty, to people who pretended to understand things they didn't. He thought science was fundamentally about acknowledging ignorance and working systematically to reduce it—not about claiming to have all the answers.


There's Plenty of Room at the Bottom


In 1959, Feynman gave an after-dinner talk at a physics conference. It was called "There's Plenty of Room at the Bottom," and it outlined a vision that would take decades to realize: nanotechnology.


What if, Feynman asked, we could manipulate individual atoms? Build machines at the molecular scale? Write the entire Encyclopedia Britannica on the head of a pin? None of this violated any physical law. It was just very, very hard.


He offered prizes—$1,000 for the first person to build a working electric motor no bigger than 1/64th of an inch on a side, and another $1,000 for the first person to shrink a page of text by a factor of 25,000 (small enough to fit a book page on something the size of a period). Both prizes were eventually claimed.


The talk is now considered the founding document of nanotechnology. Feynman didn't do the work himself—he was a theorist, not an experimentalist—but he saw the possibility before almost anyone else. Today, we have scanning tunneling microscopes that can image and move individual atoms. We have molecular machines, carbon nanotubes, mRNA vaccines that work by delivering instructions to cellular machinery. Feynman's vision wasn't science fiction. It was science, waiting for the engineering to catch up.


The Character of Physical Law


Feynman was not just a great physicist. He was a great explainer of physics, with an ability to make complex ideas accessible without dumbing them down. His popular lectures and books introduced millions of people to the strange beauty of the quantum world.


But he was also something rarer: a physicist who thought deeply about what science was and how it worked. In "The Character of Physical Law," based on lectures delivered at Cornell in 1964, he explored the nature of scientific knowledge. Why do the laws of physics take the mathematical forms they do? Why is the universe comprehensible at all? What does it mean to understand something?


He didn't claim to have final answers. But he had wonderful questions, and a way of articulating the strangeness of our situation—conscious beings made of atoms, trying to understand the rules that govern atoms, discovering that those rules are bizarre beyond anything common sense could have prepared us for.


The Final Years


Feynman was diagnosed with a rare form of abdominal cancer in 1978. He had surgery, recovered, and continued working for another decade. In 1987, the cancer returned. He had more surgery, more complications. By early 1988, his kidneys were failing.


He refused dialysis. The treatment would have extended his life, but the quality of that life would have been poor. He was ready to go.


Richard Feynman died on February 15, 1988, at the age of sixty-nine. His last words, reportedly, were: "I'd hate to die twice. It's so boring."


Even at the end, he couldn't resist the joke.


Legacy


Feynman left behind a transformed physics. His path integral formulation is now fundamental to quantum field theory, the framework underlying our best understanding of particle physics. His diagrams are the universal language of the field. His work on quantum electrodynamics showed that the strange rules of quantum mechanics could be tamed, calculated with, used to make predictions of staggering precision.


He also left behind something harder to quantify: an approach to science, and to life. Ask questions. Don't accept arguments from authority. If you can't explain something simply, you don't understand it well enough. Pay attention to what's actually there, not what you expect to be there. Treat the universe as a puzzle to be enjoyed, not a test to be passed.


And always, always, be willing to say: "I don't know. Let's find out."
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Peatery in Drenthe, Vincent van Gogh, 1883


In the 1930s, people on the island where we live would go down to the old coal pit after thunderstorms, the village historian told me. They went looking for pink fragments of stone, the size of a finger—fossils after a kind of 120-million-year-old squid that had been hauled from the ground by the miners. But the villagers thought the pink stones were the arrowheads of lightning that had struck, and they would put the lightning tips they gathered under their beds to keep themselves safe. Lighting will not strike the same place twice.
There was still a thin drizzle in the air when, after the next rain storm, our four-year-old and I parked our bicycle next to the coal pit. There was no life in sight: it was all sooth and sand, a black desert. A century after the production had closed down, not a single straw of grass. The rain, pouring in thin streams, had carved the black sand into a labyrinth of ravines.
We walked the labyrinth toward the sea. I told Maud that this is what the earth must have looked like 500 million years ago, before life seeped and wriggled out of the sea and conquered land.
Rolling down the walls of the ravines were scraps of coal, few of them larger than my thumb. The village historian had told me that a sculptor, a stone cutter, who lived nearby, used to go down here in the winters to collect these scraps of coal to heat his house. In the early 1960s, when he was in his twenties with two kids and few prospects of selling his art, he had been brought to such financial despair that he could be seen out here with a wheelbarrow, crawling on his knees.


In the years after I heard about the sculptor scavenging stone coal by the sea, I began collecting information about him. When artists who had known him came into the gallery where I worked, I would interview them. I looked for pictures of his sculptures. In our archives, I found a self-published book he had made and read what he had written.
These, our first years on the island, were, as I’ve written elsewhere, difficult years. Johanna and I had two young children, whom we raised at home. To have time to write, I would go up at 5 am and write until 9, when I took care of the kids until I had to bicycle down to the art gallery, where I built exhibitions and did the bookkeeping in the afternoons. I remember us climbing with lamps on the roof, late at night, tarring the wood on the new roof.
It was, I think, in order to handle the exhaustion and loneliness I felt, that I began collecting stories of local artists who had struggled and seen little external reward. It felt good to know that we weren’t alone, even if no one Johanna and I knew shared our obsession and were willing to make the tradeoffs we made. These landscapes had known others like us. There had been an autistic farmhand who spent his spare time painting the fields around our village; his paintings were discovered when he was 61, a year before his death. There had been a homosexual German art collector who had fled the Nazis and hid in a boat house, where he hung the walls with Matisse and Kandinsky. At the local museum, I had bought a stack of postcards of paintings done within walking distance of our house, and I kept them on my writing desk.
All of the artists had been outsiders. They had not been part of a scene. But when you grouped them, they looked like a constellation—like lone suns, hung in infinite darkness, that from afar revealed themselves to be part of the same pattern. It was a pattern of people with a compulsive need to look at the landscapes around them, at their small life worlds, and to capture what they saw. I imagined myself and Johanna as a part of the constellation and took comfort in that.
I knew that artists always struggle with poverty and social ostracisation, unless they are born wealthy. But whenever I read about famous writers or painters or filmmakers, it was hard not to read the stories of their hardships in the light of the fact that they would eventually succeed. And I couldn’t relate to that. It is cute when someone calls a plumber and then gets shocked when the American composer Philip Glass appears to fix their toilet. Well, how do you expect artists to pay the rent? But it is cute, precisely, because Philip Glass is Philip Glass and will eventually have his operas playing on every continent.
I found much more comfort in the stories of artists who fixed toilets but never got famous, and who did it anyway. It helped me remember that that cave man desire to populate the earth with your art is normal.


The sculptor had moved to the island in 1957. Looking for a place with good granite, he and his wife, K, both young art students, had bicycled around the island, looking at old farms. The one they bought cost 18,000 kroner (about $30k, inflation-adjusted). It lacked electricity, running water, and sewer.
By the time they moved in, their first daughter had been born. The daughter, who later married a Japanese stone carver who came to study her father’s work, says growing up with two working artists was, despite the poverty, a beautiful experience. “It felt like we [kids] owned the forests, the fields, the cliffs, and the small ponds with salamanders.” “Dad would always whistle Bach while he worked.”
In 1961, the family had grown to four, and their annual income was 1,800 kroner ($3k, inflation-adjusted). Their daughter says the municipality refused to believe that they could survive on that. But they kept sheep for milk, meat, and fur; they grew what they ate; and the granite for sculptures, the sculptor quarried himself on the farm and pulled without machines, using rolling logs and pulleys.1

The sculptor’s wife, in an interview in 2004, says he had an unfathomable capacity for work. He would rise early, eat breakfast with the kids, and then work in the quarry or carve or tend the farm until lunch, when he’d sleep—as the old stone cutters he had apprenticed with would sleep each lunch, sitting up—before going out to work until dusk.
A local art historian, who knew the family, says, “The only thing that could keep him from the stone was if it was so cold that he couldn’t be in his workshop. Then he would sit inside and work with clay instead.”
The work was what kept him connected to himself and to the life force he felt in the world. “The more you work, the more things come to you. It’s a very amusing function,” the sculptor writes. “You get into a good circle, where the more you make, the more you can do, and the more ideas come to you. And conversely, if you’re away from it, it’s very hard to get going again. And your stomach starts to hurt, and you get depressed. Then you just have to throw yourself into it, but that can be hard. … I love the feeling of stone dust between my teeth after a long winter.”
Describing the work with the clay, he writes that he would sit with his eyes “almost closed,” feeling the shapes take form in his hands. When a shape gave him a deep tactile pleasure, he would open his eyes and study what had happened. “I fill both my warehouse, but also my head with experiences of form, so that I can scoop freely from it [when I stand before a rock to be carved]. And the fact that I’ve had the form in my hands means I can remember them much better.”
He spent a lifetime exploring which shapes spoke to his hands, the hands of this particular man, who loved children and nature and who will not be mentioned in the history books. Then he took these small, intimate, and often sexual feelings and made them permanent as rocks.
“If you look at the cliffs that have been carved by the glaciers during the ice age,” he wrote, “you can still see the carvings there 10,000 years later—so these shapes will live on for a long time.”
The feeling of a hand in 1972 made into an object that will stand for millennia… It is hard not to see a parallel to some of the oldest preserved cave paintings, which are hands that have been held up against the cave wall and preserved as silhouettes by color pigments blown at the hand. We were here; we felt this.

In the late 1960s, the sculptor began working with a local factory that produced sewage pipes. In the winters, when his workshop was too cold for him to carve stone, he would go to the factory and pick up unburned clay pipes, place them in his living room, and start bending and reshaping the pipes into sculptures. When he delivered them back to the factory to be burned in their 100-meter-long tunnel kiln, there would come a glimmer into the workers’s eyes as they offered knowing assessments of the sculptures—often abstract penises or vaginas, or abstract penises penetrating abstract vaginas. Again: like cave art. The workers were delighted to participate in an art project like that.

There was no economic logic in doing what the sculptor did. But it spoke to a deep human need. We need sewage pipes, yes, but we also need to honor the sense of aliveness that rushes through us. As in the apocryphal story about a legislative session during the Second World War, when someone suggested cutting the arts funding to support the war effort, and Churchill answered, “But then what are we fighting for?” It is ok to sacrifice yourself to the hunger for art; that is what the sculptor’s work says to me.
Some of his works were sold as public decorations, but many just filled the forests and fields where his children played. Their reason for existing was that he wanted to make them.


In 2023, Karen and Mette, two women in their late 70s who volunteered at the art gallery, told me that the sculptor’s farm was still intact. Why no one had told me this before, I do not know. They had been out there in the morning before work, looking at the sculptures, and they giggled when they talked about it.
“You have to go there,” Karen said. “It’s…”
Instead of finishing the sentence, she touched her face in a way that looked embarrassed.
Given that Johanna and I had so much work to do with the gallery and the farm, the kids and the essays, I didn’t have time to search for the sculptor’s farm.
A year passed. I wrote 40 essays, made 24 exhibitions, and tore out an inner wall in our kitchen where I found a mushroom the size of a man.
But then, in October 2024, I found myself with four hours to kill. The air was still warm from summer heat captured in the sea when I got up on my bike and set off in the direction I had been told the farm was.
I rode on the curving paths among hazels, maples, hollies, and oaks. The roads got narrower and narrower, and I spent twenty minutes going down dead ends that led to pig farms and summer houses.
But then the landscape changed: cliffs of granite shot up among the oaks; there was bramble stretching its arms across the road.
Coming around a bend, I saw them. It was a herd of sculptures. They looked primordial, like the remains of a forgotten ice age fertility cult. I saw abstractions of flowers and testicles (“flowers are balls, essentially… so I won’t keep myself from making those even if people go around saying: he’s naughty, that one,” the sculptor had written). I saw a rock that held the essence of a voluptuous woman, a Venus of Willendorf. I saw a giant, four-ton penetration that was, on closer inspection, titled The Priest.
I had already seen some of these works, depicted, but it had not prepared me for the emotional impact of walking into his landscape.

I think the effect came from the deep resonance between the art and the nature it grew out of. The nature around the sculptor’s farm was unusually wild and fecund, with bramble and ivy climbing the trees and mushrooms bursting from the ground. And these forces and forms were mirrored in the art—it was the fecundity of this land, this precise land, that had worked itself into his subconscious and returned as stone. As he wrote in his notes, “It is fantastic to look at, for example, moss and lichens or the smallest flowers through a loupe. Rich independent worlds.” It was here he had spent his life, crawling in the grass, observing the life around him.


But the influence went both ways. By being mirrored in his sculptures, the surrounding nature was changed—it got charged with the eroticism he must have felt for it. The moss, the same moss we have on our farm, here, I felt, was very clearly fornicating, making moss babies, spreading, putting out their forms. The robins sounded like they were getting into it, too. The mushroom caps, with their rich musky smells, revealed themselves as what they are: sexual organs, as did the autumnal pollen blowing in the air—I was surrounded by acts of sex.

Walking to the edge of the farm, I found one of the quarries and thought about the fact that he had carved this world with his own hands. He had torn it from the bowels of the earth. He had quarried and carved stones, and made and fed babies, and quarried again, until, after 45 years, the land had been transformed—had absorbed him.
This essay is a part of series about art works / artists that have moved me. See also:




1Later in his career, the financial hardships eased and he could afford to buy granite from an industrial quarry that had closed down. He also acquired machinery, and in the 1980s could even afford to hire an assistant.
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  It’s 28 years since the modern London pedicab arrived on the streets of Soho and 23 years since the first unsuccessful attempt to ban them. 
Now, after almost a quarter of a century of work, vast amounts of parliamentary time, plus the efforts of the greatest minds that Transport for London has to offer… there might finally be a legal process to stop pedicabs playing ABBA very loudly from their speakers in central London while charging rip-off fares.
Read on to find out what’s happening, plus a load of other stories. 


London Centric’s reporters have spent this week criss-crossing the capital working on a series of forthcoming investigations into money and power in London. All of this is funded by our paying subscribers, who receive exclusive editions.


“That’s not enough to satisfy our owner”: London’s pedicab drivers face the end of their old business model 

On Tuesday evening London Centric’s reporter broke the news to the pedicab drivers of Leicester Square that their fares would soon be capped at a maximum of £1 per minute. There was a mixed reaction. 
The first driver said we were “probably BBC” and wouldn’t speak to us on account of the fact we’d just portray him as a scammer intent on ripping customers off. They were trying to entice parents on half-term holidays to treat their children to expensive rides around central London and didn’t want the attention.
Others were more willing to listen — and immediately clocked that TfL’s forthcoming regulations would not be compatible with their current way of making a living. Tanvir Ahmed, 27, said he paid £120 a week to rent his pedicab. Under the new proposed rates, he didn’t think he’d earn enough to cover that cost and have enough to live on.
“It’s not enough. Right now, it’s a very quiet season. We might get only £50 or £60. That’s not enough to satisfy our owner. So the rates might work in [busy times such as] November or at Christmas, but not now.”
On Wednesday morning Transport for London lifted the embargo on their plans, which are designed to turn the existing pedicab Wild West into a tightly-regulated environment. 
Among the requirements are:
	From October fares will be metered and capped. Drivers will be able to charge a base fare of up to £5, plus a per-minute charge of up to £1, then a supplement of £3 for every additional passenger.

	Drivers will have to pay £114 a year for a pedicab licence. In order to obtain this they’ll have to have an enhanced background check, hold a full driving licence or valid theory test certificate, meet English language requirements, be assessed for their understanding of safety, equality and regulatory requirements, plus meet minimum medical standards.

	Vehicles will have to undergo regular safety checks, be banned from having external audio playing from the pedicab, and carry a numberplate.

	Vehicle owners will be required to have premises with fire risk assessments, record keeping and background checks for staff. (The fire risk element is particularly notable following a fire at a pedicab garage in Southwark which resulted, according to sources who spoke to London Centric, in a number of naked people “being intimate” on the premises having to flee the burning building.)


Who stands to benefit?
At the moment the pedicab market is a vipers’ nest of small operators, vehicle owners, easily-exploited workers, and over-supply. Get it right and a driver who owns their own vehicle can make £50,000 a year. But under the new system, the regulatory requirements could be so onerous that only a small number of the existing drivers will be able to make the transition. 
What’s notable is there’s clearly substantial demand from tourists willing to pay for a ride around central London. For every viral TikTok video of someone being ripped off, there’s a wealthy visitor who doesn’t mind spending £100 so they can film themselves on a fun journey from Piccadilly Circus to Selfridges. 
Will it actually be any cheaper?
When two London Centric reporters took a pedicab ride from Leicester Square to Westminster Bridge last year, it lasted 11 minutes and cost a flat £50 to sit in the back as our driver broke almost every rule in the Highway Code to get there in the shortest possible time. Under the new system our journey would have cost £19 — but the driver would also be incentivised to go much slower. It could be an issue if per-minute charging accidentally created a series of very slow-moving pedicabs clogging up central London.  
Correction: With apologies, the London Centric calculator broke while this piece was being written and some of you received an email with a line suggesting a much higher fare under the new system. In reality, the new fare for the sample journey would be almost always be substantially lower than what was previously charged.
What’s the likely outcome?
Regulation is likely to drive out some of the sketchier elements currently involved in the London pedicab business. It’ll also make it harder for individual operators to make big money during the busy holiday periods to carry them through the wet and cold parts of the year.
A common suggestion London Centric keeps hearing — approvingly or disapprovingly depending on the person making the argument — is that the system will likely lead to private companies trying to move into the space with a fleet of vehicles, possibly hailed via an app. It could be a case of goodbye tinsel and loudspeakers, hello standardised pedicabs featuring corporate sponsorship. 
All of this is a uniquely London problem (at least in the UK)
As London Centric explained in last year’s deep dive into the London pedicab industry there’s no one who dislikes a London pedicab driver like another London pedicab driver. 
What’s more, the regulatory mess that enabled them to flourish is unique to the capital.
The modern music-blaring neon-light-covered electric-powered London pedicab you see on the streets of the capital exists entirely thanks to a loophole accidentally established by the Victorian members of parliament who wrote an 1869 law designed to govern horse-drawn vehicles.
The Metropolitan Public Carriage Act, passed before the invention of either the modern safety bicycle or the motor car, defined two forms of vehicles which could “ply for hire” and pick up passengers at the sides of the capital’s roads. There was the hackney carriage (a horse-drawn vehicle rented in its entirety, now used as the basis of the definition for the motorised black cab) and the “stage carriage” (where someone rents a single seat in a horse-drawn carriage and each passenger is charged a separate fare).

When the first modern pedicabs arrived on London’s streets, back in 1998, the black cab drivers brought a court case arguing they were illegal hackney carriages. Unexpectedly, a high court judge concluded that 
Within the boundaries of London, pedicabs are not “hackney carriages” but “stage carriages”, on the condition that passengers pay a fare calculated on a per passenger basis.

A “stage carriage” is better known today as a “stagecoach”. As a result, it’s a law that has more in common with the era of Dick Turpin than modern London that has left us in this mess. It’s the need for a compromise with an industry based around this loophole which is why London is only regulating the vehicles, rather than banning them completely. 
Read more: London’s Pedicabs: Sex, loathing, and highway robbery


…or get in touch with a story we should be covering, or read on for more nuggets of news.


Crouch End Tiger, Hidden Dragon

When Hornsey Town Hall closed for redevelopment in the 2010s, the community was told that the council couldn’t afford to maintain the north London landmark. The trade-off was that Hong Kong-based developers Far East Consortium would reopen it as a public space if they were allowed to build flats on the site.
A decade later, Haringey Council has been accused of “betraying” Crouch End amid claims that the Hong Kong developer has built the flats — but failed to deliver the promised community arts centre. 
The modernist building is a north London landmark, with bands such as The Kinks, Queen and Dexys Midnight Runners having performed there. But the 2010s saw it fall into disrepair, with asbestos and leaks eventually leaving it closed to the public for years. When the site was sold, a development agreement between the council and the property developers included an explicit commitment to community use and ongoing arts activity as part of the restoration. While private flats and a boutique hotel have been completed, residents have repeatedly expressed concerns over whether the promise of an arts centre will come good.
Following a meeting last Monday between the Far East Consortium, Haringey Council, local community groups and General Projects, who manage the space, a group of local campaigners told London Centric it is now confirmed that Hornsey Town Hall will not be a community arts centre.
Campaigners say that there is no planned schedule of events or community engagement projects. Instead, all that is on offer is building hire, with rental rates that are prohibitively high.
Haringey council declined to provide an on-the-record comment on their claims, while Far East Consortium did not respond to our questions.
General Projects, the group managing the venue, said it was committed to providing a mixed-use location, with a “strong and active community programme” operating alongside private events, such as weddings. It said it would offer 25 hours of free use of one of the building’s newly restored event spaces to local groups, as well as offering discounted community rates for charities. It added that it planned to make some space available free of charge for community-led activity, having already run events like Crouch End Community Chanukah Celebration and a three-day course teaching teenagers about film.
Chris Arnold, co-founder of the Crouch End Festival, said this was the equivalent of showing “a few crumbs and claiming you’ve made bread”.
He argued the price of venue rental would be well beyond most community groups: “They promised a community arts centre. That’s not a dry hire that occasionally gets rented by someone doing something cultural. By that logic, the local church or pub is also an arts centre. This isn’t about scheduling a few arty activities so that you can tick a box.”


Preposterous property of the week

There’s nothing inherently extreme about this week’s dive into the London property market. It’s just one of those properties that leaves anyone living elsewhere in the UK gawping and going “…how much?” Because if you want to live in this five-bedroom property in Wimbledon you’re going to be paying £4.45m. That’s twelve times the price of a private island in Wales. 


Walk like a defection
A few weeks ago we wrote about the Greens’ London defection unit picking off Labour candidates ahead of May’s local elections. Last night Southwark cabinet member James McAsh became the latest to jump.
McAsh was briefly elected as leader of Southwark council last summer before the result was overturned amid an internal battle between two factions of the Labour party. Yesterday he defected to the Greens, saying Labour is “no longer the vehicle for social justice I once thought it was”.
Like many Green defectors in inner London, McAsh now faces a three-way battle to remain a councillor against the Liberal Democrats and Labour — with voters having to work their way through contests where three or four parties could credibly win. Expect more of this chaos in the coming weeks in the most open and competitive London local elections in a generation. 
That said, the Greens didn’t help themselves by initially issuing a press release announcing McAsh as a Lewisham councillor who would be appearing with party leader Zack Polanski in Lewisham, before clocking they’d mixed up the two different south east London councils.


The nine lives of Catford Mews
Something that is definitely happening in Lewisham is the reopening of the cursed Catford Mews cinema site. Originally launched a few months before the pandemic by American entrepreneur Preston Benson, Catford Mews was welcomed by residents, who were delighted to see money being invested in the otherwise run-down, council-owned shopping arcade.
But it didn’t take long for excitement to turn to despair, with the pandemic exacerbating the implosion of Benson’s company, Really Local Group, leading to the cinema being repossessed by Lewisham Council over unpaid rent. When we looked into Benson’s multiple high-street cinema businesses, he wasn’t happy with our overall assessment of his company’s viability — but he did raise the interesting argument that he’d put in the money to fit out a cinema which the council subsequently repossessed.
After 18 months, the site is being reopened under the new name of 32 Winslade Way, with day-to-day management handed to the team behind Hackney’s Castle Cinema in east London. The challenge will be making sure the public turn up to support it — or else councils could once again find themselves on the hook for community cinema projects that people say they want, before then staying at home and watching whatever is on Netflix.


PS. Across London, councils are rushing to announce projects or start construction works before May’s local elections. In some cases that’s because they want credit from the public before the vote. In other areas, it’s because once a bike lane or low-traffic neighbourhood is under construction it’s harder for it to be removed if there’s a change in the ruling political party. Do let us know if you spot any particularly intriguing electioneering.
Enjoy this newsletter? Please share it with a friend.
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  We kick off the second week of the second round of PILCROW’s Serialized Novel Contest, with our second Finalist’s first chapter. Over the next two weeks, we’ll serialize the first few chapters of our remaining Finalist’s unpublished novels, and then subscribers (both free and paid) will vote on a Winner to be fully serialized here on the Substack. Finalists are awarded $500; the Winner $1,000.
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	Vice Nimrod by Colin Dodds
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	Still Soft With Sleep by Vincenzo Barney

	Don’t Disappoint by Martin Van Cooper


While the traditional organs of American letters continue to wither, we recognize the need to forge a new path. If you believe in what we’re doing, PLEASE share and subscribe and spread the word.
Vincenzo Barney is a Vanity Fair contributor. He wrote Still Soft With Sleep for his senior thesis at Bennington in 2018. He is working on a book about Cormac McCarthy and Augusta Britt, a story he broke for Vanity Fair last year.
⚬─────────✧─────────⚬
World was in the face of the beloved,
but suddenly it poured out and was gone:
world is outside, world cannot be grasped.
Why didn’t I, from the full, beloved face
as I raised it to my lips, why didn’t I drink
world, so near that I could almost taste it?
—Rainer Maria Rilke
Keep those tears hid out of sight.
—Mick Jagger
⚬─────────✧─────────⚬
PROLOGUE
I’m standing on the balcony looking across the park and she is calling me back to bed.
	She’s tired but there is play to her voice. “It’s cold Adam, close the door.” She hits “door” with a lilt and I can hear her smiling and rolling in the sheets. “What are you even doing out there?”
	What am I doing out here? I’m looking across the park from the 30th floor, up in the violet and the glass of Manhattan. It’s December and there’s been a frost in the rainfall. The winter winds are pouring in billows through the fluted slalom of Broadway, curling the cold open brim of Columbus Circle and putting a tilt in the frosted trees. Days before, when I saw the park from the woman’s apartment in the daylight, it stretched out like a lawn at my feet, full of unpetalled trees and evergreen needles like the sharp burrs one stepped across as a child barefoot in the grass, the needles listing toward their far off Apriline seams, the big stitch of Spring. But now past midnight the park is a stretch of cold Atlantic darkness. There is curvature in it. It curls up into Harlem. It touches the bluffs of the Eastern and Western shorelines in a slow shattering sound and there is the memory of salt air it. A dusting of snow is coming down like gentle starfall upon it, and the snowflakes are so light and so far away that you lose them in the darkness and can’t tell if they ever touch its sea. Christmas has added to the fallen glitter of its surface, to the underdapple of its midnight swells, and its swell is cold and heavy and slow like the ocean in winter, but an ocean that will not let all light into its waves, only select stars in the seabraid, and the reflection of these stars glide its three miles of mirror and it is so vast that even from thirty floors I feel I am looking up into it.
	I don’t know how the old feeling got back in but it did. Like a breath. It was just a matter of the depth of the inhalation, the memory of salt air. There you are, hidden, bottom of the lung. The feeling of breathing into somewhere else. Deep tunneling breath of a slipstream, like if you could withstand it you could take this breath in forever and whereto. Perhaps when one stays awake so long past midnight they go on dreaming in some secret place and I’m dreaming there now, underneath, and breathing into the lungs of myself in dream.
In its wake the old feeling was putting a long drowned ribbon through the swells of the park. It was the feeling some stage before tears, when memory is poised in the rim of the eyelids, when memory has come into the musculature and the eyes and one feels the cold blooming of the memory coming out of the bone. A pain as old as the musculature, as old as the world and the human design swimming it. And in this a feeling of deep tethering, as of touching the bottom of the ocean through hundred-mile currents and subterranean storms secret from the surface. This the primeval depth that floats the iris, the eyes a brief brim of glitter as if the reflection of the stars have wetted in. And you don’t fight it but you tingle with it and you remember that you have been waiting for it to come back to you and you try to gaze into its overcoming, a pain as old pain itself. I know now that I had been drinking my way toward it when I met the woman inside the room a week ago. A swell under the bow of the bar brought her into my arms and I steadied her in the steepness and her face had been a hint I didn’t catch of the changing currents. And here I was now, on the stern.
	Earlier in the room there had been a sudden overlap and Her face was under me again. Not the face of the woman inside the room now calling me back to bed, but Her. A face I thought I’d seen for the last time. This was how the feeling back got in, in the overlap. As the woman and I’s cheeks clung side to side I suddenly saw Her shining up from below like the moon coming into the surface of a pond in an open field before the sky, and Her face glowed upward onto my neck. As the woman breathed me in and heaved and we bound more closely together I held my eyes in a squint the way one looks at a Monet to find its clarity and the light of Her face came bursting through my eyelids and blurred into focus and even when I opened them wide to take Her all the way in She was still there and I did not have to squint to see Her. When I was a child I used to press my eyes close to the blue wallpaper of my bedroom and unfocus my eyes and the white circular clouds of the wallpaper would double and separate, one for each eye. I could not tell the real apart from the double. Then I would slowly refocus my eyes and the doubled image would hang there next to its original, lifted off the wallpaper. Seeing Her there below me had been like this.
	The woman laid against me with her head on my chest and her profile tilted under my chin. This was the way I always remembered Her, with Her eyes closed and Her soul sealed in. In Her eyes had once been hazel and amber through which she watched whole aeons of sleep, florations of dream, the ripples of Her irises pushing the surface of the lids in dreamtide and Her own currents. Between the eyelid and the hazel a mysterious frontage, an invisible dimension that gated these glowing roses from me, and which I had laid on the other side of at night, gazing across. All I had to do now in the room was look down at the woman to see Her like this again. There was no blinking Her away.
	I don’t know why, but I couldn’t remember Her any other way except in this pose of secret intimation. I could never make Her open Her eyes in my memory, and if I could I couldn’t get them to look straight at me. In the room I suddenly smelt Her and tasted Her breath in my mouth, in the back of my throat running down to my Adam’s apple and pushing past it where I lost it and its route became secret. I used to sleep within the field of this breath, like a flower breathing in the carbon dioxide, putting me to sleep in the green clearings of Vermont a killed flower, dreamily warped in the windblown heat shimmer of Her breath skimming off the green tilt of hills. It had been a decade since I stood behind the foldable wall in the funeral parlor carrying my eyes across the whole of the room on my knees, looking everywhere but up at Her face. I carried my eyes across everything that could be seen, Her feet at the edge of the cot wrapped beneath the blanket, my hands clasped tightly before Her without prayers whispered into their folds and then, slowly, I saw my hands part and hold the blanket loosely which had covered Her and I let my eyes look up toward Her profile, silent and softing against the afternoon light on the winter wall. I was like a little mouse, with the fear that She may suddenly move an inch, that She may unclose Her eyes but She did not and I laid my forehead against Her’s and looked down in the enclosed darkness so that for this minute in the funeral parlor it was like nightfall and we were sleeping nose to nose in the dark again, the night fuzz snowing out of the air. Her face like coordinates in the grid, shaping and angeling the room’s dark bedroom blue. This is how I remember Her, the crescent lids the long lashes had twined closed, curled into Her cheeks. The cutely snubbed nose down to the thick pinched lips. The soft black twinkling of a room at night. Breathing and dreaming and in my arms, still soft with sleep.
	It seized me suddenly, as the woman I was with slept and I kept looking down whenever I wanted to see Her face again, that today was the day. I’d almost forgotten. It seized me that I’d almost forgotten. It was a decade now since She had Decembered away, first through those thirty feet of darkness and then through the ice. Destiny had brought a heatwave in to thin the ice or else She may have simply broken Her legs, never passed through. Today was the day She did it, sometime after midnight. But the musculature does not forget and remembrance is like growing conscious of the breath, the mechanism and the chest over it and the heart within it like a rill within a river. It is like taking control of the breath and then with a startle forgetting how to let go of it and let the body do it again. I felt alien suddenly from the world, from moonlit sheets and bodies and as the feeling came back my muscles felt younger and my body lighter and loose in the buoyancy of a long ago afternoon ocean. The feeling touched the original self that was still there. It passed straight through like a ribbon through a wound. This original self that had twired to Her a decade ago, had lived a thwarted life of secret tunneling, forbidden branching. It walked the paths of a dark cold garden I was kept from. Death is a separation and this was the pact of my letting this self separate – that it not age. That we live in secret from each other. But I had buried its secret. I had worn it down and put a weight on it. It was youth with no body to get back into, a ghost of myself that had branched away inside and haunted the secret tunnel leading out of the body, lonely and vivid. He had had his eyes opened wide to the invisible rim within, waiting in mourning for Her to come back in through the natural gates of the body. Waiting for this old feeling to slip back across the sill and its promise of intimacy with Her. I lived in secret from him but from time to time I could feel the cold draft from this door left forever open to December and so I began to bury him. I made it a maze to get back to him and this door he kept. Every morning for years I turned heel and kicked the earth back over the open passage as I left for the day and the original self took it on both turning cheeks because he was a pious pilgrim, a devotee of Decembers. He had only to wait and grow abandoned like Janus, turning to look both ways as first She separated from him down the forbidden hall and then as I separated from him in the opposite direction, aging away from his piety. Only I knew that he would be waiting here with a plaintive patience until the day I approached him, in old age or in surprise, and took his hand and joined him through the door and out of our body. He could not move otherwise. She was an Ophelial leak in the stream and he was forever in awe of this leak. He was forever remembering what Her cold lips felt like kissing her goodbye on the cot. He’d never forget. While I had grown up and fallen in love again and again no other woman had ever touched his lips but Her. He was forever in stone for he had looked back over the shoulder and he wanted to be turned into stone so he could look backward forever at the complex loops of the past knotting perhaps into the deep future. It was good to know he was still there, that he would never blame me, but he was a slurrying, a running of the self, the ink of an ancient love letter rushing rainbrushed past the edges of the page, falling out of handwriting. The blurred page taking on the weight of rain. Now the intimacy of being caught in the same storm as him, out on the stern. Somewhere in Her death had been a promise about how I’d live the rest of my life, and here I was in a new rain of old sounds.
It started in my ribcage. I felt panicky and tiptoed to the bathroom and looked away from the dark hints of my face in the mirror. I did not want a reflection and I did not want a face and I did not want a name. I did not want to be in some scenery which She had lifted from, could no longer thread through. That I was here and had turned 30 and She was 21 forever, that most dreamed toward American age. And yet she was buried in Bethlehem. It panicked me. I walked to the balcony then. I wanted to pour back into the universe through my chest. I was not scared up so high in the wind above those hundreds of feet of darkness and beneath the stars, but I was sad not to be able to draw closer to them, to blend back in. I had passed long ago into the elegiac side of Her death, and then the elegy ended. I had fallen out of all that breadth and range that Her death had opened to me. And yet She was still fading from me somehow. After all this time still flowing away. I hadn’t been watching the currents. I had been hiding from the sea. The panic of holding on in the midst of Her withdrawal, being outstripped by Her disappearance and the disappearance of mourning. Like a tide gone too inland to ebb back, the elastic snapped, the currents halved. She was a billow, unribboning and flowing away to some unbowable point down the thread, to some boundlessness I could not find Her in. That I kept waiting for Her to visit from, approaching from overhead like an angel.
I was thinking again like my younger self. I was back in his voice. I had stretched dangerously away from Her for so long and now found the currents had changed on me. I was up to my waist in waves, in the sea of the Vineyard Sound.
	In truth I had been drinking towards Cape Cod all this time. There is a relation between an overpoured whiskey in winter and the Cape in summer, the sharp wince and the warmth puts you in the sea breeze. If I drink enough I can feel the waves and smell the sea and it takes the weight from my shoulders. Stresses and tensions you didn’t know you had dissolve when you hit the ocean, and the mark of a man is to bring him to the ocean and see what he dissolves down to. It’s when these dissolve that things push up through the sand. Sex is like ballast on a night of this kind of drinking, so that you are not plunged down in darkness and you are not on land either, but bobbing in the deep sea sun innocent of all danger, so open to being reached back towards. She lived in this place that whiskey touched on shortening December evenings.
There was a summer I was ready to face again and I let the tides of this feeling drop me on the shores of Martha’s Vineyard. The first summer that had come without Her in it. When Her name lifted from me, deified. I could no longer say it. It was as if to have known once what God’s name was but then to have been flowed away from, the drawing back of the tide an act of forgetting, but also of stretching far enough away so as to draw back into you tight like an elastic and it was snapping back. So I was back in that summer a decade ago, the summer I spent with Elvis. Elvis is a strange name anywhere in the world except Londonberry, the Vermont hamlet where our college was hidden in the woods. At Londonberry College there were Rivers and Ariels and Elvises against the green leaves and December vapor and snowlit purple mountains bright as rosedust every drunkenly misrisen Sunday morning, and in that Eden I was called Adam. I thought back to a summer and a destiny I had slipped away from long ago. Something I could not hold still for, or whose purchase of fate was the elusive brevity of its enclosure, the escape it made from me. It had come to orbit me in a timid oval of gold, once a year. Not in Summer but in Winter. A sunshot sadness. An overlit solstice of Junes, Julies and Augusts braided through me the dreamlike coloration of Chappaquidick just the other side of Edgartown, and the license of youth pushed to its limit. I had let myself be flowed away from, but now the tide was coming back in, and suddenly She let the light back into Her waves and I wanted to dive.

Associated Press - Tuesday December 20th, 2016:
LONDONBERRY, Vt. (AP) - Vermont State Police are searching for a Londonberry College student who was reported missing over the weekend after her car was discovered at a swimming hole in the Green Mountain National Forest.
Troopers say 21-year-old Ajjul Wafa left a Londonberry residence where she was staying on Saturday and didn’t return. She was reported missing on Sunday morning, December 18th.
Police say her vehicle was discovered Sunday at Dorset Quarry next to Vermont Route 30 on Sunday.
Wafa was last seen wearing a large green sweatshirt. Police say she’s about 5-foot-3, 130 pounds with brown eyes and curly black hair.
If seen citizens are asked to contact their local police department.

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Rainer Maria Rilke

    Based on Wikipedia: Rainer Maria Rilke


The Poet Who Dressed as a Girl


Before he became one of the most influential poets in the German language, Rainer Maria Rilke was a doll. His mother dressed him in fine clothes and treated him as a girl, desperately trying to replace the infant daughter she had lost just a week after birth. The boy who would later write searing meditations on angels and death spent his early years as a living substitute for a ghost.


This is not the typical beginning of a literary biography. But Rilke was never typical.


Born René Karl Wilhelm Johann Josef Maria Rilke in Prague in 1875, he entered a world of the Austro-Hungarian Empire at its twilight. Prague then belonged to the Kingdom of Bohemia, ruled from Vienna. His father had failed as a military officer and settled into work as a railway official. His mother came from money—the Entz-Kinzelbergers of Prague—and raised her son in comfortable circumstances on Herrengasse, now called Panská Street.


The marriage dissolved when Rilke was nine. His childhood had already been damaged goods.


Military School and Its Scars


What happens when you take an artistically gifted boy who was raised as a girl and send him to military academy? Nothing good.


Rilke's parents enrolled him at a military school in Sankt Pölten, in Lower Austria, when he was eleven. He endured five years there before illness provided his escape in 1891. The experience left wounds that never fully healed. Decades later, when World War One forced him back into military service, even basic training in Vienna triggered echoes of that earlier horror. The trauma, he would say, almost completely silenced him as a poet.


After leaving the military academy, he bounced around—a trade school in Linz, tutoring in Prague, eventually passing his university entrance exams in 1895. He studied literature, art history, and philosophy before abandoning formal education entirely and moving to Munich in 1896.


He was twenty years old and ready to become someone else.


Lou: The Woman Who Renamed Him


In Munich, Rilke met Lou Andreas-Salomé. She was older, married, brilliantly intellectual, widely traveled. She had been a close friend of Friedrich Nietzsche and would later train as a psychoanalyst under Sigmund Freud himself. She looked at the young poet named René and decided he needed a different name.


Rainer, she said. More masculine. More forceful. More Germanic.


He agreed. He was always susceptible to transformation by powerful women.


Their love affair lasted from 1897 to 1900, but their connection persisted for the rest of Rilke's life. She became his most important confidante, the person he could tell anything. When she studied psychoanalysis with Freud, she shared what she learned with Rilke. Their correspondence continued until his death.


With Lou and her husband Friedrich Carl Andreas—yes, her husband came along—Rilke traveled to Russia in 1899. They met Leo Tolstoy, the towering novelist of War and Peace and Anna Karenina, then in his final decades. The following year, Rilke and Lou returned to Russia alone, visiting Moscow and Saint Petersburg. They met the family of Boris Pasternak, who was then just a child but would grow up to write Doctor Zhivago. They also encountered Spiridon Drozhzhin, a peasant poet whose existence seemed to embody some ideal of authentic creative life close to the land.


Russia seeped into Rilke's consciousness. Scholars cite the cultures of Bohemia and Russia as the twin foundations of his poetic sensibility.


The Artists' Colony and Marriage


In 1900, Rilke stayed at an artists' colony in Worpswede, a village in northern Germany that had become a gathering place for painters seeking to work directly from nature. There he met two women who would shape his life: the painter Paula Modersohn-Becker, who would later create his portrait in a proto-expressionist style, and the sculptor Clara Westhoff.


He married Clara the following year. Their daughter Ruth was born in December 1901.


The marriage was unusual from the start. Within months, Rilke left home and traveled to Paris to write about the sculptor Auguste Rodin. Clara soon followed, leaving their infant daughter with her parents. They never quite divorced—the bureaucratic machinery of Catholic marriage prevented that—but they never quite lived together either. Their relationship persisted in its strange form until Rilke's death.


Paris: The Transformation


Paris was difficult at first. Rilke drew on this struggle for the opening sections of his only novel, The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge. But the city also electrified him. He encountered modernism in its full intensity: the sculpture of Rodin, the paintings of Paul Cézanne.


Rilke served as Rodin's secretary for a time, wrote lectures and a long essay about the master's work. From Rodin he learned something that would fundamentally alter his poetry: the value of objective observation. Look at the thing itself. See it clearly. Render it precisely.


This sounds simple. It was revolutionary.


Rilke's earlier poetry had been subjective, sometimes incantatory—the young man's voice crying out from within. Under Rodin's influence, he developed something new in European literature. The result was his New Poems, famous for what critics call "thing-poems." These were works that looked outward with almost sculptural precision.


Consider "The Panther," one of his most influential poems. It describes life from the perspective of an animal in a zoo, focusing more on the cage than on any human observer. This was genuinely unusual for its time—an early countermovement against the anthropomorphic tradition that placed human consciousness at the center of nature. Rilke corresponded with Jakob von Uexküll, a biologist who wrote about the subjective experiences of creatures like jellyfish and ticks, imagining how the world might appear to non-human minds.


Paris increasingly became Rilke's main residence through this decade. His major works from this period include the two volumes of New Poems (1907 and 1908), two "Requiem" poems (1909), and the novel he began in 1904 and completed in 1910.


The Novel of Anxiety


The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge is a strange book. It takes the form of a rambling narrative filled with poetic language—not quite a novel in the conventional sense, more like a series of meditations loosely stitched together. It includes a retelling of the parable of the prodigal son, a striking description of death by illness, a celebration of childhood freedom, and a chilling passage about how people wear false faces with one another.


The book drew on Expressionism, that movement in European art and literature that emphasized subjective emotional experience over objective reality. Rilke had been inspired by a Norwegian writer named Sigbjørn Obstfelder and by the Danish novelist Jens Peter Jacobsen, whose work Niels Lyhne traced the fate of an atheist in a merciless world.


Through Lou Andreas-Salomé, Rilke had come to know the writings of Nietzsche. The influence shows. The Notebooks probes existential themes—the quest for individuality, the significance of death, the experience of time as death approaches. Combined with the visual techniques Rilke had learned from Cézanne and Rodin, the novel conjures images of human anxiety and alienation in the face of an increasingly scientific, industrial world.


The Castle and the Elegies


Between October 1911 and May 1912, Rilke stayed at Castle Duino, a fortress perched on cliffs above the Adriatic Sea near Trieste. His host was Princess Marie of Thurn und Taxis, a patron of the arts who recognized his genius.


There, in 1912, he began what would become his masterwork: the Duino Elegies.


He did not finish them for a decade.


Rilke had developed an admiration for El Greco, the Renaissance painter known for his elongated figures and mystical intensity. He visited Toledo in Spain to see El Greco's paintings during the winter of 1912 and 1913. Some scholars suggest that El Greco's way of depicting angels influenced Rilke's conception of the angel in the Elegies—not the comforting angels of Christmas cards, but something vast and terrifying, forces of such intensity that they could destroy a human being merely by their presence.


The first lines of the first elegy establish the tone: "Who, if I cried out, would hear me among the orders of angels?"


War and Silence


World War One caught Rilke in Germany. He could not return to Paris, where his property was confiscated and auctioned. He spent most of the war years in Munich, had a turbulent affair with the painter Lou Albert-Lasard, and tried to maintain some semblance of creative life.


In early 1916, he was called up for military service. Basic training in Vienna. The return of old horrors.


Influential friends intervened. He was transferred to the War Records Office and discharged in June 1916. But the damage was done. The military experience, echoing the trauma of his boyhood academy, nearly silenced him completely as a poet.


The Elegies remained unfinished. A creativity crisis had set in.


Switzerland: The Completion


On June 11, 1919, Rilke left Munich for Switzerland. The official reason was a lecture invitation in Zurich. The real reason was escape—from post-war chaos in Germany, from his own paralysis, toward some hope of completing his life's work.


Finding a place to live proved agonizing. He drifted through Soglio, Locarno, Berg am Irchel. He met Baladine Klossowska, a Polish-German painter who would remain his companion until his death. Finally, in mid-1921, he found the Château de Muzot, a medieval tower in the commune of Veyras, near Sierre in the Valais region.


And then something broke open.


In February 1922, in an intense burst that Rilke described as "a savage creative storm," he completed the Duino Elegies. Ten years of struggle ended in a few frantic weeks. Around this same period, he also wrote both parts of the Sonnets to Orpheus—fifty-five complete sonnets exploring themes of death, transformation, and poetry itself.


Together, the Elegies and the Sonnets are generally considered the pinnacle of Rilke's achievement.


His patron Werner Reinhart bought the Château de Muzot and renovated it so Rilke could live there rent-free. Reinhart also introduced him to Alma Moodie, an Australian violinist whose playing left Rilke awestruck. "What a sound, what richness, what determination," he wrote. "That and the Sonnets to Orpheus, those were two strings of the same voice."


The Politics of a Poet


Rilke's political life was more complicated than his reputation as an ethereal mystic might suggest.


He supported the Russian Revolution of 1917. He supported the short-lived Bavarian Soviet Republic in 1919—a revolutionary government in Munich that lasted only a few weeks before being crushed by the right-wing Freikorps. He became friends with the expressionist playwright Ernst Toller and mourned the deaths of Rosa Luxemburg, Kurt Eisner, and Karl Liebknecht, left-wing leaders who were murdered in the violent suppression of revolutionary movements in Germany.


Rilke confided that of the five or six newspapers he read daily, those on the far left came closest to his own views. He developed a reputation as a supporter of left-wing causes.


But after the Bavarian Republic fell, fear made him more cautious. He became reticent about politics, worried for his own safety.


Then, in January and February 1926, less than a year before his death, Rilke wrote three letters to an Italian woman named Aurelia Gallarati Scotti—who was herself an opponent of Mussolini—in which he praised the fascist dictator and described fascism as a healing agent.


How to reconcile this? Scholars have struggled with the question. Perhaps the answer is simply that Rilke, like many intellectuals of his era, was drawn to intensity and transformation wherever he perceived them, without always grasping the practical implications of the movements he admired. Perhaps he was simply confused, or afraid, or seeking approval. Perhaps poets should not be trusted on politics.


The Book of Hours and the Search for God


Among Rilke's other major works, The Book of Hours deserves attention. Published in 1905, it consists of three complete cycles of poems exploring the Christian search for God and the nature of prayer. The symbolism draws on Saint Francis of Assisi and on Rilke's observations of Orthodox Christianity during his travels in Ukraine and Russia.


These are religious poems, but not in any conventional sense. Rilke's God is not the God of catechism. The divine in Rilke's work is something groped toward, intuited, never quite captured. The search matters more than the finding.


Correspondence with a Young Poet


In 1903, a nineteen-year-old student named Franz Xaver Kappus sent some of his poems to Rilke and asked for feedback. Rilke responded. Their correspondence continued for several years and was eventually published posthumously as Letters to a Young Poet.


These letters became Rilke's most widely read work in English. They offer advice on creativity, solitude, difficulty, and the artistic life. "Go into yourself," Rilke counsels. "Find out the reason that commands you to write; see whether it has spread its roots into the very depths of your heart."


In the later twentieth century, self-help authors discovered Rilke. His words appeared in motivational books, on posters, in television shows and films. The mystical poet of angels and death became, improbably, a source of popular inspiration.


Final Years: Illness and Roses


From 1923 onward, Rilke struggled increasingly with health problems. He spent long periods at a sanatorium in Territet, near Montreux on Lake Geneva. A stay in Paris from January to August 1925 was an attempt to escape his illness through a change of scene.


It did not work.


Despite declining health, he continued to write. Important individual poems appeared in these final years, including works titled "Gong" and "Mausoleum." He also produced a significant body of poetry in French—a notable achievement for a German-language poet. His French collection Vergers was published in 1926.


In 1924, a young poet named Erika Mitterer began writing poems to Rilke. He responded with approximately fifty poems of his own, calling her verse a "Herzlandschaft"—a landscape of the heart. This was the only productive poetic collaboration of his career. Mitterer visited him in November 1925, and their correspondence in verse was eventually published in 1950.


Shortly before his death, Rilke's illness was finally diagnosed as leukemia. Ulcerous sores appeared in his mouth. Pain troubled his stomach and intestines. His spirits sank.


On December 29, 1926, with his eyes open, he died in the arms of his doctor at the Valmont Sanatorium in Switzerland. He was fifty-one years old.


He was buried on January 2, 1927, in the cemetery at Raron, a village to the west of Visp. He had chosen his own epitaph, a brief poem.


A myth developed around his death involving roses. The story goes that while gathering flowers to honor a visitor—an Egyptian woman named Nimet Eloui Bey—Rilke pricked his hand on a thorn. The wound failed to heal. His arm swelled. The infection spread. And so he died.


Whether this story is literally true hardly matters. Rilke had spent his life seeking beauty that wounded, transcendence that annihilated. A death by roses would have seemed, to him, entirely fitting.


The Legacy of Angels


The Duino Elegies are intensely religious, mystical poems that weigh beauty against existential suffering. They employ rich symbolism of angels and salvation—but not in any way that would satisfy a conventional Christian reading.


Rilke's angels are not the friendly beings of popular imagination. They are forces of overwhelming power, almost unbearable to encounter. The Elegies ask fundamental questions about human existence: the nature of consciousness, the meaning of death, the possibility of transformation.


After their publication and Rilke's death shortly thereafter, the Elegies were quickly recognized as his most important achievement. Scholars and critics placed him among the greatest poets of the German language, alongside Goethe and Hölderlin.


He remains widely read today, translated into dozens of languages. His influence extends beyond literature into philosophy, theology, and psychology. His work invites endless interpretation precisely because it refuses to resolve into simple meanings.


The boy who was dressed as a doll became, in the end, a voice that still speaks across a century. He learned to look at things—panthers in cages, sculptures, cathedrals, the movement of seasons—with an intensity that transformed observation into revelation. And he asked, in the first line of his greatest work, the question that haunts us all: who, if we cried out, would hear us among the orders of angels?
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  I am delighted to bring you another guest post by Anna McCullough. Anna is an expert in Victorian literature and its relationship to scientific ideas. Here is Anna’s St. Andrews profile. Here are her published papers. Today, Anna has written about Edward Bulwer Lytton’s 1871 novel The Coming Race, which is about an underground alien race called the Vril-ya, who control a mysterious force called vril, an energy that gives them incredible telepathic and telekinetic powers.



Politician and sensational novelist
Edward Bulwer Lytton was one of those Victorian man-of-letters whose talents were wide-ranging and who turned up in unexpected parts of history. He was a prominent British politician and the Secretary of State for the Colonies from 1858-1859. Right before his government was defeated, he appointed Richard Clement Moody to found the Colony of British Columbia.
Bulwer was as successful in the literary world as in the political world. He coined some of literature’s most famous phrases, such as “the pen is mightier than the sword” (Richelieu, 1839) and “it was a dark and stormy night” (Paul Clifford, 1830). The latter may cast doubt on his literary quality, but his work was nonetheless significant in both scope and influence. 
The Last Days of Pompeii, published in 1834, was a bestseller for decades, was adapted for the stage numerous times, and was translated into ten languages before the end of the century. His gothic and scientific romances paved the way for later fantastical works like Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) and H.G. Wells’ War of the Worlds (1898).
You may not have read or even heard of his books, which fell into disrepute in the 20th century (partly due to their sensationalism), but you are probably familiar with another of his achievements: he persuaded Charles Dickens to change the end of Great Expectations (1861) so that Pip and Estella reunite at the end of the novel. 
In fact, during the Victorian era only Dickens outsold Bulwer.


Bovril, anthropology, and progress
In 1871, Bulwer published The Coming Race, a novel about an underground alien race called the Vril-ya, who are far more powerful than humanity. They control a mysterious force called vril, an energy that gives them incredible telepathic and telekinetic powers.
The Coming Race had an imaginative appeal that established it as a forerunner to the science-fiction genre. Its influence is also apparent in more unexpected places: in 1886, John Johnston named his beef drink “Bovril” — a portmanteau of bovine and vril. Bovril can still be found across the world today — in fact, I saw it in a supermarket this week, a tangible reminder of The Coming Race’s lasting impact. 
More controversially, some theosophists and occultists believed that Bulwer was one of them, and that vril was a real life force. (He was not; vril was meant to be a fictionalized version of electromagnetism, not mystical occult energy.)
The Coming Race is a work of political and societal commentary, science-fiction, and dystopian satire. But it is also a novel about anthropology, evolution, and the relationship between past and present. It was published in 1871, the same year that Edward Burnett Tylor published his seminal anthropological work, Primitive Culture. 
Like Tylor, Bulwer considers the impact that remnants of the past have on the present, and how cultural change happens. In his portrayal of the Vril-ya, he undermines our understanding of progress and perfectibility, suggesting that primitive characteristics may conceal, or even contribute to, vitality and power beyond what the human race can conceive.


“Primæval monuments of barbaric thought and life”
In my last post for the Common Reader, I discussed connections between Tylor’s anthropology and the fairy tales of Andrew Lang.
In Primitive Culture, Tylor argued that humanity had progressed through three stages: savagery, barbarism, and civilization. However, his grand vision of developing civilization had exceptions that he called “survivals”: elements of human culture that do not fit this progressive narrative. While the rest of society evolved, survivals lingered as vestiges of the past. Survivals could be almost any cultural phenomenon: superstitions, children’s games, folklore, clothing, or rituals.
Lang used Tylor’s theory of survivals to explain why myths and folklore often seem bizarre or inexplicable. These stories were survivals of a past culture, he argued, and while they may not make sense in the modern world, they were rational in their original context. Primitive man was a genius who had conveyed some of his brilliance to modern humanity through legends and stories and even superstitions. 
Survivals were carriers of ancient truth that otherwise would be long forgotten. These ideas emerge in Lang’s fairy tales, like Prince Prigio, in which believing in magic turns out to be perfectly rational and the only way to save the kingdom of Pantouflia.
But Lang’s positive view of survivals was markedly different from that of Tylor, who feared that they “set up in our midst primæval monuments of barbaric thought and life”. Survivals disrupted the progressive development of human culture by retaining “primitive” qualities in modern society. Consequently, Tylor perceived little value in survivals and portrayed them as “things worn out, worthless, frivolous, or even bad with downright harmful folly”.
Survivals highlighted tensions in how Victorians understood modernity and their relation to the past and other cultures. Many Victorian intellectuals, like Tylor, saw survivals as obsolete relics that hindered cultural progress. But other Victorians, like Lang, viewed survivals with wishful nostalgia, or even believed that they could catalyze further evolutionary development.
Popular fiction writers were particularly interested in survivals. Victorian popular fiction included genres like historical fiction, fantasy, adventure, and science fiction. In these fantastical stories, survivals appear in a wide variety of forms, ranging from fairy tales and magical artefacts, to lost worlds and other races. They reveal how their writers thought about human history and cultural change. And while anthropologists often saw survivals as dead relics, literary authors give them active — and sometimes living — roles.


The Coming Race
The Coming Race was written toward the end of Bulwer’s prolific literary career. He thought that the novel was too satirical to appear under his own name, so he published it anonymously and dedicated it to Max Müller, a philologist whom he had never met (but who had a friendly academic rivalry with Lang). This tactic succeeded: The Coming Race was an instant success and went through eight editions in eighteen months. It was also acclaimed by reviewers. The Examiner (rather hyperbolically) wrote that “George Eliot might claim it as one of her most finished productions”.
Like its author, The Coming Race’s narrator is unnamed, describing himself as a wealthy American who has become “a desultory wanderer over the face of the earth”. While exploring a mine, he falls into a cavern and escapes a fearsome underground reptile. He then meets the Vril-ya: a “race akin to man’s, but infinitely stronger of form and grander of aspect” who inspire an “unutterable feeling of dread”. These people have attained mastery of a mysterious force called “vril”, which gives them immense power both mentally and physically.
The Vril-ya adopt the narrator, whom they call “Tish”. Over the following months, Tish learns about their society, government, history, art, and science. Vril has enabled these underground aliens to achieve technological progress far superior to that of humanity, and they have created an egalitarian, communal utopia. But by eliminating competition and violence, the Vril-ya have also lost their capacity for artistic and moral excellence. One of the female Vril-ya, Zee, falls in love with Tish and helps him escape to the upper world, where he lives a solitary life, knowing that one day there will “emerge into sunlight our inevitable destroyers [….] The Coming Race”.


The lost world
Like Tylor and Lang, Bulwer was fascinated by remnants of the past that linger in modern society. Not having read Primitive Culture, which was only just published, Bulwer would not have called these remnants “survivals”, but they are strikingly similar to Tylor’s idea. Like Tylor, Bulwer is unconvinced that survivals are beneficial, but he does acknowledge their powerful, active role in present and future evolution.
Right from the start, Bulwer presents the lost world itself as a survival, a hidden remnant that has no apparent effect on the human world. When Tish arrives, he discovers relics of the evolutionary past. Some of these are extinct species, such as “curious animal about the size and shape of a deer”. Others are cultural: the Vril-ya buildings are reminiscent of “the earliest form of Egyptian architecture”. 
This underworld has retained biological and cultural remnants from antediluvian days, and by stumbling upon it Tish has created an unprecedented connection between present and past. Yet as fascinating as this encounter is, at this point in the story the lost world has only archaeological interest — as Tylor would say, it is merely an obsolete relic.
This changes when Tish meets the underworld’s inhabitants. The Vril-ya are a lost species whom the narrator describes in terms evoking non-white races: they have the “gravity and quietude of Orientals”, “sphinxlike faces” and the “red man’s colour”. The Vril-ya also have immense power: “a nameless something in the aspect … roused that instinct of danger which the sight of a tiger or serpent arouses. I felt that this manlike image was endowed with forces inimical to man”. 
The Vril-ya possess the primal, animal power of a tiger, but they are not barbaric, rather, they are far more evolved than humanity.


Survival of the fittest
The Vril-ya embody Tylor’s claim that survivals retain elements of the primitive in the most advanced societies — “primæval monuments of barbaric thought and life”. Yet Bulwer’s Vril-ya are far more than mere “monuments”. By portraying a remnant of the past as an intelligent species, Bulwer gives survivals an active role with considerable implications for life on earth.
Ultimately the Vril-ya are not relics that have miraculously clung to existence, but the embodiment of Herbert Spencer’s (and later Darwin’s) phrase “survival of the fittest”. In a letter from 1870, Bulwer wrote:
“The only important point is to keep in view the Darwinian proposition that a coming race is destined to supplant our races, that such a race would be very gradually formed, and be indeed a new species developing itself out of our old one, that this process would be invisible to our eyes, and therefore in some region unknown to us. And that in the course of the development, the coming race will have acquired some peculiarities so distinct from our ways, that it could not be fused with us, and certain destructive powers which our science could not enable us to attain to, or cope with”.

In the end, the Vril-ya are not survivals in Tylor’s sense of the word, but they have become a dominant species by eliminating survivals in their culture, an achievement Tylor would have admired.
Control of behaviour is key to the Vril-ya’s success. The Vril-ya’s ability to use vril has evolved over centuries of biological adaptation. However, unlike Darwin’s mechanism of natural selection, which is aimless, vril can be manipulated. The Vril-ya have enlarged thumbs with a nerve that helps them to conduct vril, and Zee explains to Tish that the nerve “has been slowly developed in the course of generations, commencing in the early achievements, and increasing with the continuous exercise, of the vril power”. This explanation suggests that evolution is driven by willpower and habit, and that individuals can purposefully influence it.
The Vril-ya have long-established traditions regarding gender relations, work, and moral behavior, but these are not enforced by a government; rather, they are willingly accepted and reinforced by habitual adherence. The narrator’s host, Aph-Lin, tells him: “We are all formed by custom – even the difference of our race from the savage is but the transmitted continuance of custom, which becomes, through hereditary descent, part and parcel of our nature”. Through habit and custom, the Vril-ya control their biological and cultural destiny and become a superior species.


The necessity of poetry
However, this enforced evolutionary progress ultimately backfires. As they created their society, the Vril-ya eliminated any survivals of their past, including virtue and artistry: “Without its ancient food of strong passions, vast crimes, heroic excellences, poetry therefore is, if not actually starved to death, reduced to a very meagre diet”. As much as Bulwer often fears the power of survivals, he nonetheless suggests that some survivals are necessary, and that those who do not value their survivals are ultimately destined for stasis and degeneration.
Tish soon finds the Vril-ya utopia full of “dullness and monotony”, realizing that “whatever our dreams of perfectibility […] we, the mortals of the upper world, are not trained or fitted to enjoy for long the very happiness of which we dream or to which we aspire”. Tylor believed that “progress has far prevailed over relapse”. Tish’s host, Aph-Lin, is similarly optimistic, rejecting the possibility that the Vril-ya are “likely to relapse” because he is confident in the Vril-ya’s mastery of their own evolutionary destiny. However, Bulwer ultimately undermines this vision of certain progress, questioning whether his readers have fully grasped what they mean by progress, and whether perfectibility is even possible.
Over the next few decades, this uncertainty became a key anxiety of the late Victorians, who feared that their own culture had apexed and was doomed to decadence and eventual degeneration. Lost world fiction became popular, and it often suggested that the British empire could be saved by regaining aspects of primitivity. 
But in The Coming Race, the narrator is not an adventurer who rediscovers his own primal strength, but rather a witness to the consequences of eliminating the cultural and biological past. 
In the end, “barbaric qualities” may be the key to our humanity.


Is progress desireable?
At the beginning of this post, I mentioned Andrew Lang, who famously (and controversially) wrote:
“The Coming Man may be bald, toothless, highly ‘cultured’, and addicted to tales of introspective analysis. I don’t envy him when he has got rid of that relic of the ape, his hair; those relics of the age of combat, his teeth and nails; that survival of barbarism, his delight in the last battles of Odysseus, Laertes’ son. I don’t envy him the novels he will admire, nor the pap on which he will feed bearsomely …. Not for nothing did Nature leave us all savages under our white skins; she has wrought thus that we might have many delights”.

I wonder if Lang was thinking of Bulwer’s Vril-ya, a species who are hairless and technologically advanced, but who can never enjoy poetry or feel passion. Though Bulwer was certainly not as optimistic about survivals as Lang was, The Coming Race nonetheless challenges what we mean by perfection, and explores the possibility that what we view as obsolete may actually be essential to our future. Given that the novel is written as an apologue or an allegory, perhaps the Coming Race that Bulwer fears is in fact a metaphor for our own species, stripped of the survivals like passion, moral excellence, and art that give life meaning.
The themes of The Coming Race — female emancipation, scientific discovery, the origins of power, and many others — have attracted considerable critical debate. Many readers have asked some formulation of the question: did Bulwer believe that progress (in its various societal, technological, and political forms) is desirable? 
Fundamentally the novel asks a slightly different question: what would it look like to achieve progress that does not prove to be our own destruction?
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The New Yorker has just run a piece by Jessica Winter about New York City’s endless controversies over its gifted & talented programs generally and specifically its famed exam schools, special high schools that require students to do well on a standardized test and boast many famed alumni, schools like Stuyvesant High School and Bronx High School of Science. As is always true of American education reporting, the piece is really about meritocracy, opportunity, and racial inequality.
Because New York is New York, the roiling debates about these programs and schools are often used as a microcosm of the broader American educational landscape. The enduring controversy is that these programs and these schools demonstrate the same racial inequities that are present in schooling writ large - Asian students are significantly overrepresented relative to their portion of the population, Hispanic students are somewhat underrepresented, and Black students are significantly underrepresented. Racial inequality in public schooling, as I’ve said many times, has been the obsessive focus of the policy apparatus for at least 45 years. In general, achievement gap fixation has crowded out many more fundamental questions - for example, whether to spend on gifted & talented programs or exam schools. As that NYT piece points out, just paying for the exam that sorts students into specialized high schools will cost NYC $17 million.
I’m not very moved by the whole gifted & talented debate. On the one hand, progressive criticisms of the existence of such programs do reflect the broader Official Dogma and all of its problems, that is to say, a rigidly environmentalist view of academic potential that suggests that our overarching problem is an inexplicable societal decision to only give the best educations to the most privileged, and that if we got rid of the whole concept of being gifted or talented and insisted on pure educational egalitarianism, there would be no academic hierarchy and no academic inequality. This is, to put it mildly, not compatible with reality. On the other hand, I’m not super invested in this topic because there’s really no evidence that G&T programs actually improve outcomes (Winter conspicuously doesn’t provide any) and the kids who would be in such programs are going to be fine because… they’re gifted and talented. Possessing the pre-entry ability necessary to get into these programs is vastly more valuable than attending them, and an immense amount of data supports that fact. 
Despite my general ambivalence towards the larger issue here, I feel compelled to throw the flag on this piece. I’m afraid that Winter pulls something that is not at all surprising in the context of liberal attitudes and liberal publications, but which is nonetheless misleading and in need of response. She writes
It’s easy to caricature some G. & T.-curious parents as grasping, status-obsessed, or slightly deluded about their child’s special brand of specialness. But research shows that the kinds of kids who might just miss a shot at Hunter or Anderson—not necessarily geniuses or savants, just very bright, driven, academically oriented kids—are likely to become inattentive, frustrated, or disruptive in a gen-ed classroom, with possible long-term effects on their academic performance and social-emotional development.

Yeah, this is just wrong. 
There’s no link and no references to what “research” refers to, so it’s hard to assess what Winter is talking about. But in the context of exam schools specifically, which is what the piece largely concerns, the evidence is very strong: once you correct for pre-entry ability, such schools do not offer any quantitative advantage over regular high schools from the same cities or districts. There are a variety of ways to assess these things and a variety of outcome variables, but the research points in only one direction. A lot of this research uses a regression discontinuity design1, taking advantage of the fact that exam school cut scores provide a clean break between those who get in and those who don’t, even though the test results are themselves continuous. (Sometimes you hear these referred to as “last in, last out” models.) The logic is intuitive: students who score similarly on entry exams but fall on either sides of the cut line can provide pretty good evidence as to whether there’s a big effect from attending the exam school itself. You can compare those who just meet the cut score and those who just miss that score, statistically correct for differences in their scores, and then check academic and life outcomes, such as high school graduation rates, GPAs, SAT scores, college completion rates,  post-collegiate income, etc. 
The most obvious citation here is Atila Abdulkadiroğlu, Joshua Angrist, and Parag Pathak's NBER paper “The Elite illusion: Achievement Effects at Boston and New York Exam Schools.” They find that, looking at the famed selective high schools in both cities, “there is little effect of an exam school education on achievement even for the highest-ability marginal applicants and for applicants to the right of admissions cutoffs… the intense competition for exam school seats does not appear to be justified by improved learning for a broad set of students.” A follow up from the same researchers focused on students further from the cut point, which means there’s more statistical adjustment and more noise. Still, the result was consistent: there’s no quantitative reason to believe that the students who go to exam schools are seeing any systematic advantage for doing so. Earlier NBER research on New York exam schools found similarly, with the abstract summarizing results in saying “attending an exam school has little impact on Scholastic Aptitude Test scores, college enrollment, or college graduation -- casting doubt on their ultimate long term impact.” You can find similar research about selective high schools from other cities and other countries. For example, here’s research from China which finds that “elite exam high schools, which are the most selective, have no effects on student test scores.” There’s much more research to find and very little of it cuts in the other direction.
I do not and have never claimed expertise in this domain, not any that would be recognized by the august New Yorker, anyway. But I am intimately familiar with the exam school literature, in large part because the controversy about them - and the lack of any quantitative justification for that controversy - so perfectly speaks to our broader education debates. And I can tell you that there’s no responsible summary of “research” that suggests that attending these schools matter for either high school performance, college attendance, or later economic outcomes. This makes perfect sense if you assume, as is sensible, that educational outcomes are dominantly the product of student-side factors rather than school side factors, as Douglas Detterman explained a decade ago. Winter talks about the emotional, affective problems faced by overqualified students stuck in slower-moving classrooms and asserts future negative academic consequences. But there simply is no responsible evidence that suggesting that this dynamic exists. Instead, what we see is that students gravitate to a particular level of performance consistent with their individual talent, situation, and support system regardless of where they go to school, succeeding or failing at the same rates regardless of whether they attend a high school with a long list of distinguished alumni. As usual, “school quality” just doesn’t have much effect, if any.
And isn’t that great? My position on these things is often represented as a doomer take, an embrace of “edunihilism” or similar, but I think that’s an odd way of looking at it. This particular research seems quite hopeful to me, albeit in a somewhat roundabout fashion: if we assume that attending the “best schools” is always going to be gated and rationed, if we’re realistic in assuming that elite education is always going to be reserved for the elite, then the fact that those schools just don’t make any particular educational difference is reason for optimism. It reminds me of the intense progressive criticism of the SAT and the notion that it perpetuates inequality; as some have argued based on personal experience, the test in fact can function as one of the only means through which poor students from nondescript public schools can distinguish themselves. 
Exam schools fit perfectly into liberal visions of our education problems in that they suggest a world where everyone has equal ability but where effective teaching is sequestered behind a velvet rope. The conventional response to that vision of schooling is to try and remove the velvet rope and give the best teaching to everyone. Trouble is, if we’re going to take any lesson at all from the last twenty-five years or so of ed reform, it should be that just scaling up “what works”… doesn’t work. “Scaling excellence” has proven to be a false god. Looking at specific educational contexts that produce high-achieving students and then porting practices from those context to other places has failed again, and again, and again. You know my take on why: those schools and programs that appear to have “the good stuff” are so perceived because the students within those schools and programs have been nonrandomly selected into them and are systematically inclined to perform well. In many contexts, most notably charter schools, this systematically nonrandom nature is a dirty secret; with exam schools, it’s right out in the open. As I’ve said many times, having student applicants take an exam, selecting the best performers, and celebrating the fact that those students go on to academic excellence is like having a height minimum for your school and then bragging about how tall your students are. Of course the exam schools have impressive alumni! They only take the kids who are most likely to be impressive!
So: is all of this doomerism? Not if you understand that there’s no plausible world where access to schools perceived to be elite is universal. If we deal with reality, here on Planet Earth, where schools are sites of elitism and patronage and nepotism and socioeconomic inequality - well, the fact that schools have little influence on student outcomes is something of a win for real egalitarianism.
Of course, Jessica Winter writes for The New Yorker and I write a Substack, and as professional media circles the drain, the people within it cling more and more tightly to the prestige hierarchy. So I don’t think we’re going to see a correction anytime soon. Right now, after a half decade or so of a fallow period, the neoliberal ed reform movement is furiously fighting back, and because our system has no ability to provide for those who don’t have monetizable skills or abilities under late capitalism, they’re finding a receptive audience in elite publications. The new Substack the Argument is a reflection of this retrenchment; so are a mountain of recent opinion pieces like this comprehensively misleading one published today in the NYT. They’re throwing their back behind the effort to take us back to 2012 and the height of the failed bipartisan reform consensus. The question, as usual, is whether prestigious publications like The New Yorker are willing to be corrected when they get the facts wrong.
1Regression discontinuity designs aren’t complicated, if you’re interested. Here’s a visual to help you understand. (Fake charts I made with fake data, btw.)


You already get it, right?
Typically, when we perform some sort of an experiment, we want to look at how a particular number responds to the treatment – how blood pressure reacts to a new drug, say, or how students improve on a reading test when they’re given a new kind of lesson. We want to make sure that the observed differences are really the product of the treatment and not some underlying difference in observed groups. That’s what random controlled trials are for. So we randomly assign subjects to test and control groups, look at what the different averages are for the two different groups, note the size of the effect, and determine whether it is statistically significant.
But sometimes we have real-world conditions that dictate that subjects get sorted into one group or another non-randomly. If we then look at how different groups perform after some treatment, we know that we’re potentially facing severe selection effects thanks to that non-random assignment. But consider if we have assignment based purely on some quantitative metric, with a cutoff score that sorts people into one group or another. (Like, for example, when students only became eligible for a gifted student program or selective high school if they score above a cut score on some test, as discussed in this post.) Here we have a non-random distribution that we can actually exploit for research purposes. A regression discontinuity design allows us to explore the impact of such a program because, so long as students aren’t able to impact their assignment beyond their score on that test, we can be confident that students just above or just below the cutoff score are very similar on the construct of interest.
Regression analyses will be run on all of the data, with subjects below and above the cut score combined but flagged into different groups. Researchers will then run statistical models to determine whether there is a difference between groups who receive the treatment and those who don’t. As you can see in the scatterplots above, a large effect will be readily apparent in how the data looks. (Of course, there are statistical thresholds; they’re not just eyeballing it.) In the above scenario, the X axis represents the score students received on the test, the cut score is 15, and the Y axis represents performance on some later educational metric, like GPA or college attendance rates or the SAT. In the top scatterplot, there is no meaningful effect from the gift students program, as the relationship between these two metrics is the same above and below the cut score. But in the bottom graph, there’s a significant jump at the cut score. Note that even after the intervention, the relationship is still linear – students who did better on the initial test do better on the later metric. But the scores of everyone have jumped right at the cut score.
There are, as you’d probably imagine, a number of potential pitfalls here, and assumption checks and quality controls are essential. All of the people tested would have to be able to be sorted into the gifted program solely on the basis of the test, the cutoff score has to be near the mean, and you need sufficient numbers to see the relationship on either side of the cut score, among other things. But if you have the right conditions, regression discontinuity design is a great way to get near-random experimental design quality in situations where you can’t do that for pragmatic or ethical reasons.
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“The Mysticism of Money”: that was the brassily alliterative title of a 1922 essay published by Harold Loeb in Broom, the magazine he co-founded and bankrolled. Contemporary American culture, Loeb observed, had positioned commerce as its new religion. Europeans made money as a means to old-school ends; Americans had started to make it for the sake of making it. This was strange and unsettling, but the upside was an emerging metropolitan culture of startling energy — as Loeb put it, “vigorous, crude, expressive, alive with metaphors, Rabelaisian.” You could object to the economic system underpinning this boom, its inequities and vulgarities, but there was no denying its vitality.
Aged 24 when he read Loeb’s essay, Malcolm Cowley sat up. By the end of his long life he had become a fixture of the American metropolis, a grand old man of the New York literary establishment. But his roots — as he puts it in Exile’s Return (1934), the first and most enduringly popular of his nonfiction books — were “west of the mountains,” in the hilly woods and streams of Cambria County, Pennsylvania. He was often exasperated with America, and for long stretches found himself radically at odds with its prevailing political mood. But he never fell out of love with his country, in the sense of its places and people. When he read Loeb’s essay he was living in France, during two formative years among the much-mythicized community of expatriate Americans. Perhaps Loeb’s paean to America made him homesick; it definitely clarified his vision of his life’s work.
During his schooldays at Peabody High in Pittsburgh, Cowley fantasized of becoming a newspaper’s theatre critic. As it happened, his literary career scaled greater heights. He played a central role in the formation of the 20th century American canon. As Gerald Howard shows in this lucid and enthralling biography, The Insider: Malcolm Cowley and the Triumph of American Literature, there’s a persuasive case to be made that — as professional critic, political activist, essayist and editor — his was the central role.
Cowley strove unflaggingly for a genuinely modern and authentically American literature, and a world in which those two qualities did not exist in tension. He wanted a new scene, a subculture within American letters, which would speak to the alienated generation born around 1900 and confirm Loeb’s sense that the restlessly innovative national spirit might manifest itself in modern works of art as well as in railroads and skyscrapers. But this wasn’t going to happen by magic. It needed men of letters — they were mostly men, mostly white and middle-class — to bring it to fruition.
The Americanist Barry Shank defined a scene as an “overproductive signifying community.” Scenes arise, according to this theory, when a physical place (Shank is writing about rock music in postwar Austin) produces more energy than can be conventionally absorbed by existing cultural structures. This kind of bottom-up, sociological explanation has become dominant in Anglophone analysis of cultural scenes, even premodern ones: the explosion of literature in late Elizabethan England, for example, is typically explained as the frustrated spillover of a generation of minds educated for civic and administrative positions which, in a fragile economy and stagnant political culture, did not exist.
Howard’s biography is not the first of Cowley — it follows (and gracefully acknowledges) Hans Bak’s pioneering study, whose first volume appeared in 1993. Howard sets out explicitly, though, to tell the story of the “Cowley era.” His focus is not so much a single life as that life’s achievements “on behalf of American writing.” Against the grain of sociological, bottom-up approaches to cultural history like Shank’s, The Insider  argues that cultural production does not just happen. The various scenes that compose a literary culture are made, not born; if they crystallize or coalesce, it’s thanks to the vision and determination of certain persons. Scenes might escape the confines of traditional cultural institutions, but sooner or later they produce their own hierarchies of association, their own rules and regulations. Twentieth-century American literary culture was a system — informal, provisional, protean, but a system nevertheless. All systems ask to be played, and Cowley was one of the key players. 


Howard narrates the Cowley era’s arc in three acts, the first two of which correspond roughly to the two interwar decades. When Cowley arrived in Paris in 1921 for his busy stint of criticism-writing, Europe-observing, and café-haunting, he was returning to a continent he’d first known as a battlefield. In 1917 he had interrupted his studies at Harvard (he’d published poems and reviews in the Advocate, whose editors grandly came out in favor of the Allies) to serve as a camion driver at the front — like Hemingway and Dos Passos, with whom he’d associate on the Left Bank. He stayed in France until 1923, establishing himself in the precarious but lively ecosystem of transatlantic magazines; after completing a scholarly thesis on Racine in Montpelier he returned to New York, and eked out a living as a professional critic. Times were hard, but his work bore fruit: in 1929 he published his collection of poems, Blue Juniata, and the following spring was elected to the board of the New Republic, as Associate Editor in charge of the “back of the book,” the section for reviews and cultural essays.
In 1921 the Literary Review of the New York Evening Post (a journal untroubled by character-limited digital name fields) published Cowley’s essay “This Youngest Generation.” It contained his “once-in-a-lifetime bolt of intuition about his generational cohort,” on which Exile’s Return would expand. The generation born around 1900, Cowley proposed, was distinguished by time because it was unusually alienated from place: cultural differences between America’s regions, even in the south, had worn away, replaced by a uniform Americanness cultivated by a homogenizing education system. In other words, America was having its 19th century cultural-nationhood phase. The displacing effect of the Great War, therefore, accentuated a pre-existing generational rupture. This is one of several instances in which Howard shows Cowley’s talent for laying his finger on the cultural pulse, his ability to diagnose the contemporary condition as well as mold literary responses to it.
Howard draws out, with an assured grasp of his material and an analytical lightness of touch, some productive paradoxes in Cowley’s theorizing. The camion-driving generation rebelled against their parents by spurning Henry James in favor of bolder European literature. Yet they also rejected 19th-century America’s tendency to position itself as a cultural province of Europe. The truly American literature Cowley was searching for would throw off the shackles of European manners as well as New-World Puritan morality — but the seeds of that emancipated, self-possessed flowering would be discovered across the Atlantic. In the mid-1920s Cowley felt more excitement about Dadaism than the early work of Hemingway; his collaboration with Matthew Josephson on the transatlantic magazine Secession represents a futile but instructive attempt to import Dada aesthetics into the USA. The problem, Cowley discovered on his return, was that in New York the budding Dadaist is vulnerable to being snapped up as a copywriter for an advertising company.
“Solvitur ambulando,” read the inscription of a book given to Cowley by his Harvard composition instructor, Charles T. Copeland, before his departure for the war: it is solved by walking. Attributed to Augustine, the phrase’s original connotation is of the puzzled scholar’s head-clearing stroll. Cowley’s expedition, as Copeland knew, would be more adventurous. The “Youngest Generation” sought to correct what they saw as a cloistering tendency in the first modernist wave — the movement often known as Symbolism, which Cowley’s contemporary Edmund Wilson would portray in Axel’s Castle (1931) as a reassertion of Romantic aesthetics for a post-Darwinian age. Cowley’s reservations about Symbolism are epitomized by his reaction to the death of Proust. “His own death was only a process of externalisation,” he writes in a 1922 essay for The Dial; “he had turned himself inside out like an orange and sucked it dry.” If they wanted to hold the mirror up to 20th-century nature, younger writers would need to forsake Proust’s method and get out more. Amy Lowell, who met Cowley at the Harvard Poetry Society and liked his poems, expressed this need as the Imagist value of “externality,” a focus not on the Proustian out-turned self, but instead on “things for themselves and not because of the effect they have upon oneself.”
The need for externality also meant that literature could learn from investigative journalism. But ambulando in this sense, of the reporter’s shoe leather on the sidewalk, risked lapsing into something more aloof — the detached wandering of the European flâneur. An American writer, Cowley discovered in the 1920s, has to balance the twin imperatives of making a living and remaining free from the soul-crushing mechanism of industrial capitalist society. The risk of cutting loose, though, is confinement to the sidelines. In a 1929 essay on Hemingway, Cowley proposes that his generation had adopted a “spectatorial attitude” towards the Great War. “Incompletely demobilized,” they had not grown out of it. They were sharp, disabused observers of modern life, but maybe observation was not enough.
In Howard’s telling, the second act of Cowley’s career began when he responded to this nagging desire for a socially-committed literature. The Wall Street crash expunged complacency from establishment political discourse and thrust radical alternatives into the limelight; the suffering unleashed by the subsequent recession made aloofness a difficult attitude for writers to sustain. Cowley’s leftism was sincere and his dedication to activism impressive. In 1931, as part of a squadron of writers and journalists assembled by Theodore Dreiser’s National Committee for the Defense of Political Prisoners, he visited Kentucky to witness the miners’ strike in the eastern part of the state. After violence flared in Harlan County during the violent crackdown, Cowley returned with another committee. They were met with intimidation, denounced as “revolutionary Bolsheviks from New York.” Howard brings the scene vividly to life: Cowley staying cool in the face of thuggish strikebreakers trying to spoil supplies transported for the miners’ relief; ensuring that the Paramount cameraman’s film made it safely across state lines.
Cowley’s leftism was always of this engaged, activist kind. He avoided joining the Communist Party outright, instead affiliating with subsidiary groups like Dreiser’s. Rather than a writer suddenly jilting their first love of literature for an affair with politics, Howard depicts a man of letters compelled by acute circumstances to pay attention to the material crises in his country. Communism remained for Cowley a means to the end of allaying the hardness — longstandingly spiritual as well as, with recent urgency, material — of American life. “Art and culture,” declared Cowley in a state-of-the-nation address at the inaugural American Writers’ Congress in 1935, “cannot live in such a world.” He took only limited interest in the proletarian literature championed by more doctrinaire Communists like Mike Gold. What the novel could borrow from Marxism, Cowley thought, was not its ideological rigidity but its commitment to “grappling with the social world.” He held up Dos Passos as the shining example of a novelist who grappled, whose work uncovered the “huge, impersonal forces” governing American society, but also the way those forces could “shape and warp individual destinies.” In other words — and in the expanded, diluted sense of Tom LeClair’s original term — the systems novel. 


That Cowley seems so perceptive on the divergent radicalisms of art and politics makes it all the more troubling that he became, for a considerable chunk of the 1930s, an apologist for Joseph Stalin. Young American readers had gobbled up Exile’s Return, fascinated by its cultural analysis and evocations of literary Paris — but gnarled conservative critics took exception to the fecklessness of Cowley’s generation and the naivety of their leftism. Across the 1930s, Cowley’s defense of the Soviet Union and its proxies grew more entrenched. Unlike Hemingway, he did not travel to Spain to witness the Civil War firsthand, but was anxious in this next European conflict to adopt something other than a “spectatorial attitude.” When violence broke out between factions of the antifascist coalition, Cowley sided with the Soviet-backed Popular Front, turning a blind eye to their ruthless purge of Trotskyist and anarcho-syndicalist groups. He responded to the Zinoviev-Kamenev trial, in which 16 veteran Bolsheviks were condemned to death as Trotskyist conspirators, with expressions of support for the Soviet government.
There’s no escaping or qualifying the enormity of Cowley’s misjudgment. But it’s worth noting that a biography of a well-intentioned person of letters who had toyed with supporting 20th-century Europe’s other murderous tyrant-in-chief — even fleetingly, like Cowley — would be a much harder sell. An indulgence still operates in what used to be called (until, say, January 2026) as “the West,” towards intellectuals who brushed with Stalinism, as distinct from Marxism or Communism: they weren’t to know the full extent of the horrors, goes the party line, or the severest of the supposedly unintended consequences. No such largesse exists — with one major, warmongering exception — in the progressive circles of Eastern Europe and the post-Soviet world. Yet we tend to neglect those alternative perspectives. In a rare but repeated instance of blurriness, Howard describes American leftists travelling to the 1929 International Congress, and then a conference on revolutionary literature, to Kharkov, a city located “in Russia” — except that Kharkov, now Kharkiv, has always been a Ukrainian city, and was from 1919 - 1934 the capital of the Ukrainian SSR.
Nevertheless, Howard navigates this episode well, achieving a skilful balance between sticking up for his man and taking care not to defend the indefensible. This reasonable partiality is a feature of The Insider as a whole; Howard champions Cowley without letting affection distort his judgment. Many of Cowley’s contemporaries, both friends and adversaries, analyzed his Stalinist mistake as a classic case of someone confusing politics and literature. In a ferocious demolition job for New Militant, Felix Morrow diagnosed Cowley’s apology for Stalin and hostility to New York Trotskyism as an instance of “the lost generation’s distrust of ideas and contempt for abstract thought.” (In full Temperance Preacher-mode, Morrow also condemned the New York literary scene’s fondness for “gin, fornication and dandified rowdyism”; I’ll have what they’re having, wavering young Trotskyists might have secretly thought.) Wilson, in the mirror image of Morrow’s argument, accused Cowley of setting too much store, rather than too little, by ideas: “politics is bad for you,” he told Cowley, “because it’s not real to you.”
The literary man whose understanding of politics is insufficiently abstract, but who at the same time treats politics as an exclusively discursive affair, a game of arguments: that guy got around in the early 20th century, and walks among us still. It’s true that Cowley’s faith in Stalin rested on textual accounts whose authority trumped empirical reality: “people who ought to know,” he comments on the Robles affair (the 1937 summary execution of a Republican writer in Spain on NKVD orders), “tell me that the evidence against him was absolutely damning.” But Howard’s narrative suggests another interpretation. Cowley’s reluctance to see Stalinism for the grotesque tyranny it was stemmed fundamentally from his desperation to see radical spirit, of both literary and political form, manifest itself in the real world. He criticized the New York Trotskyists, hammering out their positions in the early issues of Partisan Review, not principally for their theoretical abstraction and austerity of style, and still less so on the Stalinist grounds of being crypto-“rightists”, but because in opposing the Soviet state the Trotskyists were undermining the only modern alternative to the economic system tearing American society apart. “On the political scene,” Morrow speculated, Soviet communism for Cowley’s generation “corresponded to what surrealisme represented on the literary scene.” Morrow got this subtly but significantly wrong, Howard suggests: Cowley’s appalling indulgence of Stalinism derived not from a dogmatic commitment not to the avant-garde itself, but rather from stubborn and beleaguered faith in the avant-garde’s original promise of material change in the real future. 


Cowley’s earnest commitment to Communism, his belief in its capacity to transform American life wholesale, sets his attitude to the social relations of his own trade in a strange light. Cowley slotted into Manhattan white-collar life happily: at the New Republic offices, “on West Twenty-First Street in a placid corner of Chelsea,” he took breaks for games of “deck tennis in the backyard” and enjoyed the “excellent lunches prepared by the cook, Lucie.” In 1935 the magazine moved north to elegant Modernist premises in Midtown, designed by the architect William Lescaze. In “disguise as a junior executive,” Cowley claimed to feel “like a spy in enemy country.” But he was also a content half-week commuter with a house and garden in Connecticut, happily married to Muriel (his first marriage, to Peggy Baird, had ended in 1931) and recently a father. Comfortable with bourgeois rhythms of work and structures of family life, Cowley also thrived in the hierarchies of the New York literary scene — whose form, individualistic and hyper-competitive, was about as non-Communist as could be, whatever specific beliefs its members espoused. Cowley was generous as well as tenacious, trying where possible to find work for impecunious young reviewers promoting themselves to the New Republic. He wanted the hierarchy to work constructively. But he didn’t question its existence.
This complex tension, between radical positions and the thoroughly bourgeois patterns of a life spent promoting them, surfaces particularly in Howard’s occasional references to sport. Cowley’s self-fashioning as a New York intellectual with simple country roots doesn’t seem to have drawn much on the athletic parts of American popular culture — though Bak’s biography informs us that, as a freshman at Harvard, Cowley enjoyed throwing his hat over the crossbar after Harvard defeated Yale 41-0 in the 1915 derby; he also felt a frisson when his friend Hart Crane played “Très Moutarde” on the piano, as it had supplied the tune for his high school football song. In the late 1920s, for a series sponsored by bookstore chain Brentano’s, Cowley wrote an admiring profile of Ring Lardner, author of short stories and sports columns. Lardner’s engagement with the quotidian immediacy of sport made him appealingly modern. The Insider draws on sport less for its immediacy than for its availability as a metaphor for the struggles and contests of a literary career. “Here we have the material for a searching work,” proclaimed Louis Untermeyer in a review of Blue Juniata in 1929, “and the author does not fumble his chance.” Howard himself, describing the Communist party’s charm offensive against Cowley in the mid-1930s, reaches for a baseball analogy: “it was time to bring the major leaguers onto the field.”
Sport is a rich, ambivalent metaphor for the competitiveness inherent to a literary career. It might stand for the hustling, ruthless ultra-competition some persons of letters swear by. Alternatively, it might connote healthy competition and fair play, the ideal of a level field in which skill and application go unusually far. In this second sense, a sporting attitude seems compatible with the values of the literary Communist. But the literary Communist who believes uncritically in hustling is beset by contradictions. 


The Insider’s final third narrates the last act of Cowley’s career. A profusion of nonfiction writing — more essays and reviews, a second edition of Exile’s Return, and several new nonfiction books — restored the trust and status he had lost in the rancorous 1930s. Most significantly, Cowley secured a position as an Advisory Editor for Viking. Harold Guinzburg, Viking’s founder, offered him the job in 1949, and it proved a smart decision: as Howard tells it, Cowley made four interventions that had a lasting impact on the 20th-century American canon.
The postwar decades were the most settled and tranquil of Cowley’s life. Accordingly, Howard’s narration starts to flit more freely between periods, breaking strict chronology to carry forward a relationship forged in the 1950s to its conclusion decades later, or setting a single event in the context of Cowley’s formative experiences in the 1920s. It’s an astute choice, a structural reflection of the tendency in later life to look both forward and back. But Cowley owed his success and happiness to an act of aristocratic benevolence. The Second World War had dealt him severe personal and reputational blows; he had been stripped of editorial responsibilities at the New Republic. Cowley’s rescuer was Mary Conover Mellon, who with her husband Paul had set up the Bollingen Foundation, originally to promote the work of Carl Jung. Seeking to expand its scope as American society contemplated the coming era of supremacy, the Foundation awarded Cowley a generous five-year stipend (officially and bizarrely called a “Five-Year Plan”; Howard lets the irony speak for itself) to use as he saw fit. As Howard puts it, Cowley “was able to woodshed — to read attentively, meditatively, voluminously, constantly, encyclopedically.”
Cowley made inspired rediscoveries and harnessed creative ways to share them with an expanding reading public. In 1943, the Council on Books in Wartime had started producing their Armed Services Editions: slim paperbacks, brightly colored and double-columned, marketed to American troops. It was a wild success; wedged into uniform pockets, the books cushioned Nazi bullets at the Normandy landings. Viking, keen to surf the wave, started issuing its own pocket paperbacks, and the Portable Library was born. During his five years of woodshedding Cowley had returned to Hemingway, and now for the Portable series he edited a selection. In a single stroke Cowley’s introduction altered America’s idea of the Lost Generation’s original headline act.
Hemingway had come to be seen as a painterly Naturalist of clean surfaces. Cowley aimed to expose the shallowness of this view, and reveal the Symbolist Hemingway, the poetic intensity lurking around the edges of his traumatized and vagrant characters. This was a Hemingway of still waters running deep; a lifelong angler, Cowley in the Portable introduction compares the experience of rereading Hemingway to revisiting an old fishing spot, and finding the woods “as deep and cool as they used to be.” Re-establishing his friend as a modernist, Cowley’s edition “rendered Hemingway teachable.” It also transformed understanding of his style, revealing the potency of what his granite-hard sentences left unsaid. In the master’s hands, a concise and economic style was good not only for describing things, but also for suggesting subtext and resonance. Whether any other writers could follow suit, and thus whether this reframing helped American literature march on, is a different question.
The second rediscovery was an unambiguous triumph of canon-adjustment. By the 1940s, William Faulkner’s career had apparently run its course. Cowley single-handedly revived it, first with critical essays and then with another Portable selection. His correspondence with Faulkner shows tact and patience, which paid off: the reclusive Faulkner engaged with the project, and ensured that it became something more collaborative and original than a standard miscellany. Cowley’s idea was to focus on Yoknapatawpha County, Faulkner’s mythical version of his Mississippi homeland. Faulkner supplied a map (“Surveyed . . . for this volume”) as well as a family tree, stretching back to Culloden in 1745, of The Sound and the Fury’s Compson family. “The job is splendid,” he told Cowley by letter after publication, “damn you to hell anyway” — Faulkner-speak for “thanks so much.”
Cowley’s work on the edition was a “magnificent example,” Howard comments, “of selfless, disinterested generosity on the part of one writer to another.” This is true, and you sense the compliment’s sincere warmth. But Cowley’s acts of “disinterested” generosity were also carried out on behalf of American letters, in whose health his interest was considerable. “I like and love the American literature,” he says in “Hemingway’s Wound” (a late essay where he also self-defines as a “little American”), “even while feeling that its past is still in process of creation, not to mention its future.”
The Portable selection presented Faulkner as a folklorist, Howard says — “a bard, a teller of tales” who would remind genteel readers or GIs that their cheerily confident, newly supreme America was built on the swamps of dreams of fantasies, many of them premodern and some, like slavery, ugly and unmastered. For all his rootedness in the South, Cowley thought Faulkner most resembled Hawthorne. In the Portable Hemingway he had grouped Hawthorne with Poe and Melville as “haunted nocturnal writers . . . who dealt in images that were symbols of an inner world.” His editions of Hemingway and Faulkner equipped him with the start of an answer to the question of literature’s place in the new era of American ascendancy. Communism had lost all credibility and American capitalism was flourishing. Literature could not bring about the system’s overthrow; what it could do was humanize the American experience, by showing up the darkness and unmastered history hiding in the system’s cracks. 


Cowley’s third editorial triumph was the part he played in Jack Kerouac’s long struggle for publication. Howard, who retired in 2021 after a distinguished career as an editor for Doubleday, gives a sparkling inside account of On the Road’s, well, road to publication. The young Kerouac was a self under construction, dressed in a “rented tux” for “steak dinners” with Robert Giroux, editor of his first novel, The Town and the City (1950). But it was Cowley who read the first draft of On The Road for Viking, fought its case with doubtful colleagues, and persevered for years until, in 1957, the novel was published. He had help from Helen Taylor, Viking’s in-house copy-editor, “strict and cautious” but also an open-minded expert who knew good prose when she saw it; it was Taylor who “put the clamps” on Kerouac’s freewheeling style, checking the flow with commas, in the novel’s first edition. Howard achieves a fascinating portrait, authoritative but non-institutionalized, of postwar American publishing culture, and demonstrates the usefulness of writing modern literary history from inside — of understanding writers not as isolated witnesses, lone refractors of zeitgeist and vibe, but rather as actors within complex internal ecosystems.
Writing up On the Road in Viking’s catalogue, Cowley compared Kerouac’s Beats to his own (now aging) Youngest Generation. In the 1920s the exiles had sought the avant-garde spirit in France; now, in the second war’s wake, a similar ragtag group was “roaming America in a wild, desperate search for identity and purpose.” But there were differences. The intra-American pilgrimages of the Beats contained a spiritual dimension (Kerouac was a singular mix of Catholic and Buddhist, as well as a nihilist rebel) “entirely alien to the Lost Generation,” just as, to the Beats, that older grouping’s commitment to organized leftism seemed quaint. Like Dos Passos, the Beats were responding to structural forces in American life. But they depicted those forces in mystical rather than political terms. The material leftism of the socially attuned, “grappling” novelist had been sublimated — just as it would be on the right, decades later, when the paranoid anti-Communism of the postwar period morphed into evangelism and conspiracy theory, and then took control of an obliging Republican party.
The retreat of literature — that is, commercially viable literary fiction marketed to white professionals — from politics coincided with literature’s entry into a rapidly expanding university system. The postwar period was the beginning, as Howard notes, of what Mark McGurl calls the “Program Era,” where creative writing emerged as a university discipline. About the compatibility of literary and academic culture Cowley had his reservations, but he accepted invitations to instruct on several programs and taught “diligently, if less formally than a credentialed academic might.” His workshops at Stanford included a powerfully-built young man working on a story about a mental institution and its sinister methods of mind control — once again, oppression of a spiritual rather than explicitly political kind. Reading the early drafts, Cowley put his considerable critical weight behind the novel that became One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.
As anyone who has spent five minutes on literary Substack knows, few topics attract rancorous heat like the influence of MFA programs in creative writing. It’s easy to mock creative writing as a discipline, to depict the horseshoe of graduate students in a seminar room as a sterile, artificial replacement for a spontaneous gathering in a Parisian café. The founding father of Stanford’s program was the novelist Wallace Stegner. His wife, Mary, remembered him remarking of the married veterans arriving at Stanford on GI Bill funding, that they “needed a place where they could write and talk, like a coffee house in Europe.” Stegner’s remark demonstrates a modern uncertainty about the public sphere, a hankering after “third spaces” that belies their precariousness under capitalism. It’s the same haziness that underpins the contemporary American use of “community” to mean “people online who agree with me.”
At its worst, Cowley thought, the MFA steered young writers towards rectitude and away from life. He hated the metafictions of the John Barth school, quipping that “the books themselves seem long-haired and bearded”; he also criticized contemporary novels for being unpeopled. Yet if the rise of university creative writing risked sterilizing literature, it also — as Cowley saw firsthand, in Kesey’s case — could provide outsiders with a path to publication more certain and less luck-dependent than in previous generations. 


On the whole, Howard shares Cowley’s nervousness about separating the real world from the world of books. Both author and subject seem ambivalent about the school which came to dominate the postwar study of English literature: “those symbol hunters, the New Critics.” As practiced by luminaries like Cleanth Brooks, Yvor Winters, and W. K. Wimsatt, New Criticism combined a receptivity to symbol and ambiguity with an ethic of painstaking, close textual attention. The problem, Cowley argued in The Literary Situation (1956), was an over-emphasis on being perfect, and a bias toward texts whose perfection showed up under the critic’s microscope.
It’s true that the most “teachable” writing is not always the best, and that New Criticism at its driest seemed positively hostile to the artistic temperament. There is such a thing (certain contemporary novels remind us) as writing for critical explication, and it’s a blight. But New Criticism was practized not only in order to train the next generation of American novelists; literary studies exists — and continues to, just about — for its own ends. New Criticism laid the foundation for an extraordinary profusion, beginning in the 1960s, by American academic critics. Studies in this tradition range adventurously, often beginning in the European Middle Ages and ending in the Lost Generation or even with the Beats. These books played their own part in the great humanist project to which Cowley also contributed, of representing America to itself by revealing where it stood in the long perspectives of global space and time.
Setting academic and professional criticism at cross-purposes, Howard perhaps projects a characteristic of our own times onto the recent past. These days professors and publishers, even of literary fiction, have oddly little to do with one another. But it wasn’t always the case. The English poet Geoffrey Hill considered 1925 - 1965 “the high period of American literary criticism.” Hill names R. P. Blackmur and Lionel Trilling among the heroes of this golden age, which coincides with the most influential period of Cowley’s own career. Critics like Blackmur moved easily between universities and literary journals, and wrote in an all-purpose idiom which eschewed both jargon and cultural populism.
Cowley himself wrote in this idiom. His critical voice is assured, serious, effortlessly in command of its material. He doesn’t pander, as some critics did then and do now, to what might be called the Implied Airhead Reader. But he does write personally, without the contemporary academic pretense to objectivity. “Reading the book for the first time,” he remarks in his 1943 review of Eliot’s Four Quartets, “I remembered the Swedenborgian sermons to which I half-listened every Sunday morning during my boyhood; I didn’t grasp their meaning, but . . . went home to dinner with a pleasurable feeling of elevation.” But this folksiness is backed up by deep, careful engagement, and most importantly — for the hawkish, performatively unhoodwinkable critics of today — by what Hill calls “a form of love, a sense that to seek to penetrate the mystery of how and why works of literature succeed or fail is to do work of inestimable value.”
Few professional critics working today have time to develop Cowley’s depth; no one outside the academy receives five years’ funding just to read books. Meanwhile, almost no one in the Anglophone academy can survive if they spread themselves across a range as wide as Cowley’s. Yet as Howard’s analysis of Cowley’s Stalinist blunder shows, range has its pitfalls. Highly proficient at zooming in, Cowley always zoomed back out to consider texts in the broad context of American literature and the broader context of American society. We can admire the humanist preoccupation with literature as societal lifeblood, but we should also note that Cowley found it easy to encompass society because he failed to take so much of it in. If his engagement with the proletarian novel was fleeting, his consideration of race and gender was negligible. He admired some work by Black writers, such as Ellison’s Invisible Man, but both his aesthetics and his politics were shot through with a universalism effacing of difference, and it’s this same breezy universalism that allowed him to co-author, with Daniel P. Mannix, a general history of the Atlantic slave trade. 


This is Howard’s first full-length book, but he has written numerous essays over the years, on contemporary literature and the lives and times of its publishers. His essays crackle with wit, cutting their astute observations with self-deprecating asides and abrupt high-to-low tonal bounces. The Insider deploys this verbal fun stuff sparingly, but judiciously: “no wonder young people hate adults,” Howard comments after quoting from a snotnosed review of On The Road by Robert Ruark (“a sub-Hemingway novelist of the manly man variety”). He goes to town in the acknowledgments, by far the most entertaining section of its kind in any recent literary biography. He thanks Helen Rouner, his own editor at Penguin, for her patience “as I have learned the difficult skill of becoming an author (insert ironic horse laugh here).” And he takes dead aim at the “sloppy bureaucrats at the Federal Bureau of Investigation” who stonewalled his request for Cowley’s files..
Howard exercises restraint, too, in the other direction. His insider methodology, with its emphasis on contingent networks and significant actors, strikes a complementary but refreshing balance with analysis of 20th-century culture overloaded by sociology. On occasion, however, some sociological speculation wouldn’t have gone amiss. Exactly how and why writers like Cowley, white and male but radical in their receptivity to Marxism, were able to overlook so much difference in their conception of American society, is a question the book could have afforded to address. Similarly, the brilliant analysis of Cowley’s rehabilitation of Faulkner points to the richly ambivalent place of the South in the postwar literary imagination: the holdout of white supremacy and grievance, on one hand; on the other, fertile ground for the folkloric, mythical country Cowley wanted to foreground as booming postwar America left behind all its versions of pastoral, however dark.
Reading this book more than a century after Cowley’s formative sojourn in France, it’s natural to wonder about the state of bohemia in our own times. As we all know, times are hard for artists. In 1932, John Cheever (who benefitted, like many others, from Cowley’s generous encouragement) rented a room on Hudson Street for “three dollars a week”: about $280 per month, in today’s money, except the young writer wanting a one-bed on Hudson Street needs about five thousand extra dollars to make their rent. Defying prohibitive conditions, however, scenes continue to form and assert themselves, in New York and throughout the world. You’d have to be a philistine as well as a loser to assert, like Peter Thiel did in 2011, “the collapse of art and literature after 1945.” Doesn’t it kind of suck, though, that even the most radical cultural scenes rely, for their publicity and visibility, on the platforms owned by Thiel’s fellow bootlicking oligarchs — the rocket guy, and the guy with the embarrassing new golden chain?
Substack’s relation to those platforms is another hot topic. Substack’s most progressive feature seems to be its openness, its absence of gatekeeping. Online communities can form on Substack, though they are subject to the same algorithmic warping that makes communities on other platforms so shrill and tribal. More promisingly, Substack’s reach and transparency can be harnessed to the end of cultural scene-construction in the world of material cities — and the rest of us can fantasize about it.


Vladimir Nabokov has only a walk-on part in this book: “I am sick of teaching,” he writes to Edmund Wilson, three times in a row with fed-up artlessness. But this biographer-subject relation has something Nabokovian about it. Howard knew Cowley, and is stylishly economical with personal recollections. His biography is bookended by two personal encounters: in the introduction, as a novice fiction editor in 1981, Howard shakes the hand of a “deaf and elderly” Cowley in the office; in the epilogue, he warmly  remembers attending Cowley’s 90th birthday party in Sherman, Connecticut, 1988.
A literary career entails a constant back-and-forth between art and life: fictional characters haunt flesh-and-blood persons; writers express their truest and most feigning selves on the page. Many details of The Insider might have made the author of Pale Fire prick up his ears. At Harvard, Cowley and his friend the poet S. Foster Damon created a literary hoax, a “plowboy poet” called Earl Roppel. In 1944, Cowley restored a good chunk of his literary reputation with a New Yorker profile of the editor Maxwell Perkins; “I wouldn’t mind being like that fellow,” said Perkins of the man in the piece. With a very light touch, but convincingly, Howard chalks up Cowley’s surprising posthumous obscurity to a literary conspiracy: having made so many enemies among both conservatives and Trotskyists, Cowley suffered from the vindictively long memories of New York’s taste-making scenes.
In Nabokov’s hands, this book would become a story of sinister encroachment, as two American men of letters, each with trochaic Scottish-sounding names, stalked and eventually confronted one another. In Howard’s telling, however, the real life of Malcolm Cowley is happy to exult the considerable achievements of its subject, while exhibiting many of the virtues it commends in him. It makes an understated but urgent case for the centrality of persons of letters to a good and decent society; it demonstrates the usefulness of writing cultural history from within. Most of all, it portrays 20th-century American literature in all its glorious vitality. 

Archie Cornish is a writer and academic who lives in London. He has published fiction and essays in New Writing, Literary Review, The Fence and others. He writes a Substack called Night Thoughts and is working on his first novel. 
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This is the first essay in our new column, Light Notes, written and curated by Megan Armknecht. The essays in this column are an invitation to slow down and explore the many ways we receive light in our lives, to allow our minds and hearts be illuminated together. To receive each new Light Notes essay in your inbox, click on the “manage subscription” link and turn on notifications for Light Notes.


When I was in the third grade, I started off the year with no school friends. I was used to it; it seemed a continuation of my second-grade year, after my family had moved from Las Vegas to Salt Lake City. I had struggled to find good friends in second grade, and I consigned myself to aimless recess wanderings in third grade, too.
A four-square invitation on a late August day changed my fate.
As I started out an afternoon recess, “wander[ing] lonely as a cloud,” someone called my name. I snapped out of my reverie and saw a classmate—a new one, someone who had only just moved to Salt Lake—wave me over. “Do you want to play four-square?” she asked. She was already playing with a group of kids from our class. All I would have to do was stand in line and wait to join once someone got “out.”
I agreed.
Four-square is one of those games you can play for ten minutes or the entire recess, depending on stamina and interest. The other kids we played with got bored after a few rounds, but this newfound friend and I stayed, played, and talked until the end of recess. And then we played and talked the next day, and the next, until we found best friends in each other.
I knew I had hungered for a friend, but I didn’t realize how much I needed her—and how, I think, she needed me—until we found each other.
Perhaps we feel the urgency of friendship most keenly in childhood. Certainly the childhood need for friends (and the various betrayals, triumphs, and tokens of friendship associated with childhood) reverberates throughout our lives. The contemporary cri de coeur “How do I make friends as an adult?” suggests a longing for erstwhile days when it was “easier” to make friends—whether in childhood or five years ago. We cannot go back to before, whether to the shared spaces of childhood, the intensity of summer camps, or early college days. The emotional, societal, and spiritual necessity of cultivating friendships is a challenge for the muddled, uncertain present.
I find it striking that Jesus referred to himself as our friend. It signifies friendship as a holy, divine love. “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends,” he said toward the end of his earthly ministry. “Ye are my friends, if ye do whatsoever I command you” (John 15:13–14, KJV). Christ’s invitation to friendship is an invitation to see ourselves as he sees us—as worthy of love. It is also, I think, an invitation for us to see Christ as he wants to be seen—as approachable and open.
Friendship binds our selves to others through attention, care, fun, and joy. This binding is not limited to linking ourselves and others; friendship connects us to places, communities, to our pasts, and to our futures.
Joseph Smith recognized the eternal significance of friendship. In July 1843, along the muggy banks of the Mississippi River, he declared that “friendship is one of the grand fundamental principles of Mormonism.”[1]

I love the audacity of this statement. It feels right in my bones and on my tongue. I want to believe it, but living it is a challenge in our contemporary world. Friendship is trivialized and commercialized in the twenty-first century. Friends are “added” by the click of the button, human relationships are reduced to algorithms, hypermobility disrupts emotional and physical intimacy, and individuality is prioritized over symbiotic social bonds.
Emotionally, I resist the desaturation of friendship. Friendship provides marrow to human flourishing, and cultivating the intimacy of friendship empowers us to look beyond our own needs and give the blessings of friendship to others. I want that “grand fundamental principle” to reorient me towards the deep soul work of forming friendships, despite the difficulties. Making, keeping, and sometimes, letting go of friends asks me to find beauty where I might not expect to find it, calls me to faithfulness, and, ultimately, invites me to see and love others as they are.[2]
Friendship delights in making the ordinary extraordinary. It asks us to expect the miraculous in unexpected places and people. I have frequently thought that one of the beauties of the restored gospel is the way the holy and the mundane are not mutually exclusive to each other. A farm boy sees God the Father and Jesus Christ. The voice of the Lord is heard in the seemingly unremarkable town of Fayette, Seneca County, New York (D&C 128:20). In a forsaken field in Missouri, a distressed mother can receive divine instructions on how to heal her injured son.[3] Even Joseph Smith’s description of friendship as “grand” and “fundamental” seems to pair these two adjectives—which can mean opposite things—as friends.
When I think about some of the most important friendships at various times in my life, the seemingly mundane beginnings of those friendships now gleam with significance. For example, that invitation to play four-square changed the trajectory of my elementary school years. I can still remember the heat of the blacktop of that late August day when my new friend invited me to play. In many ways, we were opposites: she the extrovert, I the introvert; she the adventurous, I the cautious; she the athlete, I the homebody. But there were miracles waiting to happen on that elementary school blacktop; our eager faith in the ordinariness of each other created a friendship that still blesses my life. 
Friendship calls me to faithfulness. The word “faithfulness” can hold different meanings. While friendship can be viewed in terms of fidelity and loyalty, it can also mean being “filled with faith”—not knowing exactly if a friendship will last, or what directions friendship will take, and choosing to try anyway. 
My husband’s job currently takes our family around the world. This comes with opportunities. This also comes with challenges. It’s hard being away from family and friends, especially when I want their support in the challenges and joys of my daily life. It’s not as though I can keep the friends I’ve made throughout the years in my pocket; I go in and out of their lives, they come in and out of mine, and we are grateful when chance and time bring us together again.

It takes faith to try making new friends, just as it takes faith and loyalty to keep up rituals of friendship with those far away from me. Friendship, like faith, cannot be forced. This means there will be unpredictability and risk. The riskiness of friendship means that there have been (and will be) periods of loneliness. It means that I have (and will) hurt others, and they will (and have) hurt me, whether through miscommunication, unmet expectations, or thoughtlessness. Faithfulness does not shield us from hurt. But it does give us courage to try again, or, perhaps, to let go—believing that men and women are “that they might have joy” throughout our various seasons of life (2 Nephi 2:25).
Even though friendships ebb and flow over the course of mortality, friendship is a surprisingly resilient bond of love. Binding human relationships through love is a central project of the restored gospel of Jesus Christ. It is the driving impulse behind sealing ordinances and in our ideas of heaven. We often talk about this in terms of familial love. But friendship’s love is sacred, too, and can bind us to each other in ways that span our lifetimes (and, I believe, our eternities). In Doctrine and Covenants 128, Joseph Smith wrote of the need for a “welding link of some kind or other between the fathers and the children” (D&C 128:18). He also used the image of welding to describe the bonds of friendship. Friendship, he said, was like links welded together in a blacksmith shop: “Iron to iron; [friendship] unites the human family with its happy influence.”[4] As friends, we come together as equals, as iron and iron, made of the same elements of divinity, mud, salt, and hope, as we strengthen each other and whatever communities we find ourselves within.
My life is richer because of good friends. Friendship is a relationship that asks for renewal, but which also renews. And even if time, distance, and circumstances weaken bonds, I still believe there is something that lasts, something that leaves its residue on my soul, something pulling at a subatomic level to remind me of the times I have purely given and received love from members of God’s family whom I have, at various times of my life, called the blessed name of friend. And not only to remind me, but to find ways to bring heaven now, wanting all of us linked together.
I want them all with me, in front of me. I want us in the verdant green days of Cambridge, bathed in fairy lights; in confidences shared under the soaring maple tree of the elementary school play yard; in intense conversations about God while crammed five-people deep in a Honda Civic; in laughter echoing in the pockmarked kitchen of a five-story Ukrainian krushchyovka; in late-night walks under the Narnia-like street lamps of a medieval university town; in hurried realizations on the paved sidewalks of Provo, Utah. I want them all in front of me, with those thrills of recognizing, Yes. Eureka. I have found joy. I have found camaraderie. We have found each other. I see you, love you, even if that love changes over time, even if you one day do not love me anymore. Iron welded to iron, our past has linked us, and our present and future will never look the same.


[1] History of the Church, 5:517; from a discourse given by Joseph Smith on July 23, 1843, in Nauvoo, Illinois; reported by Willard Richards.
[2] See Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good, 2nd ed. (Routledge, 2009), 66.
[3] See Alexander L. Baugh, “‘I’ll Never Forsake’: Amanda Barnes Smith (1809–1886),” in Women of Faith in the Latter Days: Volume One, 1775–1820, Richard E. Turley Jr. and Brittany A. Chapman, eds., (Deseret Book, 2011), 327–42.
[4] History of the Church, 5:517; from a discourse given by Joseph Smith on July 23, 1843, in Nauvoo, Illinois; reported by Willard Richards.
Megan Armknecht is an associate editor for Wayfare. She is a writer and historian currently based out of Bangkok, where she lives with her husband and two children.
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The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), in its ruling last week that overturned its 2009 Endangerment Finding on greenhouse gases (GHGs), argued that in light of Supreme Court judgments since 2009, it was reinterpreting the language of the Clean Air Act (CAA):
With this final action, we return to fundamental principles governing decision-making within our democratic system: “Agencies have only those powers given to them by Congress,” West Virginia v. EPA, 597 U.S. 697, 723 (2022), and “the scope of an agency’s own power” is determined not by deference to asserted expertise, but by “the best reading of the statute,” which is fixed at the time of enactment. Loper Bright Enters. v. Raimondo, 603 U.S. 369, 400-01 (2024). [emphasis added]

However, under the U.S. Constitution responsibility for determining the “best reading” of a statute lies exclusively with the judiciary, and not executive branch agencies.  
EPA cited the Supreme Court’s judgment in Loper Bright, which also explained this central tenet of the U.S. Constitution:
[C]ourts may not defer to an agency interpretation of the law simply because a statute is ambiguous.

The notion that courts determine what the law is dates to Marbury vs. Madison in 1803:
It is emphatically the duty of the Judicial Department to say what the law is.

By engaging in judicial review outside its remit, the EPA may simply be begging to be sued, forcing the issue to the Supreme Court.1 
It is of course conceivable that the Court might (a) decide that EPA was wrong procedurally to assume responsibility for judicial review of the CAA, but (b) substantively, the Court concurs with its de novo interpretation of the law in 2026, and thus overturns the 2008 Massachusetts vs. EPA ruling — which determined GHGs are pollutants and must be regulated by EPA, setting the stage for the 2009 Endangerment Finding.
It is particularly important that the 2008 Mass. vs EPA judgment explicitly rejected a de minimis argument — the notion that emissions from U.S. autos are too tiny to have a discernible effect on climate and thus are not worthy of regulation. 
The court explained in Mass. vs. EPA:
A reduction in domestic emissions would slow the pace of global emissions increases, no matter what happens elsewhere. . . The risk of catastrophic harm, though remote, is nevertheless real. That risk would be reduced to some extent if petitioners received the relief they seek.

Thus, the Court clearly rejected the idea that a tiny magnitude of impacts avoided — the de minimis argument — is a valid argument against a finding of endangerment and the follow-on regulatory obligations. The Court explained:
Under the clear terms of the Clean Air Act, EPA can avoid taking further action only if it determines that greenhouse gases do not contribute to climate change or if it provides some reasonable explanation as to why it cannot or will not exercise its discretion to determine whether they do. [emphasis added]

In my understanding — remember that I’m a non-lawyer policy guy, caveat lector — the Supreme Court has already delivered its “best reading” of the CAA in Mass. vs. EPA. That precedent stands until overturned, even if subsequent Supreme Court rulings might seem to call it into question or an agency disagrees with the decision.
The Court rejected a de minimis argument to avoid regulation, however the argument was nonetheless used successfully in the 2009 Endangerment Finding and in its Technical Support Document to explain why EPA was not going to include water vapor in its basket of greenhouse gases to be regulated. 
EPA in 2009 pulled a fast one. Water vapor is emitted in large quantities by human actions, including from automobiles, and these emissions have significant effects on local and regional climate. Scientifically, this is not at all controversial.2 
In particular, research finds that auto exhaust contributes to these effects: “Combustion-derived water vapor (CDV) has significant impacts on urban climate and environment.” These effects have consequences for health and welfare. Under the logic of Mass. vs EPA, including water vapor in the list of regulated GHGs of the Endangerment Finding would have been a slam dunk.
My efforts to track down EPA’s 2009 justifications for excluding water vapor from its basket of regulated greenhouse gases quickly became comedic. 
I started with the Endangerment Finding itself, specifically its Section IV.A.6.b:
The Administrator’s reasoning for excluding water vapor, was described in the Proposed Findings and is summarized here with additional information in Volume 10 of the Response to Comments document. 

I dutifully went to Volume 10 of the Response to Comments:
The role of water vapor is discussed in Section 4(a) of the TSD, and in Volumes 2 and 9 of the Response to Comments document.

I chased the wild goose. The TSD and Volume 2 are silent on why water vapor was excluded from the Endangerment Finding. 
I next went to Volume 9, which sent us back full circle, to the Endangerment Finding Section IV.A.6.b where I had started this search:
We disagree that the decision to exclude water vapor from the definition of air pollution in the Findings is arbitrary. Please refer to Section IV.A.6.b of the Findings for the Administrator’s rationale for water vapor’s exclusion from the definition of air pollution. 

That was fun!
To the extent that the 2009 Endangerment Finding offers a justification for omitting water vapor from its basket of pollutants, it adopts a de minimis argument — That the effects of water vapor are too small to be worthy of regulation (emphases added):
Water produced as a byproduct of combustion at low altitudes has a negligible contribution to climate change3. . . The [IPCC] report also addressed anthropogenic contributions to water vapor arising from large scale irrigation, but assigned it a very low level of understanding . . . 

However, as you’ve read above, the Supreme Court in Mass. vs. EPA rejected a de minimis argument. Yet the EPA in 2009 advanced one anyway to exclude water vapor. That exclusion has gone unchallenged ever since.
The omission of water vapor in the basket of regulated greenhouse gases is the weakest part of the 2009 Endangerment Finding, as it is totally inconsistent with EPA’s arguments about the inclusion of the other six gases.
As a practical matter, the regulation of water vapor would be a huge policy and political mess, imposing enormous costs across the U.S. economy. It would not be feasible, nor would it make policy sense.
I suppose that is why it was not included in EPA’s 2009 basket of gases. As a matter of simple politics — iron law and all that —  the inclusion of water vapor would have stopped in its tracks the novel approach to GHG regulation conceived of in the 2009 Endangerment Finding.4
The EPA rescission ruling of last week argued correctly that water vapor should have been included in EPA’s 2009 GHG basket under the logic of the Endangerment Finding:
We further conclude that severing the endangerment and cause or contribution findings leads to untenable results and lacks any limiting principle. To illustrate the problem, the same logic would allow the EPA to issue emission standards for water vapor (H2O), another substance emitted by new motor vehicles and engines that is also considered a GHG. Considered in isolation, increased H2O concentrations in the atmosphere from all human activities can be said to endanger public health or welfare by resulting in rain that leads to slip-and-fall injuries, drownings, and damage to crops, livestock, and property, including through pools, rivers, and floodwater, although water vapor is not itself harmful and is necessary to sustain life. Also considered in isolation, CAA section 202 sources can be said to “contribute” to elevated H2O concentrations in the atmosphere from all anthropogenic sources, and these emissions of water vapor would thereby assertedly “contribute” to global climate effects similar to those attributed to other GHGs. CAA section 202(a)(1) does not contemplate prescribing emission standards for such an omnipresent, naturally occurring, and essential component of the ambient air because the text requires a unified analysis that ensures a nexus between the extent of contribution and the resulting danger. The logic of regulating water vapor appears absurd, but it is the same logic required to regulate GHGs under CAA section 202(a)(1). And the Administrator acknowledged in the Endangerment Finding that the statutory interpretation adopted in that action could support adding water vapor to the defined regulatory for “climate forcing” GHGs. 

Is water vapor a pollutant under the language of the Clean Air Act? 
Don’t take it from me, here are the guys over at Real Climate5 (emphasis added):
[T]he definition of pollutant in the Clean Air Act (CAA) clearly does include CO2 as well as water vapor . . . the issue is whether there is any evidence that these emissions might plausibly have adverse effects.

The Real Climate guys argue that water vapor’s effects are too small to be worth regulating, invoking a de minimis argument — exactly parallel to the 2026 EPA argument for why GHGs resulting from new vehicles do not meet the criteria of the CAA. 
The Real Climate guys explain:
Basically, direct emission of water vapor has only a minimal impact on the increasing water vapor burden . . .  Thus even if direct WV [water vapor] emissions were reduced to zero, that would be counteracted by a mere 0.05ºC 0.00005ºC change in global temperature.

Due to a math error, they crossed out that 0.05 C change in global temperature, but before correcting, they characterized an effect of that magnitude as “mere” and thus unworthy of regulation. 
Compare what EPA said last week about the effects of GHG regulations on new vehicles:
[R]etaining a GHG emission standards program for vehicles and engines would result in a . . .  0.019 (0.012-0.027) °C impact on projected GMST through 2100.

If 0.05C is “mere,” then what is 0.027C? Ironically, on this point, Real Climate and the Trump administration’s EPA are in solid agreement. 
I’ve often thought that a good way to get Congress to wake up and act on amending the CAA would be for an administration to promulgate regulations on water vapor, or alternatively, for some group to sue for water vapor’s inclusion in the basket of regulated GHGs — Thus forcing the issue. 
Were that to happen, we’d see a bipartisan consensus emerge in no time on the need to update the Clean Air Act!
Interesting Postscript
Back in 2003, as GHG regulations were first being debated — well before the Endangerment Finding and Mass vs. EPA — I led a short piece in Science which raised this exact issue. 
Admittedly, I was doing so in a way that drew upon the spirit of Jonathan Swift’s A Modest Proposal.
We focused on automobile water vapor emissions in response to an earlier article in Science arguing for a new commitment to hydrogen fuel cell vehicles. Here is what we argued:
Variation in water vapor affects local, regional, and global climates (1). Data on such effects are sparse because of complexities in the water vapor life cycle. However, our preliminary calculations indicate that a complete shift to fuel cell vehicles would do little to slow water vapor emissions, which presumably have increased perceptibly in some metropolitan locations through the growth in use of internal combustion engines. In some locations, changes in relative humidity related to human activity have arguably affected local and regional climate (2, 3). Depending on the fuel cell technologies actually employed, relative humidity in some locales might conceivably increase by an amount greater than with internal combustion engines. This increase could lead to shifts in local or regional precipitation or temperature patterns, with discernible effects on people and ecosystems.

The authors of the original piece responded with — what else? — a de minimis argument:
We are skeptical, however, that water vapor produced by combustion can have any important effect . . .

Not long after, I was up for promotion to full professor at the University of Colorado Boulder. A colleague told me (probably improperly), that a very high ranking official at the IPCC had written a letter to the university saying that I should be denied promotion to full professor due to this piece in Science, which was not helpful to the cause. 
I was promoted anyway, becoming (I was told) at the time the youngest full professor on campus, and our 2003 argument has stood the test of time.  
One quick request of you — Please click that “❤️ Like” before you go. More likes mean that THB rises in the Substack algorithm and gets in front of more readers. Thanks! 
Comments, questions, insights welcomed! This is a complex legal and policy issue, and I invite everyone to participate in the discussion — experts and novices alike. I’d love especially to hear from constitutional and administrative law experts. 
It is simple — You won’t find analyses like this one anywhere else. THB is made possible by its subscribers. So please consider a THB subscription at whatever level makes sense for you. I am appreciative!
1It won’t take much begging. Environmental groups love to sue.


2A scientific review of such effects goes beyond the scope of this post. Perhaps I’ll do one down the road. Interested readers can start with these articles: 
On vehicle emissions of water vapor, some examples: Um, H. H. et al. (2007). Evaluation of the urban effect of long‐term relative humidity and the separation of temperature and water vapor effects. International Journal of Climatology: A Journal of the Royal Meteorological Society, 27(11), 1531-1542. Huang, X., & Song, J. (2023). Urban moisture and dry islands: spatiotemporal variation patterns and mechanisms of urban air humidity changes across the globe. Environmental Research Letters, 18(10), 103003. Liu, S. et al. (2022). Temporal variations of the contribution of combustion-derived water vapor to urban humidity during winter in Xi'an, China. Science of The Total Environment, 830, 154711. 
More generally on athropogenic influences on water vapor and effects: Thiery, W. et al.(2020). Warming of hot extremes alleviated by expanding irrigation. Nature Communications, 11, 290; Yao, Y. et al. (2025). Impacts of irrigation expansion on moist-heat stress based on IRRMIP results. Nature Communications; De Hertog, S. et al. (2024). Effects of idealized land cover and land management changes on the atmospheric water cycle. Earth System Dynamics, 15, 265–288;  Puma, M. J., and B. I. Cook. 2010. Effects of irrigation on global climate during the 20th century. Journal of Geophysical Research: Atmospheres 115.D16 (2010).; Ferguson, I. M., & Maxwell, R. M. (2012). Human impacts on terrestrial hydrology: climate change versus pumping and irrigation. Environmental Research Letters, 7(4), 044022.; Lo, M. H., & Famiglietti, J. S. (2013). Irrigation in California's Central Valley strengthens the southwestern US water cycle. Geophysical Research Letters, 40(2), 301-306.. 


3Note how clever this language is — The EF says that water vapor emissions have a negligible effect on “climate change.” Whether or not that is true, the EF dodges the fact that water vapor emissions have well-documented effects on local and regional climate, with impacts on health and welfare, thus falling under the provisions of the CAA. 


4Of course, the fact that the logic of the 2009 EF leads to nonsensicle places does not mean that the regulation of carbon dioxide emissions is impossible — It just means that Congress would need to create legislation fit for purpose. I am soundling like a broken record . . . 


5One of the Real Climate authors of this comment is Gavin Schmidt, who was a government reviewer of the original 2009 Endangerment Finding. 
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By Carmine Starnino and Tracy Vaillancourt
Reactions to mass shootings follow a grimly familiar script: stunned disbelief, public mourning, and a rush of conjecture and speculation. In Tumbler Ridge, a remote town of roughly 2,500 in northeastern British Columbia, that cycle began on February 10, 2026, after an attack in which police identified Jesse Van Rootselaar as the shooter. Authorities say the eighteen-year-old local resident killed her mother, Jennifer Jacobs, and her eleven-year-old half-brother at home before going to Tumbler Ridge Secondary School, where six people—students aged twelve and thirteen, as well as a thirty-nine-year-old educator—were fatally shot and two others critically injured. Another twenty-five were reportedly taken to a local medical centre to be assessed. Van Rootselaar was found dead at the scene.
According to investigators, Van Rootselaar acted alone. She reportedly dropped out of school four years ago. Police say they have no information about whether she was bullied but confirmed they had attended the family home in relation to mental health concerns on more than one occasion. Firearms had previously been removed from her residence. The motive for the shooting remains unknown, and police maintain the weapons used were not registered to Van Rootselaar.
To move beyond instant conclusions, I spoke, by Zoom, with Tracy Vaillancourt, who holds the Canada Research Chair in Youth Mental Health and Violence Prevention. A leading researcher on the neuroscience behind aggression, Vaillancourt argues for clearer thinking in our risk assessments of violence and a refusal of easy explanations that substitute stigma for understanding.
The interview has been lightly edited for clarity.


You can’t share stories from thewalrus.ca on Facebook or Instagram because of Meta’s response to the Online News Act, but you can share this Substack article there


There’s always a general confusion that descends on these kinds of mass shootings. From your perspective, what are the things that frustrate you when these events are first being reported?
It makes sense that we often get it wrong at the beginning. Reporters are racing to get the story out and to inform the public, especially when there are safety concerns. But that same push means people can get hurt. In this case, the wrong person was initially outed as being involved in the shooting. That mistake won’t simply disappear—it’s now part of the internet forever. That’s deeply frustrating. At the same time, I understand the pressure journalists are under. Their reporting is only as good as what police are willing to provide, and law enforcement is frequently tight-lipped. As a result, gaps get filled with suboptimal information.
This might be a good segue into my next question. At this moment, we know this person dropped out of high school a few years earlier, and there seems to have been no bullying history. There was, however, a recurring mental health crisis that prompted police to step in. How do we understand that? What would you say is the most persistent myth about the link between mental health and violent behaviour?
That they go hand in hand. A lot of people assume someone with a mental illness is inherently unsafe. But that’s not true. Most violent crimes, including mass shootings, are committed by people who are not mentally ill. I study aggression across the lifespan, and under the right conditions, most people have the capacity to treat others poorly. We need to start thinking about that. We tend to focus on how humans are innately pro-social, but we should also acknowledge that, in certain contexts, we can also become hostile and antisocial. Mental health is such an easy boogeyman, it’s become such a convenient explanation, that it allows us to avoid harder questions. It allows us to not look really closely at ourselves, or our values, if we can attribute violence to something that falls outside of how we normally behave as humans.
What is it about how we behave as humans that leads to these events?
Violence and aggression are born from a lot of different factors. There is a genetic component. The more far out on the spectrum of extreme violence you get, the higher the heritability rate. Socialization practices also factor in. There are early environmental risk factors too. A lot of times, kids live in families that value violence, that promote violence, and that then influences the way they see the world. There are also neurobiological differences. Some people are psychopaths. They’re rare. About 2 percent of the population are psychopaths, and they’re high on callous and unemotional traits. Their brains look quite different from non-psychopathic individuals. You also have people who are impulsive or reactively aggressive. They also have different prefrontal cortices. They tend to be dysregulated and unable to cool their jets and assess things. They’re really quick to anger. They see hostility in ambiguous situations.
This is what you have to sort out when you’re assessing risk?
All of this comes together, and it makes it difficult to then say who’s going to commit a heinous act and who’s not. But there are things that we can put in place that would mitigate risk, and one of the things that Canada’s done a really good job at is access to guns. We don’t see mass shootings every other day, like they do in the United States, because we don’t have easy access to guns. We’re doing right on that.
Is there a straightforward, psychological framing we can use to understand the Tumbler Ridge shooting? A place for us to start?
There have been enough school shootings that we have a bit of a profile. We don’t know yet, but I would be surprised if this individual did not put out hints signalling they were unhappy and disenfranchised. Many people who commit these crimes tell people about what they’re going to do. The problem is a lot of people also do that and don’t go on to shoot up schools and murder kids in their community. So, it’s a difficult thing for police services and mental health professionals to figure out: Are you going to be the next serial killer or not?
Van Rootselaar was transgender. How do you factor that fact into this case?
That’s what makes having a conversation about this incident so difficult. The perpetrator was a trans individual, and that community is already so vilified. How do we have an earnest discussion without causing further harm to a group that is already deeply harmed?
So, like mental illness, it becomes a phony shorthand for explaining what happened.
Again, it’s about conflation. The fact that we’re mixing mental illness with violence is also going to happen with trans identity. Entire communities end up bearing the weight of actions not representative of them.
So many of these mass shootings happen at schools. Is there something about school social hierarchies that triggers aggression?
Adolescents are incredibly socially motivated, and belonging is a fundamental human motivator. So, when individuals don’t belong, they get hurt; they get mad or get sad. That’s why, in about a third of school shootings, you see a link to bullying and victimization. There’s also a revenge component. School violence can also be perpetrated by kids who were suspended or expelled, or who dropped out. It’s not like everybody who commits a mass shooting in schools is a current student. They can be former students. With Tumbler Ridge, we have an individual who wasn’t in school, so likely wasn’t bullied at the time this was happening.
So why pick the school?
I think that the selection of the school is not symbolic. I think it’s about convenience. I think that’s what will come to fruition on this. It’s where you can find a large gathering and cause a lot of harm. Tumbler Ridge is not a big town where you can go to a movie theatre or a mall. A school becomes the most predictable place to find a concentrated group of people at a given time.
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Maybe we can circle back to the question of assessing risk. How early can these patterns be identified?
It’s developmentally normal to be high on physical aggression until you enter school. If you’re still on a trajectory of physical aggression past grade one, that’s a big red flag. Because it’s just not the norm. And I know you’re going to say, “Well, kids get into fights in high school. How do you reconcile that?” Well, those are one-offs. I’m talking about a lifelong persistence of aggression. There’s a small minority of individuals in our communities who are aggressive across their lifespan. The way we manage this group is so fundamentally different than the kid who gets into a scrap here or there. I mean, you’re a man. I bet you, in your life, probably had a little fight once or twice, right?
Yup, that’s happened.
In many cases, a firm talk with someone in authority is all it takes to scare you straight. But there’s a smaller group that’s largely impervious to those interventions. These individuals come into contact with youth justice early—at twelve, again at sixteen—and then continue offending. As teenagers, they may already be committing intimate partner violence; as adults, they may go on to maltreat their own children. They are jerks in everything they do. These life-course-persistent aggressors cause a disproportionate amount of harm—probably around 85 percent of the violence we’re talking about—and they consume enormous social resources. Importantly, many of them drop out of school around grade nine or ten. That means they disappear from school-based violence statistics and show up instead in community-violence data. Because those data sets aren’t well integrated, it becomes harder to track them across different contexts.
But I imagine there are violent incidents where persistent aggressors aren’t involved—where someone just snaps.
Absolutely. And here we have yet another group. They don’t have prefrontal dysfunction; they’re not callous and unemotional. They just react badly to the environment and any frustrations that occur in that environment.
One thing that interests me is the issue of contagion, or the contagion effect. What’s your thinking on that? Is it an actual worry for someone in your position, for these kinds of shootings?
It worries me a bit, particularly in the context of the erosion of civil norms. But I’m more interested in asking that question about that other group, not the life-course-persistent offenders. Because that is where you’re going to get more of an effect.
Explain a bit more about that group.
These are people who’ve had a couple fights, dabble in aggression. But they can also be quite susceptible to online radicalization, sometimes drifting into anti-government fringe groups. That’s how the contagion effect actually operates—not across the entire population but within a narrow, vulnerable slice of it. School shooters, in particular, have this unique thing where they’re very interested in violence and very interested in copycat behaviour. They become experts—true-crime experts of school shootings. They know all about those who came before them. They’re in online communities where they all replay past attacks and trade details. It’s not just interest but an obsession with imitation.
Tell me about situations where you’ve been asked to make a threat assessment for a young person.
I was in clinical training after the Columbine shooting happened. During residency, you rotate through different services. You have six weeks in an eating-disorder clinic, then mood disorders, and so on. During my rotation in conduct disorder, we did a lot of threat assessments. I wasn’t leading them—I was still a student—but it was striking work. Psychologists and psychiatrists had to put their names on decisions allowing students to return to school after they had said they intended to commit mass violence. The question was always the same. How do you determine whether a threat is real? How do you assess if someone poses an imminent risk to themselves or their community?
Is it really that hard?
I can’t tell you how much noise to signal there is. There are so many kids who say these things, and so many mental health professionals assessing them, and nothing comes of it. Meaning they don’t go on to hurt anyone, which is great. However, a lot more would come of it if we had more guns, and they were easier to access. If you were to look at a data bank, right now, comparing knife attacks in Canada and the United States, you’re not going to see the massive difference that you will for gun violence, because anybody can grab a knife. And so, yes, it’s not always obvious. Because if everybody’s screaming fire in a theatre, how do we know which theatre is really on fire?
Do you end up second-guessing yourself?
I don’t do clinical work anymore, but whenever I reported on kids I was worried about, I sometimes felt like an idiot. That’s a problem. Because if those of us trained in threat assessment and child psychopathology are calling in something we think is credible, and we’re being treated like we’re a nosy neighbour, you’re probably going to get anybody else calling in these threats. I want us to be a little bit more mindful about the public trying to help. Are they being rewarded for their efforts, or are they being humiliated? And if we keep humiliating the public, a lot of things are going to slip through the cracks.
How do you know that signal when you see it?
For me, the signal is always triaged to the top when there’s access to weapons. There’s no debate there. No negotiation. I was consulting with an American school once where they were talking about this kid who had tons of guns and was unwell. I just so happened to be there giving a talk about violence. And so, they asked me: What are your thoughts about this teenage boy at our school? He’s threatening violence all the time, and the family has a gun room. What? Why are you even asking me this? This should have already been flagged! That is the flag; they have a means to do it. Even when you think about suicide assessment; a lot of people say they want to die by suicide, but do they have the means to do it? If they’re telling you, I’m going to do it, and they have credible means to do it, then it elevates the risk. If I say I’m going to shoot up the school, and there’s five guns in the house, we better be looking into this.
Guns certainly seem to be a factor in Tumbler Ridge.
It’s interesting that the cops seized the guns away and then returned them. That’s the part of the story I want to understand next. If the weapons were returned, who signed off on that person not being a threat anymore? No system is perfect, and we will learn from this. It’s deeply unfortunate that so many people were harmed in the process, but answering those questions will be essential.
Carmine Starnino (@cstarnino) is editor-in-chief of The Walrus.
Tracy Vaillancourt is a leading researcher on the neuroscience behind aggression and currently holds the Canada Research Chair in Youth Mental Health and Violence Prevention.
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I’ve occasionally mentioned that a visit to a nightclub in my teen years changed my life. Sometimes I’ve shared a few details, but I’ve never told the whole story. 
But it’s worth telling. This incident had an earthshaking impact on me, transforming everything almost in an instant. Just knowing that these things are possible might help others—so I’ve decided to tell this tale in its entirety.
Many of us wonder how we find our own path in the world. This is the story of how it happened for me.


Please support my work by taking out a premium subscription (just $6 per month).


I must have had some musical inclination as a small child. My mother kept a ‘baby book’ of photos and observations. It’s unsettling to read her description of me at the age of one—when, she writes, I liked to play the piano and drink coffee.
That could still describe me today.&nbsp; 

I’m probably still wary of strange men and continue to avoid sitting in any playpen. On a positive note, I don’t bite people anymore. 
But I was not a child prodigy, not even close. Neither of my parents were musicians—so they didn’t see this as a career path. 
I did have an Uncle Ted (I was named after him) who had an amazing musical gift, you might even describe it as genius. But he died in a plane crash at age 28, before I was born. So I never had him around as a role model, much to my later regret, although I may have benefited from a bit of his DNA.
But my parents did inherit his piano. That would later be very important in my development. 
My first music lessons were a few encounters with Sister Camille Cecile, a nun who taught piano at my elementary school. These took place around 3rd or 4th grade, and I didn’t enjoy them. So I asked my parents if I could quit taking lessons, and they agreed. 
They were spending three dollars per month on piano lessons. So if I wasn’t interested, that money could be used elsewhere in our tight family budget. 
At that juncture, you would have never guessed that music would be important in my later vocation.


But something strange happened. 
After I quit taking lessons, I continued to play the piano. In fact I started playing it more than ever—because now I was doing it for fun.
That’s how music should be pursued. For fun. 
But there was a downside to this. I had no real direction, so I just invented my own way of learning about music. This involved composing my own simple songs. And I played other songs I liked, but did this mostly by ear. I was spending a lot of time at the piano, but it was very unstructured. 
In my teen years, I spent a lot of my allowance money on sheet music. I often went down to Melody Music in my home town of Hawthorne, and occasionally to the Wallichs Music City branch in Torrance, across the street from the Del Amo Mall. 
By the way, I suspect these were the same music stores frequented by Brian Wilson and the Beach Boys, who grew up near my family home. They were the only places to buy music stuff nearby. If I wanted a larger selection, I had to convince a family member to drive me to the main Wallichs on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood—but that was a rare treat.
Wallichs in Hollywood was an amazing store. Movie stars (Bing Crosby, Judy Garland, etc.) were customers. Frank Zappa worked there selling hit singles to teens. Places like that simply don’t exist anymore. 

I had some ability to read music, but I often just looked at the chord symbols above the music, and created my own arrangements of popular songs. You might say that was a sign of talent, but in some ways it was also a sign of laziness. 
I mostly learned the songs I heard on the radio. On some occasions, I’d pull out a piece of classical music (or even ragtime, which started to enjoy a revival around that time), and play the written scores note-for-note. But I didn’t do anything in a consistent or disciplined way, even if I was getting better at the piano.
That’s when I discovered jazz. 


But here’s the crazy thing. I learned about jazz at the public library. That is so uncool, I’m almost ashamed to admit it. I stumbled upon a stack of Downbeat magazines at the Hawthorne library, and read through them like they were some kind of holy script. Then I found some jazz books there too, and read every one of them. 
At this juncture, I had never actually seen a jazz band make music. I didn’t even own any jazz records. How bizarre is that? I was turning into a jazz fan by reading about the music.
Then one day I decided to visit a jazz club. 
This sounds like an easy thing to do, but it wasn’t at all. For a start, none of my friends went to jazz clubs, and it took me a while to find where these venues were located.  Even worse, the clubs often refused entrance to teenagers. For that reason, I had to rule out going to Concerts by the Sea in nearby Redondo Beach—Howard Rumsey had a strict ‘no teens’ policy. Jazz greats played there regularly, and I later heard them by hanging around outside the door—but I never once went inside, or even saw the inside of the club.
Then one day I heard an advertisement on the radio for the Lighthouse in Hermosa Beach. The announcer would reel off the names of musicians playing there in his deep Barry White-ish voice, and conclude the ad by saying: “Minors are always cool at the Lighthouse.”
That meant me. I was a minor. And I wanted to be cool at the Lighthouse.

The club was located about 7 miles from our family home in Hawthorne. That’s not much in SoCal terms. Not only was the Lighthouse much closer than any of the ritzy Hollywood clubs, it was also cheaper. 
This would be my gateway drug.
I chose an artist at random. I had seen the name Yusef Lateef in Downbeat magazine, but I may not even have known what instrument he played. But if he got written up in a national magazine, that was enough for me. 

So I showed up at the Lighthouse one night, not knowing much. But I was fortunate—the band was hot. Saxophonist Lateef had brought his working group of the time, which featured pianist Kenny Barron, bassist Bob Cunningham, and drummer Al ‘Tootie’ Heath. 
There were also ‘jazz celebrities’ in the audience. Leonard Feather, the influential jazz critic for the LA Times, was sitting a few feet away from me. Pianist Toshiko Akiyoshi was sitting next to him. (I wouldn’t have recognized them, except that Lateef acknowledged their presence from the bandstand.) 
I later realized that musicians often play better when visitors of this sort are in attendance. So this was another lucky break for my virgin jazz club experience.
When the musicians stepped on to the bandstand, the first thing I noticed was how close I was to them. A short while before, I had seen Bob Dylan play with The Band at the Forum in Inglewood, and could barely pick out the musicians from my seats high in the nosebleed zone. But these jazz clubs were different, very different—I was just a few feet away from the action, and every gesture, gaze and interaction among the players was discernible. 

I later learned how important these small gestures are in improvisation. I’ve seen bandleaders change the entire course of a song with just a single look. I didn’t know any of that back then, but I understood immediately that experiencing the music at such close quarters was what I had always craved without even knowing it.
But then the music started, and my life changed in the next few seconds. 
Lateef counted in a very fast tempo. Up until this time, I had focused mostly on rock, pop, and classical music—and had no experience with songs played at this breakneck pace. Just hearing the rhythm section lock together at this tempo was exhilarating. 
The impact on me was almost instantaneous.


Years later, I met an anthropologist who had studied kabuki theater in Japan. He told me that members of the audience often shouted out exhortations during a performance. He said he had been in attendance at one event where the guy behind him jumped up from his seat, at an especially dramatic juncture, and exclaimed:
This is the moment I’ve been waiting for.
When I heard him tell that story, I immediately recalled my initiation into jazz at the Lighthouse. That was exactly what I felt around 17 seconds into the performance by the Yusef Lateef Quartet. I honestly wanted to jump up, and tell everybody in the nightclub:
This is the moment I’ve been waiting for.
I knew in that instant that everything in my life had been leading up to this. And I’d been wasting my time with rock and pop and classical music. My destiny was jazz. 
I should have figured it out before. This music had everything I’d ever wanted in a creative experience: intensity, intelligence, spontaneity, sophistication, interaction, emotional integrity, analytical depths. 
But if this realization only took a few seconds, the song itself lasted for around 30 minutes. I had never heard a song that long before. 
I was absolutely convinced the band must be playing a medley. That was my only previous conception of such an extended performance. The fact that the group went through several tempo changes, and even let Kenny Barron play a solo piano interlude, added to my sense of dislocation.
After this song finally came to a conclusion, Lateef stepped up to the mic and said that they had just played a composition called “Inside Atlantis” by Kenny Barron.
Nowadays, Kenny Barron is a jazz legend. He recently took the stop spot in the Downbeat poll—beating out all other jazz pianists. But he was less known in those days, and I had never heard his name before that evening. 

This was, after all, my first visit to a jazz club, so I simply assumed this was what a typical jazz pianist did on a typical evening—and this both delighted me and shook me up a bit. There was clearly a whole world of musical creativity thriving on the jazz scene, but I had never been aware of it until that night. 
In subsequent months, I ransacked every record store in LA, trying to find this song “Inside Atlantis” on an album. I wanted to study it and unlock its secrets. 
I had no luck. It had never been recorded. (It didn’t show up on an official album release until 2024!)
That also taught me something important about jazz. It happens in the moment. And if you hear it one night, don’t expect to find it on an a record. You can even go back and hear the same band the next night, and have a completely different experience.
Many decades later, I found a YouTube video of that Lateef band playing “Inside Atlantis.” This video eventually got removed from the web, but a shorter version of the song—which, unfortunately omits Kenny Barron’s unaccompanied piano interlude—is now available.  So you can judge for yourself how a teen raised on top forty radio would have been totally unprepared for something of this sort.


I stayed for all three sets that night. I left the Lighthouse some time after 1 AM as a totally changed changed person. 
Let me assure you: You won’t have this kind of experience staring into your phone. Nope. Never. 
More than fifty years later, I still remember everything vividly. That’s how momentous this event was for me. 
I can even tell you that bassist Bob Cunningham  was wearing a Hunter College sweatshirt when he stepped on the bandstand. In subsequent days, I had a strong desire to own a Hunter College sweatshirt of my own. Maybe some of the magic would rub off on me.


I recently uncovered a review of the performance. For me it was life-changing. But for LA Times critic Leonard Feather it was just another gig. 



Here’s the aftermath. 
When I heard the music that night, I realized how much I still needed to learn. Although I had been playing piano for years at that point, I couldn’t understand much of what Kenny Barron was doing at the instrument. 
In addition to these conceptual limitations, I also had technical constraints. I knew I needed to devote a lot more time to the keyboard—improving my control, tone, and dexterity. My fingers needed to be stronger, more independent. My mind, too. 
I now started spending three hours per day, on average, at the piano. On some occasions, I would spend as much as six hours per day at my music. 

It was my love, my passion, my everything. 
TWO YEARS LATER: I could play jazz well enough to get gigs and start making a reputation as a professional musician.
FIVE YEARS LATER: I could play with top notch jazz professionals and hold my own, and maybe even shine for a moment
TEN YEARS LATER: I could walk into the recording studio, and play this—the first track on my first album.


My performing career came to an early end—because of a physical ailment. But I have no regrets. None. 
Perhaps there were other lives I could have lived. But this was the one destiny gave me. Even today, I’m still living out the consequences of that Lighthouse moment, even if it doesn’t mean acclaim on the bandstand.
You don’t choose these things. They choose you. That’s how true vocations happen. The only difference in my case is that it all happened in just a few seconds.
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By Taylor Rayne
Smell is our most primal and, arguably, most emotionally potent sense. It summons memories, shapes taste, and influences behavior: the aroma of coffee is capable of enhancing alertness well before caffeine ever reaches the bloodstream. A hint of sunscreen collapses decades, taking us back to youth; but, pinch the nose, and suddenly a slice of apple is hard to distinguish from a piece of raw potato.
Despite its significance, scent remains the most mysterious of our senses. Unlike vision or hearing, it resists straightforward formalization. The challenge lies not only in the vast molecular diversity of odorants, which vary in far more ways than photons or frequencies, but also in the effort to build a shared vocabulary and technology capable of codifying subjective sensation. So while machines have learned to see through computer vision and hear through signal processing, scent remains stubbornly analog. There has been no RGB of odor, no Fourier transform for smell.
At least, until now.
Tech giants, including Google, startups such as Osmo, and even traditional fragrance houses like Givaudan have begun turning to AI to probe the possibility of digitizing smell. By encoding scent molecules into 1s and 0s, their hope is to better understand and manipulate this sensory modality. Just as “computer vision” has helped us realize that sight is not just passive image capture but an active process of prediction and interpretation, researchers hope that programming smell will illuminate the many mysteries of olfaction.
Beyond providing further insight into olfactory biology, digital scent could have many practical (and quite profitable) applications, which is why its proponents, from defense agencies such as DARPA to corporate conglomerates like Estée Lauder, have invested in it. Computational smell could, for example, help detect threats and information invisible to cameras, such as gas leaks, food spoilage, disease markers in breath, and even counterfeit products. It could also reduce reliance on resource-intensive natural ingredients used in perfume and other odorants by, for instance, finding chemically synthesized molecules capable of evoking the same brain patterns. And finally, it could lead to the creation of entirely novel smells, revealing a vast, untapped chemical palette that would otherwise be unattainable without the aid of technology.
The Bacterial Beginnings of Smell
Long before life evolved eyes and ears, the world was encountered chemically. This took place as molecules permeated and diffused across cell membranes, performing a metabolic exchange between animate and inanimate matter.
Smell, our most ancient interface with the environment, originated over 3 billion years ago, in bacteria adrift in the primordial ocean. These early organisms navigated chemical gradients in the water, detecting molecules to swim toward food and away from danger. This ability, known as chemosensation, is the most rudimentary form of smell.
Such “sensing” relies on receptor proteins embedded in the cell membrane, acting like molecular locks awaiting the corresponding chemical key. When a passing odor molecule fits into a receptor’s binding site, it changes the receptor’s shape, setting off a cascade of signals inside the cell that direct the organism’s movement.
Over time, these molecules didn’t just guide survival; they encouraged multicellular life. As cells began clustering together, the exchange of semiochemicals — molecular signals that transmit information within and between species — began to influence behavior, enabling aggregation and synchronization, and laying the groundwork for cellular cooperation. Plants, for instance, release green leaf volatiles such as cis-3-hexenal (the familiar scent of freshly cut grass) when attacked, both warning neighboring plants and attracting the animals that prey on herbivores. Human infants, meanwhile, are drawn to the distinctive odor of their mother’s milk, which both stimulates feeding and regulates their earliest physiological rhythms. And among insects, ants are famous for deploying pheromones such as iridodials, which direct entire colonies to forage or fight in concert.
Once the first tetrapods emerged from the sea and embraced life on land, smelling evolved to become ever more refined under newfound terrestrial pressures, including adapting to novel volatile odorants and the more variable conditions of airborne climates. As these early terrestrial vertebrates expanded a chemosensory repertoire that had once been far more limited in their aquatic ancestors, olfactory systems likewise continued to evolve. Over the next hundreds of millions of years, the neural structures supporting our own sense of smell increased in sophistication.

Today, roughly two to five percent of our genetic blueprint concerns itself with smell. While it may seem a small fraction of the whole, it is the largest gene family in the human genome. At any given time, 77 percent of the 356 distinct olfactory receptors are expressed in the lining of the nasal cavity, each tuned to the molecules that make up the world’s myriad smells. The receptors expressed vary between individuals, with only 90 receptors commonly found in all people. Together, this suite of receptors is responsible for every experience of scent we encounter, and the variability between individuals is likely behind smells’ subjectivity.
To understand how this olfactory complexity works, consider the single inhalation that follows biting into a ripe strawberry: the rush of aroma, the sweet, tangy burst blooming in the nose, created not by a single compound but by a volatile molecular cocktail. There is no one single molecule responsible for the smell of strawberry, but rather a family — namely furaneol (caramel-sweet), methyl and ethyl butanoate (fruity), methyl 2-propanoate (fruity), hexanal (green and sharp), and cis-3-hexenol (leafy-fresh) — that evaporate and surge through the nasal cavity.
In each nostril, this medley of molecules dissolves into the mucus layer lining a 2.5 cm² patch of tissue known as the olfactory epithelium. Studded across this small region is a mosaic of roughly 10 million olfactory sensory neurons,1 each expressing only one type of olfactory receptor protein. In one breath, an odorant molecule, be it furaneol, cis-3-hexenol, or any other, activates a unique combination of receptors, similar to striking a subset of keys on a piano. This ensemble of activated neurons forms a distinct pattern that the brain reads as “strawberry.”
Crucially, no two scents ever strike the same pattern. The combinatorial activity of hundreds of receptor genes allows humans to detect and discern more than a trillion distinct odors.

While some olfactory receptors respond broadly, meaning they can recognize and bind to several different structurally-related molecules, other receptors are exquisitely selective and bind to only one specific shape or stereoisomer.2 For instance, the two mirror-twin forms of the organic compound carvone smell strikingly different — one like spearmint (R-carvone), the other like caraway (S-carvone) — underscoring the nuance the nose brings to discriminating between such molecular mirror images.
The resultant signal, whether “caraway,” “spearmint,” or “strawberry,” travels to the olfactory bulb, a bipartite nerve structure nestled at the base of the skull, just above the nasal passages. There, neurons expressing the same receptor type converge on specialized structures called glomeruli, the crucial processing hubs that sharpen and refine sensory input en route to deeper regions of the brain involved in odor discrimination. 
Each glomerulus acts as a dedicated module for a single receptor type, receiving input from thousands of olfactory sensory neurons scattered throughout the nasal epithelium, but all tuned to the same molecular features. Within these spherical tangles of neural connections, the incoming signals undergo their first round of processing: they’re amplified, filtered, and integrated by local interneurons that enhance contrast between different odor signals.

Unlike other senses, these olfactory signals take an unusual route through the brain. While vision, hearing, and touch all pass through a brain region called the thalamus before reaching higher brain regions, smell bypasses this checkpoint. Instead, odor information travels directly from the olfactory bulb to the amygdala and hippocampus (two brain structures central to emotion and memory) before reaching conscious processing areas. This anatomical shortcut may explain why smells can trigger vivid memories and strong emotions before we’ve even consciously identified what we’re smelling.
Yet, while the nose has been anatomically mapped, receptors sequenced, and neural pathways charted, predicting a molecule’s scent has remained a mysterious exercise. The question of why certain configurations of matter smell one way and not another persists. In other words, why does a molecule such as furaneol activate the receptor signaling “jammy sweetness”? What makes one molecule smell “grassy” and another “creamy,” one trigger nausea and another nostalgia?
The prevailing hypothesis defines odorant molecules as ligands, specialized binding molecules that fit into olfactory receptors like a lock and key. This interaction activates the receptor, initiating an electrical response in the brain, a unique pattern of activity associated with a particular scent. While molecular structure has long served as a proxy for predicting smell, particularly for researchers and fragrance chemists, the so-called Structure-Odor Relationship (SOR) paradox endures: molecules of nearly identical structure can smell worlds apart, while those with little in common can smell strikingly similar.
Take musks,3 for instance: this family of compounds includes hundreds of molecules with vastly different structures and molecular weights, ranging from small macrocycles to large polycyclic frameworks. Yet, despite this diversity, many share a common warm, powdery, and animalic scent profile that defies straightforward structure-to-smell prediction.

An Industry for Smell
The speculation that chemical structure corresponds to scent dates back millennia, alongside the use of fragrant materials in ceremonial and cultural practice. From the early Greek atomists’ theories of microscopic films emitted by objects to excite the senses, to the incense artisans of ancient Egypt and East Asia, humans have long sought to capture and understand the elusive nature of smell.
Before the emergence of more sophisticated means for extracting and preserving scent, fragrance was elicited through rudimentary methods such as crushing raw botanicals, steeping them in oils, or burning resins to release their aroma.
During the eighth and ninth centuries, the invention of the “modern” alembic — a distillation apparatus developed by Islamic alchemists featuring a still pot, a cooling condenser, and a collection spout — allowed for a more controlled extraction of delicate essential oils than crude crushing or simple heating could achieve. This innovation enabled new forms of fragrance production, introducing alcohol as a base and associating the practice of perfumery more closely with chemistry and medicine. Through trade and translation, this technology and technique migrated to continental Europe, where perfumers expanded their repertoire over centuries with methods such as maceration, expression, tincturing, and enfleurage4 to isolate the volatile compounds of flowers and woods.

In the sixteenth century, tanners making leather gloves sought to mask the acrid smell of their wares with fragrant oils and extracts. Scented gloves quickly became fashionable among the European aristocracy, and perfumers found a lucrative market beyond functional necessity. At Versailles, the epicenter of French culture and seat of royal power, courtly fashion demanded a complete sensory presentation: the right clothing, hairstyles, cosmetics, and an ever-changing repertoire of perfumed products to signal refinement and status.
This high consumption of scent supported a nascent perfume industry, formalized in 1656 in Grasse, France, with the creation of the Maîtres Parfumeurs et Gantier (the perfume and glove-maker’s guild). Alongside its favorable social-political milieu, Grasse’s microclimate fostered a burgeoning perfume industry in the region, where fertile soils nurtured fragrant flowers such as jasmine, rose, lavender, orange blossom, myrtle, mimosa, and tuberose. This economic activity, along with the formation of local perfume, helped establish France’s perfumeries as centers of both craft innovation and the formal study of smell.

The nineteenth century marked a decisive shift as techniques from pharmacy and organic chemistry began to elucidate molecules underlying fragrance. Building on earlier breakthroughs such as the isolation of morphine in 1804 (the first alkaloid ever extracted from a plant), chemists turned their attention to aromatic materials.
In 1820, the French pharmacist Nicolas Jean Baptiste Gaston Guibourt identified and isolated 2H-chromen-2-one, better known as coumarin, from the tonka bean (Dipteryx odorata). In an account presented to the pharmacy section of the Académie Royale de Médecine, Guibourt formally christened the new substance coumarine, marking one of the earliest instances of the chemical characterization of a fragrance compound. In 1858, another French chemist, Théodore Nicolas Gobley, succeeded in crystallizing vanillin from vanilla pods, confirming that odorants could be identified as discrete molecular entities.
For the first time, individual aromatic molecules — a resonant note of the rose, one iota of the vanilla pod — could be extracted from a larger, complex composition. Smell was being recast as a phenomenon amenable to classification and design.

Driven by advancements in organic chemistry and the introduction of the periodic table in 1869, fragrance chemistry blossomed. By 1882, Paul Parquet’s famous scent, Fougère Royale, featured coumarin, followed by Guerlain’s Jicky in 1889, and in 1921, Chanel No. 5 launched using an entirely new class of synthetic compounds, the aldehydes. The perfume industry eagerly adopted new techniques, including chromatography and fractional distillation.
As the twentieth century unfolded, scientists intensified their quest for structural correlates of scent. Discoveries like ionone-related ketones evoking violet and woody notes, long-chain macrocycles recurring in musks, and aromatic rings anchoring vanillic and balsamic tones found their way to the traditional orgue à parfums, a semicircular, horseshoe-shaped work station: a harbinger of what would become a more serious investigation of the science and technology of smell.
Digitizing Smell
Over eons, organisms evolved a sense of smell. In the past three centuries, smell became chemistry. And in recent years, we have started to ask whether smell can become code.
However, unlike sound and color, smell resists straightforward formalization. Color, for instance, has been reduced to three primary channels, standardized through the color wheel, and rendered into numeric systems that machines can interpret. Sound has been decomposed along perceptual axes of pitch, timbre, and amplitude, each capable of digital transformation. Odor, however, has no reliable relationship to molecular structure or perceptual encoding, making it difficult to establish a computational coordinate system.
As a result, early computational efforts in representing molecules were often ad hoc: homemade tables to track atomic bonds, bespoke matrices, or custom linear codes that translated chemical structures into character strings. These methods were clever but small-scale and subjective, making calculations laborious and difficult to reproduce.

Then, in 1988, while at Pomona College in Claremont, California, chemist David Weininger devised SMILES (Simplified Molecular Input Line Entry System). SMILES provided a standardized, machine-readable line notation for encoding molecular structures. Like any language, SMILES is a formal system for representing information; in the context of chemistry, it acts like a cipher or code to translate molecular structures into linear character strings. A given molecule, according to convention, is spelled out as a word or a particular grammatical grouping of letters, where each letter corresponds to an individual atom. Contained in each word is also the logic for how certain letters connect or are arranged geometrically, including instructions for branching and ring closures. For instance, the six-carbon ring cyclohexane is represented by slicing open the ring and labeling the adjacent atoms with matching numbers to indicate connection and closure: C1CCCCC1. In the same fashion, coumarin can be written as O=C1OC2=CC=CC=C2C=C1.

In practice, however, this descriptor-based model could not contend with the idiosyncratic nature of the structure-to-odor relationship: a molecule may be classified as citrus-like by virtue of its ester group, while a structurally analogous compound with only minor modifications might be seen as sharp, metallic, or entirely odorless.
As academic labs continued researching the logic of scent, focus shifted toward building larger datasets that linked molecular structure to qualitative descriptions of odor perception. In place of binary quantifiers such as odorous/odorless or pleasant/unpleasant, these collections captured distinct attributes like fruity, floral, musky, or burnt, offering a more embodied and qualitative relationship between chemistry and experience. 
Democratizing databases such as the Good Scents Company, for example, expanded the vocabulary of olfaction available for computation, priming the field for machine learning approaches capable of finding patterns across large, multidimensional datasets.
In 2015, IBM Research and Rockefeller University launched the DREAM Olfaction Prediction Challenge, the first large-scale, open benchmark for predicting human olfactory perception from the physicochemical features of odor molecules. Researchers were provided with data comprising 476 chemically diverse odorants, each described by over 4,800 molecular features and rated by 49 human participants on 19 sensory attributes, such as sweet, fish, mint, and sour.
​​Competing teams trained machine-learning models to map feature-perception relationships and evaluated their models using 69 unseen test molecules. The top models achieved prediction measures comparable to those observed among human participants, meaning the machine ratings were nearly as reliable as human noses when judging whether a chemical smelled floral or fishy. The models’ predictions mirrored the average agreement reported in human odor-perception ratings, demonstrating accuracy of up to 85 percent across multiple different aromas.
Although the DREAM challenge yielded compelling evidence that odor perception could be forecasted computationally, it had its shortcomings. Namely, the study’s dataset remained modest in scale, leaving vast chemical territories uncharted, and its reliance on predefined molecular descriptors meant the models depended on prescribed features rather than uncovering the latent logic linking structure to odor.
By 2019, researchers at Google Brain (now DeepMind) sought to overcome these constraints by expanding both the scale of training data and the fidelity of their model. Using deep learning and Graph Neural Networks (GNNs), a class of models that interpret molecules as graphs with atoms and bonds represented as nodes and edges, respectively, the study employed a dataset containing more than 5,000 odorants annotated by expert perfumers across over 100 descriptors, from mint and potato to sulfurous and grassy. 

Unlike the earlier DREAM Challenge, which relied on prescribed molecular features, such as atom counts and topological indices, this approach allowed the model to infer structure-odor relationships directly from data. To initiate the training process, each node (representing an atom) was seeded with basic chemical information, including atomic number, valence, hybridization, and formal charge.
Through a recursive process known as “message passing,” the state of each atom was repeatedly updated in response to information relayed by neighboring nodes. Layer by layer, the model built up a progressively bigger picture of a molecule: early layers learned to identify local features like carbonyls, halides, or ring systems, while deeper layers learned to recognize broader chemical motifs such as aromaticity, conjugation (the overlap of p-orbitals), and steric strain (the increase in potential energy of a molecule due to repulsion between electrons in atoms that are not directly bonded to each other). 

By the penultimate layer, the complete, networked “picture” of a molecule was condensed into a fixed-length, 63-dimensional vector, known as an “odor embedding,” capturing the molecule’s perceptual qualities in a computable form. This embedding was then used for classification tasks, such as predicting specific odor descriptors or categorizing the molecule’s scent profile.
When these “images” were compressed, molecules that smelled alike clustered together even when their chemical scaffolds were structurally dissimilar. For example, certain esters and ketones, molecules that share little in common structurally, appeared close in this space because both carried a sweet, fruity scent, while structurally related compounds could be separated if their perceived odors diverged. This act of compression thus exposed a “geometry of smell.”
It also laid the groundwork for Google’s subsequent introduction of the Principal Odor Map (POM): the first map of smell, in which traversing through space corresponds to crossing distinct regions of aroma, from jasmine to potato. Building on the previous study, the researchers expanded the model’s embedding layer by 193 dimensions, creating a high-dimensional coordinate system that positions each odorous molecule as a single point within a continuous manifold (e.g., a connected shape or space that behaves geometrically, enabling meaningful comparison and relation between the position of points representing molecules). In this space, perceptually similar odors occupy nearby positions, much as blue lies closer to turquoise than to crimson on the color wheel, while increasingly dissimilar ones are separated by greater distance.
When the researchers subjected the POM to further tests, they found that it could generalize beyond human olfactory perception, predicting olfactory receptor activity across species from mice to insects. This cross-species application suggests that the model’s internal structure even captures evolutionary principles of scent. On the map itself, metabolically related compounds — those separated by only a few metabolic reactions or naturally co-occurring in the same substance — also occupy nearby coordinates, forming concentrated clusters that reflect their shared chemical and perceptual relationships.
By capturing such subtle perceptual relationships, the model not only surpassed traditional chemoinformatic algorithms in terms of predictive accuracy, but also enabled early steps toward the design of new odorants.
Building on this foundation, Osmo, a start-up spun out of Google Research in 2022, has begun leveraging its proprietary Olfactory Intelligence (OI) platform informed by POM to translate sensory scent data into chemical design. The company’s goal is to “give computers a sense of smell.”
Glossine, Fractaline, and Quasarine are the first prompt-generated fragrance molecules created using its platform. According to the company, Glossine delivers a “Las Vegas-style sparkle,” with a floral jasmine-like top note that adheres well to textiles; while Fractaline offers a versatile violet note, reputed to give a powdery, “second-skin” impression; and Quasarine presents an intense yet delicate jasmine aroma claimed to deliver a long-lasting “fresh petal-y effect.” While these descriptors could be shared by other perfumes, these fragrances are entirely original. Where traditional perfumery relies on the discovery and refinement of proprietary molecules in a process that usually takes years, Osmo can “create” completely new odorants through this OI platform in just a few days.
The potential applications of Osmo’s OI platform, however, extend far beyond fragrance. Because the Principal Odor Map can extrapolate olfaction across species, Osmo has leveraged it for developing synthetic alternatives to DEET, the active ingredient in most commercial insect repellents, but one which has been linked to adverse effects, including severe skin reactions like rashes and welts. Trained on experimental datasets measuring mosquito repellency, the model can predict the repellent efficacy of nearly any molecule. Experimental validation confirmed over a dozen new molecules as repellent as DEET, but which could offer safer, longer-lasting alternatives for killing mosquitoes and ticks.
Beyond repellents, Osmo has broader ambitions to also develop non-invasive diagnostic tools. They aim, for example, to identify volatile signatures emitted by various diseases, enabling algorithms with a “digital nose” to detect conditions such as Parkinson’s, diabetes, and certain cancers through subtle changes in body odor or sebum, a type of signal detectable by dogs.
Perhaps the most promising application of Osmo’s technology, though, relates to sustainability. By synthetically generating fragrance molecules, Osmo offers a path toward decreasing the environmental impact of industrial scent-production. A canonical and increasingly endangered raw material for scents is rose, whose odor has captivated humans for millennia yet remains one of the most labor-intensive and expensive natural ingredients (some 60,000 roses, roughly 180 kilograms of petals, are required to produce a single ounce of oil, which sells for $8,000 to $12,000 per kilogram). By plotting the scent of Rosa damascena and Rosa centifolia on the POM, Osmo can work toward “reverse-engineering” the rose and other floral notes in pursuit of designing “an alternate universe of perfume ingredients” that are perceived similarly without requiring raw botanical sources.
Osmo is not alone in its effort to advance computationally mediated scent. Givaudan’s Carto, the digital design platform of one of the world’s first and largest fragrance houses, is also using computer technology to design its perfumes. Carto integrates predictive algorithms with a database of over 5,000 raw materials (five times more than a human perfumer typically manages) to help perfumers simulate, match, and modify scents. Whereas the classical perfume orgue à parfums once arranged rows of essences within arm’s reach, Carto replaces physical glass vials with a virtual glass touchscreen display. The platform was used to formulate Tom Ford’s Bois Pacifique, which launched in January 2025.


Despite such recent successes, the mysteries of olfaction are far from solved. To digitize the scent of a rose, for instance, requires contending with over 300 volatile compounds that contribute to its spicy, honeyed, and tea-like notes. These compounds are not simply additive but dynamic; their interactions, relative concentrations, and release create emergent qualities unpredictable from any single component alone. While platforms like Osmo and Carto can tinker with individual molecules, capturing the interplay of dozens or hundreds of odorants in a given mixture remains a formidable challenge, the mastery of which will be next in digitizing smell.
Both industry and academia continue to advance this aim. The most recent DREAM Olfaction Challenge, slated to close in late 2025, tasked international teams with predicting perceptual similarity across volatile mixtures. It will draw on a dataset of over 700 combinations containing anywhere from two to ten different molecules to assess how accurately teams can digitally model smells, their interactions, and their resulting impressions. Although peer-reviewed results have not yet been published, early findings point toward improvements in complex-mixture scent prediction.
The Future of Olfaction
Traditionally, the fragrance industry has made a point of drawing a line between the natural and the synthetic, with the introduction of synthetic scent molecules in the mid-nineteenth century garnering both criticism and celebration. Early critics5 proclaimed such synthetic materials as “vulgar debasements” of perfumery, reflecting anxieties surrounding industrialization and the loss of heritage and craftsmanship. But others celebrated this innovation. Guerlain’s Jicky (1889), for instance, which incorporated synthetic vanillin and coumarin, was hailed as a new chapter for perfume. Moreover, commercial houses like Lubin marketed synthetic musks as “triumphs of science … over Nature,” promoting the “non-evanescence” (long-lasting) qualities of synthetic chemicals in comparison to natural ingredients. 

These developments unfolded within a wider cultural moment that the essayist Max Beerbohm described as “a new epoch of artifice.” The emergence of synthetics did not simply replace the natural; it upset the very idea of what “naturalness” meant — did it refer to an ingredient’s source, its sensory impression, or the meanings attached to it?
Even today, materials such as ambergris (a waxy, sweet-smelling substance formed in the digestive system of sperm whales and expelled into the ocean) remain highly coveted precisely because of their scarcity and natural origins. Revered as “the treasure of the sea,” ambergris is found in less than five percent of sperm whales and develops its celebrated complexity over years of exposure to sea, salt, and sun. Such a valued ingredient commands reverence precisely because of its rarity, exposing how ideas of purity and authenticity continue to shape our perception and appreciation. Ultimately, the persisting popularity of ingredients such as ambergris demonstrates that value pertains as much to culture as to chemistry, reflecting not only the reality of raw materials but also the moral and aesthetic weight we ascribe to their provenance.
Given this legacy, how might we relate to machine-generated molecules?

The shift to digitized scent will require that we rethink not only the substances themselves, but also the stories we tell as we find ways to valorize their synthetic origins. Such computationally-designed scents are, after all, safer, allergen-friendly formulations compliant with evolving regulations. Furthermore, AI-designed aromas often use more sustainably produced molecules, with a lab-created civetone replacing wild civet extract (a substance associated with the questionable practice of keeping civet cats in captivity for their perineal gland secretions). 

A similar parallel has played out elsewhere: a one-carat lab-grown diamond, while chemically and optically identical to a mined one, can cost less than a quarter of the price, despite being purer and more ethically produced. While they have been derided as “costume jewelry,” the market for lab-grown diamonds was valued at more than $18 billion in 2023 and is expected to continue growing. The connotations of luxury are increasingly leaning toward narratives of sustainable and ethical sourcing. 

Machine-imagined scents may follow a similar arc. But just as the telescope widened our aperture to distant cosmic structures, digitally composed scents will expand our olfactory range, this time towards the smallest scales of chemical configuration.
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1Humans have ~20 million sensory neurons in total. The exact size, location, and neuron density of the olfactory epithelium varies by individual and can change based on factors like age, exposure to airborne hazards, or disease.


2A stereoisomer is a molecule composed and connected via the same atoms as another, but with a different three-dimensional structure.


3In the perfume business, musks are prized for their sensuality and longevity. They vary extraordinarily in chemical structure and source. Traditional musks include Moschus moschiferus from the abdominal gland of the male musk deer, civet from the perineal glands of the African civet cat, castoreum from the castor sacs of beavers, and ambergris from sperm whales. But natural musks are also costly, difficult to source, and fraught with ecological and ethical concerns, spurring the search for synthetic alternatives. In 1888, Albert Baur discovered the first synthetic “nitro-musk” while working with TNT, soon developing compounds such as musk ketone, musk xylene, and musk ambrette, today used in perfumes including Chanel No. 5. These nitro-musks were later banned due to toxicity and instability, replaced by safer, synthetic musks.


4Enfleurage is a centuries-old perfume extraction technique used for delicate flowers like jasmine and tuberose that are too fragile for heat-based methods. Fresh petals are laid onto glass plates coated with purified animal fat — typically odorless lard or tallow — which absorbs the flowers’ volatile aromatic compounds over one to three days. The spent petals are removed and replaced with fresh ones, a process repeated for weeks until the fat becomes saturated with fragrance, creating a pomade. This pomade is then washed with alcohol to dissolve out the concentrated perfume oils; once the alcohol evaporates, what remains is an “absolute” — the purest essence of the flower. Though largely abandoned today due to its labor-intensiveness, enfleurage once produced some of perfumery’s most exquisite and faithful floral scents.


5Eugénie Briot, La Fabrique des parfums – Naissance d’une industrie de luxe. As France has historically been central to the development of perfumery, this French-language source provides a detailed account of early critics’ reactions to synthetic materials and the broader tensions between industrialization and artisanal craftsmanship.
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  I think that libertarianism is generally closer to the truth than any other political philosophy held by a substantial number of people. It is also the case that libertarianism attracts a lot of individuals inclined toward grifting, conspiratorial thinking, bigotry, and authoritarianism. For example, Angela McArdle, until recently the chairwoman of the Libertarian Party, is basically a right-wing culture warrior, down to her full embrace of what ICE has been doing in Minneapolis, and rantings about the Epstein files. 
The Mises Caucus, a faction of the Libertarian Party as far as I can tell, has over 150,000 followers on X. It often posts about Pizzagate and the deep state stealing elections. It’s basically a nonstop firehose of based signalling and MAGA nonsense. There’s also a major influencer named “The Redheaded Libertarian,” who spends more time showing cleavage and talking about the crimes of pedophile elites than the ways in which prices allow for an efficient distribution of resources through the aggregation of information. 
Compare these figures with libertarians at the Cato Institute or in the economics departments of places like the University of Chicago and George Mason University. We can divide libertarians into two categories: elites and populists. Compared to their populist counterparts, elite libertarians tend to be more socially liberal, less favorably disposed toward foreign dictatorships, non-conspiratorial in their thinking, and anti-woke when it is tied to statist projects but less horrified by tolerance as a cultural phenomenon. Not all populist libertarians are influencers. One might put Hans-Hermann Hoppe in this category for claiming to have put together a case for restrictive immigration policies based on libertarian principles. He’s also written a book on how democracy has failed to protect individual rights. Ironically, populist libertarians are more likely to be explicit defenders of authoritarianism, even though their ideas have very little appeal among elites, while elite libertarians are more attached to democratic norms and processes. 
Most libertarian-leaning members of Congress, or those who talk about liberty in classical liberal terms, can also be considered populists. The Freedom Caucus, which on paper at least organizes around the idea of cutting spending and smaller government, puts its weight behind funding DHS and protecting ICE agents from scrutiny or legal accountability. It recently called on Trump to invoke the Insurrection Act “if Democrat-run Sanctuary Cities continue enabling Communist agitators assaulting ICE and federal law enforcement.” No matter what you think of this position, it is difficult to see how being on the side of the administration in its draconian vision of immigration enforcement and contempt for constitutional rights lines up with a strong commitment to limited government. If you believe these positions are consistent, let me also note that members of the Freedom Caucus were among the most enthusiastic members of Congress acting in support of Trump’s 2020 coup attempt. No reasonable person can argue there’s a consistent through line that in ideological terms unites small government, anti-immigration, and lying about a stolen election. From my perspective, I see the Freedom Caucus being correct on some economic issues, taking views inconsistent with any individualist philosophy on immigration, and then on the 2020 election engaging in a naked authoritarian power grab.

Not every member of the Freedom Caucus has gone along with Trump’s authoritarianism and election denial. But those who didn’t in years past became outcasts. One such example is Justin Amash, who was a founding member of the group but then resigned in 2019 after saying Trump had committed impeachable offenses. Given that he has no more role to play in Republican politics, this is a classic case of an exception proving the rule. The stolen election stuff is pretty much the purest instance of an integrity question one can find, since there are no ideological grounds on which to tell blatant lies about 2020 and try to overturn American democracy on that basis.1 And on this moral test, politicians with libertarian-leaning views on economics failed worse than practically any other congressional faction. 
These are two very different tribes, and it’s an interesting question of how they can both identify with the same political label. What exactly does the Cato Institute or George Mason University have in common with “The Redheaded Libertarian”? To put it another way, how does a philosophy that prioritizes nonaggression and individual liberty above all else so often end up represented in politics and the media by collectivists and authoritarians? 
I think that the explanation goes something like this. Very few people understand economics or the case for free market positions on most things. They only know that economic collectivism sounds good and capitalism sounds bad. Most psychologically normal human beings support the thing that sounds good over the thing that sounds bad, so they become anti-market. This describes most leftists and centrists. 
Yet some people are into vice signalling. They want to convey that they do not suffer from pathological altruism, and are willing to do what it takes for the long-run future of their country. When they hear leftist propaganda about how capitalism allows a small, select group of elites to monopolize resources, keep marginalized groups in their place, and dominate the rest of society, they say “that sounds great, sign me up!”
If we’re being charitable, we could say that such individuals are not vice signalling, but instead signalling that they hold to a different set of virtues than most people. But I think the key to this crowd is that they are inclined toward “harder” virtues that are in practice difficult to distinguish from vice, like willingness to inflict suffering for a cause. The intellectual who is into libertarian ideas understands the arguments of Hayek and Friedman, and perhaps looks at empirical data showing that the US has been growing faster than Europe over the last several decades, which can in part be attributed to freer markets. The Tennessee congressman who riles up his high school educated constituents by talking about how we need to hang some pedophiles gets to many of the same positions because he sees small government as a way to express disdain for poor minorities. 
I believe that the free market position on most economic questions is the correct one. So people who are intelligent, have good epistemological standards, and care about truth – a very small minority – will support capitalism for intellectually defensible reasons. Yet there are a lot more vice signallers (or “hard” virtue signallers) out there than good-faith rationalists. Thus, a large portion of any libertarian movement, unless it does a lot of gatekeeping, will be overrun by conspiracy theorists and misanthropes. And when libertarianism builds a mass following – whether reflected in the success of major influencers or elected politicians – it will be within a vice signalling framework. 
If you’re a vice signaller, libertarianism is far from the most natural ideology for you to adopt. Most such people across history have gone for straight authoritarianism, rather than an ideology that is accused by its critics of being authoritarian but in practice grants a great deal of individual liberty. In the American context, vice signallers have flocked to libertarianism because historically elites in effect took more fascist-adjacent ideologies off the table. 
With the democratization of the discourse, those with a taste for authoritarianism can go for the real thing instead of the classical liberal substitute. When Andrew Kolvet of Turning Point USA was on Ross Douthat’s podcast recently, the number one position he advocated for was an immigration moratorium. When Douthat asked him what else he wanted, Kolvet started talking about housing. He said we needed to build more, and also brought up large corporate investors buying residences. I was fascinated that he went straight for a statist solution to the cost issue rather than a free market one, especially given that even some on the left have come to acknowledge the primary role that land use restrictions play in making housing unaffordable. This demonstrates, I think, just how naturally disinclined modern rightists are toward any policy program that relies on increasing liberty, unless it is coded in culture war terms, meaning that it helps someone considered to be part of their tribe like gun owners or fundamentalist Christians. 
Elite and populist libertarianism have fundamentally different projects. Elite libertarians understand that the masses are against them, and seek to build a coalition of the highly educated in order to implement a minoritarian agenda that will make society better. Populist libertarianism believes that the people are on their side, or at least can be tricked into joining them, and want to mobilize the masses against elites. In some ways, they’re right, since xenophobia and conspiracy theories are much more popular among the public than they are in elite circles. To be fair, populist libertarians are not complete statists, and will take their ideology seriously to a certain extent. The Freedom Caucus, after all, remains in favor of lower taxes and less top-line spending. But when libertarian ideology conflicts with right-wing culture war preferences – see topics like immigration and support for Trump – they play the role of enthusiastic soldiers in a coalition dominated by right-wing values and tribal loyalty. Ultimately, elite libertarians are driven by ideas, while populist libertarianism is a strategy for gaining a large audience and a mode of emotional catharsis for those angry at the world. 
Most populist libertarians are not thoughtful enough to make good arguments on this, but there are ways to defend their ideology and approach to politics on pragmatic terms. Most of the public does not care for free markets or individual liberty, so the only way for libertarians to have any voice in politics is to act as an appendage to one side of the culture war. Conservatives may dislike markets as much as liberals, but it is the left where you find the true committed anti-market ideologues. Therefore, dabbling in Epstein conspiracy theories and anti-immigrant scapegoating is the only practical way to defeat the left, which is what matters. As evidence, look at how much better conservative run states have been doing over the last several decades. Republican messaging has been aimed at the chuds in the middle of the country, but because libertarians are part of the coalition, this has meant that where conservatives have power we see greater growth and more individual liberty.
I think that this argument worked until 2025, at the latest. In a previous generation, conservative elites would use culture war issues as a mobilization strategy but often end up governing in a reasonable, pro-market direction. Trump succeeded as a political entrepreneur in part by realizing that the Republican voter cared little for the issues that have traditionally animated conservative intellectuals. Parallel with Trump’s political dominance of the party has been the rise of the postliberal intellectual movement, which advocates more statist positions on issues like trade, immigration, and labor unions. Running on chuddery but governing in a generally pro-market direction was a balance that the Republican Party was able to pull off throughout approximately the period from the rise of Ronald Reagan to the beginning of Trump’s second term. 
The populist takeover of the Republican Party has broken that alliance, and the second Trump administration now has little to offer libertarians and classical liberals. Vance, who pals around with postliberals and takes their ideas seriously, offers even less, and, if he becomes president, will likely complete American conservatism’s turn away from individual liberty as a guiding principle. Populism as a mobilization strategy for libertarian policies worked until technological changes disrupted the equilibrium that kept a lid on authoritarianism, racism, and conspiracy theories, and allowed for there to be a large gap between the instincts of the mobilized faction of the right-wing discourse and what Republicans actually did while in office. 
I think at this point there’s no turning back to the old bargain. Libertarians were probably smart to be part of the conservative coalition for the last three generations. They got a lot out of it and can be proud that they have kept the US economically freer and therefore richer than the rest of the developed world. Yet to have lasting success – and to roll back the rise in state power, rather than simply check its growth – libertarians will have to win over intellectual elites and those who care about ideas. For better or worse, those people are now almost exclusively found on the left. 
1When I say you can’t defend Trump’s 2020 coup attempt on ideological grounds, I mean that you can’t defend it on ideological grounds given the stated ideology of practically all people involved in American politics. One could imagine a world where MAGA had a contingent of significant philosophers who were explicitly anti-democratic. Curtis Yarvin plays this role with more intellectually-inclined MAGAs, but nobody would say he’s actually been a major influence on most members of the Freedom Caucus or Trump himself. What makes the 2020 coup a sign of some combination of stupidity and bad character, independent of the merits of undertaking a coup at that moment, is that all of those involved pretended to believe in democracy and the American constitution. 



  


Starmer Is Toast


  
  
    Starmer Is Toast

    Jonathan Cook ·  · Feb 16, 2026 · 16 min read

  

  
Some 30 years ago, British politics became, by design, a black box—an arena for moneyed power brokers to wield political influence hermetically sealed off from the view of voters.
Only now, with the release of a portion of the Epstein Files, is a dim light being shone into its recesses, indicating how completely the billionaire class has captured political life in Britain.
The process began in the 1990s, when then-Prime Minister Tony Blair reinvented the once democratic socialist Labour Party as “New Labour”, accepting the neoliberal presumptions of his Conservative predecessor, Margaret Thatcher.
Blair progressively ditched traditional trade union support and instead turned Labour into a managerial party for capital, promising to serve the interests of the world’s largest corporations.
The figure who personified this trend was Peter Mandelson, one of the architects of New Labour. In 1998, during a trip to Silicon Valley as trade secretary to meet newly emerging tech billionaires, he famously said: “We are intensely relaxed about people getting filthy rich.”
He likes to point out that he added, “as long as they pay their taxes.” But Blair and Mandelson helped engineer preferential terms that ensured tech giants barely paid any tax in the UK—all in the interests, of course, of “attracting investment.”
The problem was not simply that New Labour’s priorities came to resemble the Conservatives’.
Nor was it only that Labour’s cosying up to the super-rich drove the Tories ever further rightwards in an effort to distinguish themselves, a process that ultimately led to the Conservative Party’s implosion and the emergence of a new pretender to the right’s throne in the form of Nigel Farage’s Reform party.
No, the gravest problem was that, as New Labour and the Tories vied equally for favour with the super-rich and the media outlets they owned in the hope of being ushered into office, neither dared reverse the economic windfalls the billionaires had accrued.
Nor did either party have any incentive to call out the growing capture and corruption of British politics by the billionaire class—because that capture had become the very point of the political game.
Thus was born the black box of British politics—until the Epstein Files, released by a Trump administration more concerned with protecting its own secrets than those of British politicians, prised open the lid just enough to reveal what was going on inside.
Laboratory-grown PM
British police are now investigating Mandelson for “misconduct in public office” over allegations that he leaked insider government information to Jeffrey Epstein in 2009 and 2010—information Epstein was in a position to use to enrich himself.
Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor, a less formal part of the political system, appears to have done much the same in his capacity as Britain’s trade envoy.
Around the same time, Mandelson is known to have lobbied the Treasury, at Epstein’s suggestion, to water down a planned tax on bankers’ bonuses. He encouraged the chief executive of the investment bank JP Morgan to “mildly threaten” the then-chancellor to dissuade him from backing the tax.
Mandelson and his now husband, Reinaldo Avila da Silva, had earlier received large payments from Epstein.
Since the revelations, Labour politicians have competed to distance themselves from Mandelson—even those, such as Health Secretary Wes Streeting, who were known to be close to him.
But in reality, it is difficult to imagine that Mandelson, the consummate Labour insider and mentor to the circle of officials who brought Keir Starmer to power, was some kind of outlier.
Pause for a moment to digest Britain’s last four prime ministers: three Conservatives—Boris Johnson, Liz Truss and Rishi Sunak—followed by Labour’s Starmer.
They are proof enough of how successfully the billionaire class has hollowed out British political structures to the point that they can no longer produce serious leaders.
Johnson was not just a serial liar, but even managed the astonishing feat of turning a lifetime of clowning around into a leadership qualification. He was the ultimate bread-and-circuses politician.
Truss arrived in office so intoxicated by billionaire-fuelled fantasies about unregulated markets that she promptly crashed the very system she believed she was liberating.
In Sunak, the billionaires had one of their own in charge—in his case, a near-billionaire, worth about as much as King Charles. As chancellor, Sunak was so out of touch with the real world that he did not know how to use a contactlesscredit card.
And now, in Starmer, the billionaires have found their synthetic, laboratory-grown “man of the people”—one so clueless about politics and power that his closest advisers, hidden from view, told journalists that he was an empty vessel through which they ran the government.
Or as they put it, using a metaphor that resonates chiefly with London’s banking and media elites: “Keir’s not driving the train. He thinks he’s driving the train, but we’ve sat him at the front of the DLR”—a reference to the automated, driverless Docklands Light Railway that connects the business, banking and media hub of Canary Wharf to the rest of London.
“Nowhere else to go”
Starmer, the most unpopular prime minister on record, is clinging on to office by his fingernails.
He is managing to do so largely because Mandelson and his proteges—including Morgan McSweeney, Starmer’s chief of staff, who was forced to quit last weekend in a bid to save his boss—long ago gutted the Labour Party of anyone with talent or independence of mind.
Why? Because Mandelson’s Labour rejected substantive politics that require confrontation with the rich. It no longer saw itself as representing workers’ interests in opposition to exploitation by a corporate elite.
His only goal was to reassure billionaires that protecting their profits was paramount. Everything else was secondary.
Jon Trickett, who once served as Mandelson’s private secretary, notes that New Labour assumed that “working-class voters had nowhere else to go. By this logic, the government didn’t need to use the power of government to secure their votes.”
He concludes: “New Labour was ultimately to be less a movement for renewal and more a reorientation towards elite networks of global capital.”
Former Labour activist James Schneider observes of Mandelson: “He worked to modernise Labour’s language and rewire its loyalties—to make the party safe for boardrooms, pliable to lobbyists, and hostile to any revival of its older commitments to trade unions or public ownership.”
It was this intimacy with the billionaire class that ensured Mandelson kept returning to government like a bad penny, however often he was sacked in disgrace.
Target practice
The proper lens through which to assess Labour’s current crisis—and the Mandelson scandal—is Starmer’s predecessor as leader, Jeremy Corbyn.
The political and media class that once venerated Mandelson—and now rushes to disown him—is the same class that spent five years destroying Corbyn.
In fact, Mandelson and Corbyn served as the two axes in Labour around which different visions of Britain’s future coalesced.
Under Blair, Mandelson set about remaking Labour’s MPs and party bureaucracy in his own image: as a managerial party for the emerging class of tech overlords.
But he failed to bring Labour’s third power centre—its members—along with him, which is why Corbyn slipped past institutional safeguards in 2015 and found himself elected as leader.
By then, Labour had long been a soulless, technocratic party competing with the Conservatives to do the bidding of the wealthy—while holding out the fragile hope that, by miraculous osmosis, a little of their riches would trickle down to the rest of us.
Corbyn’s political priorities were the antithesis of everything Mandelson stood for—and the opposite of what the billionaires who for decades were allowed to ransack Britain’s public services wanted.
He called for rebuilding a fairer redistributive economy based on democratic socialist principles. He wanted to take back control of national utilities and expand public services. His emphasis was on building community and class solidarity—“For the many, not the few.”
In 2017, Mandelson revealed that getting rid of Corbyn as Labour leader was his political mission: “I work every single day in some small way to bring forward the end of his tenure in office. Something, however small it may be—an email, a phone call or a meeting I convene—every day, I try to do something to save the Labour Party from his leadership.”
The billionaire-owned media, of course, were only too willing to help.
Corbyn was deemed too “scruffy” to be prime minister. He was sexist. He was either not patriotic enough or a threat to national security. He was either too dim-witted to lead the country or a Russian spy.
And finally, of course, he and the hundreds of thousands of new members attracted to Labour by his message of change and hope were antisemites for being critical of Israel’s permanent and illegal occupation of the Palestinians.
In the shadows, contingency plans were readied in the event of a Corbyn victory. An army general told The Sunday Times that the officer class would mutiny to overthrow any Corbyn-led government. Leaked images showed soldiers in Afghanistan using his face as target practice.
“Run the gauntlet”
Behind all this lay the might of the United States—the imperial core whose politics is even more thoroughly captured by the billionaire class.
In a leaked 2019 recording, US Secretary of State and former CIA director Mike Pompeo warned that it was vital to stop the Labour leader from reaching power, suggesting that an organised campaign to discredit Corbyn was already underway.
“It could be that Mr Corbyn manages to run the gauntlet and get elected. It’s possible,” Pompeo said. “You should know, we won’t wait for him to do those things to begin to push back. It’s too risky and too important and too hard once it’s already happened.”
Why were the US and British establishments so determined to stop Corbyn’s advance, even if it meant openly sabotaging the UK’s democratic political process?
Precisely because Corbyn was the only major British politician who had not been captured.
During his tenure as Labour leader, Britain’s elections stopped being pure political theatre. The vote mattered. Politics, for once, was about substance. A leader emerged who did not equate ordinary voters’ interests with billionaire wealth.
Had Corbyn managed to run Pompeo’s gauntlet and entered 10 Downing Street, he would have been able to root out the Mandelson clique controlling Labour and give a voice back to ordinary people.
Corbyn planned to end the now 16-year regime of bipartisan austerity in the UK—the economic policy that justified the billionaires’ permanent raiding of the public coffers.
Wealth taxes, curbs on excessive pay, workers’ part-ownership of large firms, nationalisation and windfall taxes would all have severely hit billionaires in the pocket.
Corbyn’s red lines
It is equally hard to imagine that British foreign policy would have taken the same bipartisan course of the past few years under Corbyn.
He would never have prioritised the profits of weapons makers over the lives of tens of thousands of Palestinian children in Gaza.
He would never have agreed to use British planes to transport 2,000 lb US bombs to Israel to level Gaza, or operated RAF spy flights over the enclave to supply Israel with the intelligence used to target Palestinians.
It goes without saying that he would never have agreed, as Starmer did, that Israel had a “right” to starve Gaza’s population of food, water and fuel.
And he would have rejected the panoply of resulting restrictions on speech and protest at home to protect Israel from opponents to its documented genocide—now reclassified as “terrorists”—that are incrementally paving the way to a police state.
More widely, he would have been against continuing British support for “forever wars”—the lifeblood of a billionaire class that needs to control global resources for itself and grows ever fatter from the profits of the arms industries.
He would never have agreed, as Starmer has, to more than double UK spending on the Nato war machine—a nice little earner for the billionaires insisted on by billionaire Donald Trump.
Under Corbyn, would Britain have handed control of its enormous NHS database—that is, data about you and me—over to a US spy-tech giant like Palantir, which is already pivotal in Israel’s genocide in Gaza and Trump’s fledgling fascist militia, ICE?
We know the answer, because Corbyn has told us.
Would one of Corbyn’s ministers be calling, like Home Secretary Shabana Mahmood, to use AI to reinvent an 18th-century idea for surveillance, the Panopticon, that will make sure, in her words, that “the eyes of the state can be on you at all times”?
Murky ties to billionaires
There is a reason why it is now open season on Mandelson. Because the billionaires—and their media—would rather you were directing your hate at their arch-creature than at them directly.
The “one bad apple” theory—or two, if you count Mountbatten-Windsor—helpfully redirects our attention away from who and what was being served.
The focus is on Mandelson’s personal relationship with Epstein. But his network of business ties extended well beyond one sexual predator.
Until this month, when he was forced to divest under intense scrutiny following the release of the Epstein Files, Mandelson was the founder and senior partner in the lobbying firm Global Counsel. Its clients are some of the most powerful corporations on the planet.
Several are now bailing out to avoid association with Mandelson. But existing or recently departed clients include tech behemoths such as Palantir, TikTok and OpenAI; fossil fuel firms such as Shell, Anglo American and Glencore; financial services such as JP Morgan, Standard Chartered, Barclays and Bank of America; and consumer firms such as Nestle, Shein, BMW and the English Premier League.
It is not that these companies have done anything illegal in being represented by Global Counsel, or that Global Counsel itself does anything illegal. It is that the largely unseen interface between the world of politics and the most powerful companies in human history has shaped what is considered lawful.
The murkiness of this system is its very point.
In 2010, Mandelson told Epstein that Global Counsel, which he was then establishing, would provide “advisers on the politics of deals you want brokered and issues you want resolved or regulatory changes needed for your commercial protection/success.”
At least now, under pressure, our captured political class is starting to ask very limited questions about what has really been going on.
For example, how did Mandelson’s client, Palantir, win a £241 million ($329m) contract with the UK Ministry of Defence without an open tender? And why was an official meeting in Washington DC, between Mandelson, Starmer and Palantir’s chief executive, Alex Karp, not minuted?
Another Global Counsel client, OpenAI, which recently signed an agreement with the UK to explore integrating its AI into justice, security and education systems, recently appointed George Osborne, a former British chancellor, as its lead representative. He will be responsible for working with governments worldwide on their artificial intelligence policy.
Character assassination
It is impossible to imagine Corbyn having willingly networked into this world of corporate control, now the minimum entry requirement for any politician aspiring to a role in government, which is why not only the billionaires and their media, but the Labour Party’s bureaucracy too, worked tirelessly on Corbyn’s character assassination.
The rise and fall of Morgan McSweeney, until the weekend Starmer’s chief of staff, exemplifies this dark joint venture by the political and business elites.
McSweeney cut his political teeth in the early 2000s, developing for Mandelson a political database known as “Excalibur” to refine Labour campaign messaging and gather information to be used against political opponents, including Labour MPs, often by releasing it to sympathetic journalists.
McSweeney was not only central to creating the ultimate plastic prime minister in Starmer, but also critical to Labour’s earlier self-harm campaign to bring down Corbyn, as investigative journalist Paul Holden sets out in his recent book The Fraud.
Soon after Corbyn’s election as Labour leader in 2015, McSweeney took over the reins of a factional group that formed a think tank called Labour Together, whose covert mission was to destroy the new leader and promote a replacement more favourably viewed by corporate donors.
Labour Together effectively became a secret slush fund primarily for wealthy donors—one deeply concerned with laundering Israel’s image, another with major investments in private healthcare—to help the cause.
By the time of the 2020 Labour leadership election to replace Corbyn, Labour Together had amassed a small fortune.
By law, some £730,000 ($996,000) should have been declared to the Electoral Commission. But McSweeney failed to do so, and in 2021 the Electoral Commission found the group guilty of more than 20 separate breaches of the law. He was later fined.
Holden argues that McSweeney’s evasiveness served a political purpose: to prevent scrutiny of Labour Together’s operations.
The think tank used the undeclared funds to covertly establish astro-turf groups—pretend grassroots movements corporately funded—that advanced a campaign of smears against Corbyn and his supporters as antisemites. At the same time, Starmer was promoted, especially among Labour members, as a clean pair of hands who would largely follow in Corbyn’s footsteps.
Once leader, the scene had been set for Starmer to purge leftwingers from the party and eviscerate its grassroots membership so control could be returned to corporate donors.
Holden concludes: “The political project that delivered us a Starmer government has been a reckless and arguably lawless endeavour whose misconduct threatens the health of British democracy.”
Damaged goods
Notably, Holden and a small group of journalists who have also been trying to peer into the black box of British politics under Starmer discovered this month that they themselves had been targeted for secret investigation by an ally of Starmer’s.
In 2023, Josh Simons, now a Labour government minister, paid £30,000 ($41,000) to a crisis-management PR firm to identify journalists, including Holden, who had been digging into Labour Together’s activities, as well as their sources.
At the time, Simons was the director of Labour Together, a successor to McSweeney.
The goal appears to have been either to scare off the journalists or to smear them with planted stories in the media.
Holden opens The Fraud with an account of the Guardian, in the wake of Simons’s surveillance operation, warning him that they were about to publish claims he was being investigated over an illegal hack of the Electoral Commission in 2021.
When Holden threatened a defamation suit in response, the Guardian backed down.
The truth is that the scandals involving Mandelson, McSweeney and Starmer have been only too obvious to Westminster journalists for years.
Those journalists chose to collude by remaining silent—protecting the black box—partly out of fear of directly crossing these powerful political figures and partly out of fear of crossing the powerful owners of the media platforms that employ them.
Mandelson and McSweeney are already out, and Starmer is surely not far behind them. They are now damaged goods beyond repair. But the system that created them is still as strong as ever. And it will soon find a new set of avatars to do its bidding.

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Jeffrey Epstein

    Based on Wikipedia: Jeffrey Epstein


How does a college dropout with no credentials end up teaching physics at one of Manhattan's most exclusive prep schools, befriending billionaires, and building a financial empire shrouded in mystery? The story of Jeffrey Epstein is less a biography than a series of impossible leaps—each one stranger than the last, each one leading deeper into a web of wealth, power, and unspeakable crimes.


The Brooklyn Boy


Jeffrey Edward Epstein was born on January 20, 1953, in Brooklyn, New York. His parents, Pauline and Seymour Epstein, were Jewish and had married just months before his birth. The family was modest by any measure. Seymour worked as a groundskeeper for the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation. Pauline was a school aide and homemaker. Neighbors remembered them as quiet and humble.


Jeffrey and his younger brother Mark grew up in Sea Gate, a private gated community at the western tip of Coney Island. Within the family, Jeffrey earned the nickname "Bear," while Mark was called "Puggie." Childhood friends described young Jeffrey as "sweet and generous," though also "quiet and nerdy." A female friend later recalled him as "just an average boy, very smart in math, slightly overweight, freckles, always smiling."


But he was far from average academically. Epstein began playing piano at age five and was considered a talented musician. He skipped two grades, graduating from Lafayette High School in 1969 at just sixteen years old. He attended advanced mathematics classes at Cooper Union, then transferred to the Courant Institute of Mathematical Sciences at New York University, where he studied mathematical physiology. He left without a degree in 1974.


The Dalton Mystery


Here's where the story takes its first improbable turn.


In September 1974, at twenty-one years old and without a college degree, Epstein somehow landed a job teaching physics and mathematics at the Dalton School. This wasn't just any school. Dalton was one of the most prestigious and expensive private schools on Manhattan's Upper East Side. Its students came from New York's wealthiest families.


The headmaster, Donald Barr—father of future Attorney General William Barr—had recently departed, and the school was known for making unconventional hires. But even by those standards, hiring an uncredentialed twenty-one-year-old to teach teenagers was remarkable.


Former students would later recall troubling behavior. Epstein allegedly paid constant attention to underage female students and once showed up at a party where young people were drinking. Students often saw him flirting with the girls he was supposed to be teaching.


But something else happened at Dalton that would shape Epstein's future. He met Alan Greenberg, the chief executive officer of Bear Stearns, one of Wall Street's major investment banks. Greenberg's children attended the school. According to Greenberg's daughter, Lynne Koeppel, Epstein managed to influence another Dalton parent into advocating for him to her father.


In June 1976, Epstein was dismissed from Dalton for "poor performance." Within weeks, he had a job at Bear Stearns.


The Wall Street Ascent


Epstein started at Bear Stearns as a low-level junior assistant to a floor trader—about as entry-level as you can get on Wall Street. But his rise was swift. He became an options trader in the special products division, then moved to advising the bank's wealthiest clients on tax strategies.


Among his clients was Edgar Bronfman, the president of Seagram, the Canadian beverage giant. Jimmy Cayne, who would later become Bear Stearns' chief executive, praised Epstein's skill with wealthy clients and complex financial products.


By 1980, just four years after joining as a floor assistant, Epstein had become a limited partner. This was extraordinary. Bear Stearns partnerships were coveted positions, typically reserved for seasoned financiers with decades of experience and proven track records.


Then, in 1981, it ended abruptly. Epstein was asked to leave. According to his own sworn testimony, he had been guilty of a "Reg D violation"—a breach of securities regulations governing private placements. Despite this departure, he remained close to Cayne and Greenberg and stayed a client of Bear Stearns until the bank's collapse in 2008.


The Bounty Hunter Years


After leaving Bear Stearns, Epstein founded Intercontinental Assets Group, a consulting firm with an unusual specialty: recovering stolen money from fraudulent brokers and lawyers. He described his work as being a "high-level bounty hunter."


He told friends he worked sometimes for governments and the wealthy to recover embezzled funds. Other times, he claimed, he worked for people who had embezzled funds. The morality was flexible, the clients were wealthy, and the work was lucrative.


One documented client was Ana Obregón, a Spanish actress and heiress. In 1982, Epstein helped her recover millions that had vanished when Drysdale Government Securities collapsed amid fraud allegations.


During the mid-1980s, Epstein traveled frequently between the United States, Europe, and the Middle East. The period is murky. He possessed an Austrian passport with his photograph but a false name, listing his residence as Saudi Arabia. Why would a Brooklyn-born financier need a fraudulent foreign passport? The answer has never been fully explained.


The Intelligence Question


Some of Epstein's associates from this era would later make remarkable claims. Steven Hoffenberg, a business partner, alleged in 2020 that Epstein had been recruited in the 1980s by a defense contractor named Douglas Leese to work for British intelligence. Epstein himself told people at the time that he was an intelligence agent.


Was this true, or was it a con man's convenient fiction—a way to explain mysterious wealth and unexplainable connections?


A suggestive detail emerged years later. In 2017, a former senior White House official reported that Alexander Acosta—the United States Attorney who would eventually give Epstein a controversial plea deal—had explained his lenient handling of the case to Donald Trump's transition team with an extraordinary statement: "I was told Epstein 'belonged to intelligence' and to 'leave it alone'." Acosta allegedly said the matter was "above his pay grade."


During this period, one of Epstein's clients was Adnan Khashoggi, the Saudi Arabian arms dealer who served as the middleman in the Iran-Contra affair—the Reagan administration's secret scheme to sell weapons to Iran and funnel the proceeds to right-wing rebels in Nicaragua. Khashoggi was introduced to Epstein by Leese, the same defense contractor later alleged to have recruited Epstein for intelligence work.


None of this proves Epstein was a spy. But it establishes that from early in his career, he moved in circles where intelligence, arms dealing, and vast sums of money intersected.


The Ponzi Scheme


In 1987, Steven Hoffenberg hired Epstein as a consultant for Towers Financial Corporation, a collection agency that bought debts owed to hospitals, banks, and phone companies. Hoffenberg set Epstein up in offices in the elegant Villard Houses in Manhattan and paid him twenty-five thousand dollars per month—a substantial sum that would be equivalent to roughly sixty-nine thousand dollars today.


The two men refashioned themselves as corporate raiders, using Towers Financial as their vehicle. They made unsuccessful bids to take over Pan American World Airways in 1987 and Emery Air Freight in 1988. They traveled everywhere on Hoffenberg's private jet.


But Towers Financial was a fraud.


In 1993, the company imploded when it was exposed as one of the largest Ponzi schemes in American history. A Ponzi scheme is a type of fraud where returns to earlier investors are paid using capital from newer investors, rather than from legitimate profits. It works until new money stops flowing in, at which point everything collapses. Towers Financial lost over four hundred fifty million dollars of investor money—equivalent to roughly one billion dollars today.


In court documents, Hoffenberg claimed Epstein was intimately involved in the fraud. Yet Epstein had left the company by 1989, and he was never charged. Hoffenberg went to prison. Epstein walked away.


The Billionaire's Right-Hand Man


In 1988, even while still consulting for Hoffenberg, Epstein founded his own financial management firm, J. Epstein and Company. He claimed the firm only accepted clients with a net worth exceeding one billion dollars, though others have expressed skepticism about how exclusive he really was.


What's certain is that he landed the biggest client of his career: Leslie Wexner.


Wexner was the founder and chief executive of L Brands, the retail empire that included Victoria's Secret, Bath and Body Works, and The Limited. He was one of the wealthiest people in America. In 1986, Epstein met Wexner through mutual acquaintances in Palm Beach. By 1987, Epstein had become Wexner's financial adviser.


The relationship quickly became extraordinary. In July 1991, Wexner granted Epstein full power of attorney over all his affairs. This is an almost unheard-of arrangement between a billionaire and his financial adviser. It meant Epstein could hire and fire people on Wexner's behalf, sign checks, buy and sell properties, borrow money—essentially anything of a legally binding nature.


Epstein managed Wexner's wealth and oversaw projects like the construction of Wexner's yacht, the Limitless. He made millions in fees. He attended Victoria's Secret fashion shows and hosted models at his New York City home. He represented himself as a global talent scout for the lingerie brand—a position that would later be revealed as a tool for sexual manipulation.


By 1995, Epstein was a director of the Wexner Foundation and president of Wexner's property development company. Although never officially employed by L Brands, he corresponded frequently with company executives and wielded enormous influence.


The Island Tax Haven


In 1996, Epstein restructured his firm as the Financial Trust Company and moved its base to St. Thomas in the United States Virgin Islands. This was a tax strategy. By relocating to the Virgin Islands, Epstein reduced his federal income taxes by ninety percent.


The Virgin Islands offered something unusual: the tax benefits of an offshore haven combined with access to the American banking system. You could avoid most taxes while still moving money through major American banks. Epstein capitalized on connections at JP Morgan, particularly with banker Jes Staley, to maintain close ties with that institution's subsidiary in the territory.


By 2002, according to New York Magazine, Epstein's financial operation employed one hundred fifty people across three locations: the Villard Houses in Manhattan, Wexner's operation in Columbus, Ohio, and St. Thomas. Twenty of those employees were accountants.


The Money Trail


Where did Epstein's money actually come from? This question has never been fully answered, but some numbers have emerged.


According to Forbes, reporting in 2025, the great majority of Epstein's wealth between 1999 and 2018 came from four hundred ninety million dollars in fees—most of it from just two billionaires. Leslie Wexner paid him roughly two hundred million dollars. Leon Black, the private equity titan who founded Apollo Global Management, paid one hundred seventy million. The remaining reported income—three hundred ten million dollars—came from investment returns generated by his companies.


When Epstein died, he was worth approximately six hundred million dollars.


But questions linger. Senator Ron Wyden stated in Congress that a Treasury Department file on Epstein detailed, from a single account, four thousand seven hundred twenty-five wire transfers totaling one point one billion dollars. The file also showed extensive financial correspondence from Russian banks connected to his sex trafficking activities.


Throughout his career, Epstein engaged no fewer than seventy-five lawyers. This is not a typo. Seventy-five lawyers. The list included some of the most prominent names in American law: Alan Dershowitz, the Harvard professor and celebrity defense attorney; Kenneth Starr, who had led the investigation of President Bill Clinton; Roy Black, one of Miami's most famous criminal defense attorneys; and Jay Lefkowitz, a former White House official.


The Social Network


Epstein was, above all else, a collector of powerful people.


His address book and flight logs, released over years of investigations, read like a who's who of global influence. Politicians, billionaires, scientists, royalty—he cultivated relationships with them all. Bill Clinton flew on Epstein's private jet multiple times. Donald Trump called him a "terrific guy" in 2002 and noted that Epstein liked women "on the younger side." Prince Andrew, the Duke of York, was a regular guest at Epstein's properties.


Documents released by the House Democratic Caucus in September 2025 revealed connections to Peter Thiel, the billionaire tech investor; Elon Musk, the world's richest man; Bill Gates, the Microsoft founder; Larry Summers, the former Treasury Secretary and Harvard president; and Steve Bannon, the political strategist. The documents included over twenty thousand pages of Epstein's emails from 2011 to 2018, many involving conversations about Donald Trump.


Why did so many powerful people associate with a man whose behavior raised obvious red flags? The answers vary. Some claim ignorance. Some point to Epstein's reputation as a financial genius. Some suggest he was useful—a man who could connect people, solve problems, or make inconvenient things disappear.


And some, it would eventually emerge, shared his appetite for young girls.


The Crimes


In 2005, police in Palm Beach, Florida, began investigating Epstein after a parent reported that he had sexually abused her fourteen-year-old daughter. What they discovered was systematic horror.


Federal officials eventually identified thirty-six girls, some as young as fourteen, whom Epstein had allegedly sexually abused. The investigation revealed a pattern: Epstein and his associates recruited vulnerable young girls, often from disadvantaged backgrounds, with offers of money for "massages." The massages became sexual abuse. Some victims were then recruited to bring in more girls, creating a pyramid of exploitation.


The girls were subjected to repeated rape and sexual violence by Epstein and his associates. They were trafficked between his homes in Palm Beach, New York City, New Mexico, and the US Virgin Islands. The abuse spanned years. Dozens of victims. Systematic. Organized. Predatory.


The Sweetheart Deal


What happened next should have been straightforward: a wealthy man credibly accused of raping dozens of children should go to prison for the rest of his life.


Instead, Epstein received one of the most controversial plea deals in American legal history.


In 2008, he pleaded guilty to two Florida state charges: procuring a child for prostitution and soliciting a prostitute. The language itself was obscene—these were children, not prostitutes. He was sentenced to eighteen months in county jail but served only thirteen months. Even that was a fiction: he was allowed to leave the jail six days a week for "work release" at his Palm Beach office.


The deal was engineered by Alexander Acosta, then the United States Attorney for the Southern District of Florida. Acosta would later serve as Secretary of Labor in the Trump administration until reporting on the Epstein deal forced his resignation. When asked why he had been so lenient, Acosta allegedly offered the explanation about Epstein "belonging to intelligence."


The plea deal granted immunity not just to Epstein but to "any potential co-conspirators"—a provision that protected anyone who had participated in the abuse. Victims were not consulted or even informed. A federal judge would later rule that the deal violated the Crime Victims' Rights Act.


The Arrest


For a decade after his Florida conviction, Epstein continued his life largely unchanged. He was a registered sex offender, but he still flew on private jets, entertained at his Manhattan townhouse, and maintained his network of wealthy and powerful friends.


Then, on July 6, 2019, he was arrested at Teterboro Airport in New Jersey after returning from Paris. Federal prosecutors in New York charged him with sex trafficking of minors in Florida and New York. This time, there would be no sweetheart deal.


Epstein was held at the Metropolitan Correctional Center in Manhattan, a federal jail known for housing high-profile defendants. He was denied bail after prosecutors argued he was a flight risk with the resources to flee the country.


The Death


On August 10, 2019, Jeffrey Epstein was found dead in his jail cell.


Barbara Sampson, the New York City medical examiner, ruled his death a suicide by hanging. But almost immediately, questions erupted. Epstein had been taken off suicide watch despite a previous apparent suicide attempt. The guards assigned to check on him had allegedly fallen asleep and falsified records. Security cameras malfunctioned.


Forensic pathologist Michael Baden, hired by Epstein's brother, disputed the suicide ruling. He pointed to fractures in Epstein's neck that he said were more consistent with homicide than hanging. The prison staff's failures were so egregious that they were criminally charged, though those charges were eventually dropped.


Public skepticism was immediate and widespread. The phrase "Epstein didn't kill himself" became a cultural meme, appearing everywhere from sports broadcasts to military communications. The theory wasn't crazy: here was a man with damaging information about some of the world's most powerful people, dead in a federal facility under circumstances that strained credulity.


In July 2025, the Federal Bureau of Investigation released closed-circuit television footage intended to prove Epstein died by suicide. But when the Department of Justice released the footage, approximately two minutes and fifty-three seconds was missing. The video had been modified despite the FBI's claim that it was the raw, unaltered recording.


The missing footage did nothing to quiet suspicions.


The Aftermath


Since Epstein's death precluded criminal prosecution, a judge dismissed all charges against him on August 29, 2019. The dead cannot be tried.


But his associate Ghislaine Maxwell faced justice. Maxwell, the daughter of British media mogul Robert Maxwell, had been Epstein's longtime companion and, prosecutors alleged, his chief procurer of victims. She recruited young girls, groomed them for abuse, and participated in the crimes herself.


In 2021, Maxwell was convicted on federal charges of sex trafficking and conspiracy. She was found guilty of helping Epstein procure girls, including a fourteen-year-old, for sexual abuse. She is currently serving a twenty-year prison sentence.


Civil lawsuits by Epstein's victims have resulted in settlements worth hundreds of millions of dollars. JP Morgan and Deutsche Bank, which maintained accounts for Epstein long after his first conviction, paid substantial settlements to victims. The Wexner family gave one hundred million dollars to various causes, though Leslie Wexner has never been charged with any crime.


The Questions That Remain


The Epstein case left behind a tangle of unanswered questions.


How did a college dropout become a teacher at an elite school, then a Wall Street partner, then a financial adviser to billionaires? The career trajectory defies conventional explanation. At each stage, doors opened that should have remained closed.


Was he an intelligence asset? The Austrian passport with a false name, the claims from associates, Acosta's alleged explanation—none of it proves anything, but none of it has been explained either.


Who else participated in his crimes? The plea deal granted immunity to unnamed co-conspirators. Flight logs show numerous prominent passengers on Epstein's plane, but the distinction between those who were merely transported and those who participated in abuse has never been fully litigated in court.


Did he really kill himself? The official ruling stands, but the circumstances—the sleeping guards, the broken cameras, the modified footage—have convinced many that the truth remains hidden.


And perhaps most troubling: how did he operate so openly for so long? Dozens of victims. Decades of abuse. A previous conviction. And still, the powerful kept visiting, the money kept flowing, and the system kept failing to stop him.


The Epstein case revealed something uncomfortable about how power works. Enough money buys not just luxury but impunity. Enough connections make you untouchable—or nearly so. And when you threaten to expose those connections, you become dangerous in a way that wealth alone cannot protect against.


Jeffrey Epstein is dead. Ghislaine Maxwell is in prison. But the full story of who knew, who participated, and who protected this operation may never be told. The powerful have long memories and longer reach. And some secrets, it seems, are meant to stay buried.
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Welcome! Glad you could join us. This is another Sunday edition of the Animation Obsessive newsletter — and here’s the plan:
	1. Why animation is for anyone.

	2. Newsbits.


With that, let’s go!
1. Problem solvers
It’s no secret that animation is tough work. Anyone who’s tried it can tell you as much. And certain styles and studios are especially taxing: more than once, Walt Disney ordered a dozen-plus retakes of individual shots, for example.1 
Even Disney’s best artists didn’t reach his standards easily. This type of perfectionism created Snow White (1937) — his people got pushed beyond all they’d done before. Years and immense resources went into training a team to work in the Snow White style on the Snow White level.
That was an anomaly in the ‘30s. Even today, most don’t get the opportunity to learn all that the Disney people learned back then. Like an artist from the Snow White era recalled, the studio:
… was like a marvelous big Renaissance Craft Hall in that it had a terrific teaching program and a lot of training that went with it. Young people coming in got a terrific break, I believe, because they were given a chance to study drawing, composition, animation, action. We studied old movies, layout, art direction. All of us were encouraged to study these free courses. Out of that came advancements, too. They were very anxious to find the exceptional people and move them up fast.2

It’s impressive — and, viewed one way, maybe demoralizing. Who’s got the time or access to learn to draw like Grim Natwick, one of Snow White’s leads? And isn’t that what real animation demands? The competitive, kind-of-elitist attitude of the old Disney school often seemed to suggest it. Maybe you’ve been left out.
These are real feelings. And, in recent years, they’ve gotten used in a core GenAI sales pitch to artists. Allegedly, art is inaccessible and only for a lucky few; slop services level the playing field. The idea is that generated animation gives everyone a shot.
Despite the many problems with GenAI videos and images, that sense of left-outness can be powerful. Drawing like a Disney great really is off the table for some people. But perspective matters here, because the hyper-technical Disney style was only ever one option — one of many. A wonderful thing about animation, especially now, is its openness. Everyone already has a shot.
Last summer, we shared a clip from The Metamorphosis of Mr. Samsa (1977) on social media. It’s a Kafka story animated with an unusual material — sand. One person pointed this out in a comment that went viral:
“I’ll use AI cus drawing is inaccessible”
Meanwhile people doing animation WITH SAND AND A SOURCE OF LIGHT


Animator Caroline Leaf created most of The Metamorphosis of Mr. Samsa in her spare time, in her home. She would come back from her job and work into the night. Each frame was her own.
Leaf wasn’t a mechanical person and she kept her setup basic — “I am shy of machines,” she said during production. Fixed above her workspace was a 16 mm camera. The rest was done with sand on a sheet of milk glass, lit from below.3
She didn’t consider herself much of a visual artist. “I can’t really draw; never could,” she said in 1976. “But it is interesting, not being able to draw and trying to find solutions around it. If, for example, I knew how to draw a hand with all the correct shadings and perspective, there would be no problem. But that hand would come out looking like a conventional hand.”
At first, Leaf’s limited drawing skill almost scared her away from animation. Plus, she was no fan of the Disney films she’d seen (“I didn’t like them at all”). As a college student in the ‘60s, though, she stumbled into an animation course whose professor didn’t pay much mind to drawing or to Hollywood cartoons. 
“His idea was that you could animate anything,” Leaf remembered.4 
Once, Leaf came to class with a container of sand and poured it onto a light box. Something clicked. “There was no tradition of drawing in sand, so I felt free to develop my own style,” she noted. Six months of daily work went into her student film Sand, or Peter and the Wolf (1969), and a major new artist was born.5


The lack of tradition attracted Leaf to sand — but her left-field, iconoclastic thinking was a sort of tradition in itself. It was a strain in animation. Leaf chose to animate in the first place because she’d encountered that strain in her animation class, through film screenings. Among other things, she saw animated collage.
One of her favorite discoveries was Jan Lenica, a Polish director of cutout collage films. “He works with paper cutouts, and that impressed me,” Leaf said. “I like to draw a parallel between the fluid movement of the material I work with (sand) and the one he uses (paper).”
Lenica’s films are about as far from Disney as it gets. They follow no classical rules of drawing and were made from the simplest parts. But the best of them, like New Janko the Musician (1960), have a haunting power of their own. 

Collage animation is like that. If Leaf built Mr. Samsa out of “sand and a source of light,” these artists use just as little, if not less, to do a lot. The collage animator Dave Merson Hess (Tight Pants Ultra Bold) told us a few years ago:
There is no canon of required reading for cutout. Truly, the rules have not fully been codified. Yes, there are zines, there are book chapters, there are PDFs of assignments scattered across the internet, but there’s no 500-page tome, no pack of devoted readers hellbent on enforcing the so-called rules. When compared to hand-drawn, this is a point of freedom. The so-called principles of animation exist as a set of potential suggestions.6

A famous example is Frank Film (1973) from America. It’s a mind-altering barrage of stuff, set to dueling narration tracks. At the time, director Frank Mouris called it “the true story of my life from the beginning up to the present and on into the future shown by the images I have cut out and saved for the past six years.” 
Mouris was an independent who admitted that he “didn’t draw well.” But it didn’t matter — he realized that he could do something else with cutouts. A lot of people loved Frank Film, even if they struggled to describe it. Mouris’s piece won the Oscar in ‘74.
According to LA Weekly, Mouris “dashed up to receive the Oscar for his animated short, Frank Film, wearing a borrowed jacket, borrowed pants, borrowed scarf and a borrowed sequined belt. The shirt was his own.”7

This collage-aligned school has drawn many, many artists since the mid-century. One of the best worked in communist Hungary — Sándor Reisenbüchler. His films, like The Year of 1812, were utterly homebrew. Movement was often improvised under the camera.8
Reisenbüchler’s masterpiece was The Kidnapping of the Sun and Moon (1968). It’s a wordless fairy tale about a dragon that devours the sun, moon and stars and leaves the world in absolute darkness, until a spark of light appears, and a hero takes it up. The technique is a mix of things: cutout, experimental effects, semi-traditional animation. And the whole thing has a primordial energy.
We’ve loved The Kidnapping of the Sun and Moon for years. Seeing it on the big screen last year, at the Annecy Festival, we were overwhelmed by its emotional force. There were flashier, higher-tech and bigger-budget films at the festival, but almost none hit us like this one. Reisenbüchler managed it with none of the tools of a Disney artist. As he once said:
I made this film on a stool. I lived in the countryside, 30 km from Pest, in Felsőgöd, in dire poverty. […] My son was born just then, and my wife joined in between breastfeeding to fill in the dragon with a grease pencil. It’s actually a family short film. [The author Ferenc] Juhász also told me: you will see, Sándor, your child will bring luck. It’s a folk saying. A newborn always brings good luck that year. I had never been abroad before. With this film, I became popular all over the world. This shows that one can make a film on a kitchen table and a credenza.9


In the ‘70s, when movies were still shot on physical reels of film, Caroline Leaf created animation with sand and a source of light — and it wows people today. Artists like Mouris and Lenica and Reisenbüchler used even humbler means. And there was a wide group of animators who fell somewhere in between.
By the mid-century, there were films made by animating people in stop motion (A Chairy Tale), and films made by directly scratching and painting on film stock (Begone Dull Care). One of Caroline Leaf’s early fans, Norman McLaren, spent his whole career resisting the complex Disney approach. As he wrote in the ‘40s:
… my militant philosophy is this: to make with a brush on canvas is a simple and direct delight — to make with a movie should be the same.10

And, in 2026, the technical hurdles that even rebels like Leaf and McLaren navigated are gone. Anyone with a phone camera can shoot an animated film. Anyone with Blender or OpenToonz, the free software that Ghibli uses, can move images around. There are guides to building a multiplane shooting stand for under $100. 
The results might not look exactly like classic Disney animation, or like Ghibli’s films. But that’s when creativity starts — at the point where you can’t just copy. Leaf’s work grew from the problem of “not being able to draw and trying to find solutions around it.” Her solutions, her creative problem-solving, made her an original.
What AI-generated animation promises is a shortcut around that problem-solving. Which is a risk, because it aims at the heart of an artist’s creative growth. After all, we can thank problem-solving even for the best work of the Disney giants. That’s how their discoveries were made.
Most of us will never have the privilege of the “marvelous big Renaissance Craft Hall” that was Disney’s studio in the ‘30s. But many of us have a camera, sand and a light, or a kitchen table and a pair of scissors, and those humbler tools can do a lot. 
We love Snow White. Yet it was The Kidnapping of the Sun and Moon that made us cry in a theater.
2. Newsbits
	The Italian classic Allegro non troppo is coming stateside via GKIDS. See the trailer.

	In Mexico, Cinema Fantasma is reportedly prepping another feature film: The Ballad of the Phoenix. 

	BoxBallet, from Russia, is an Oscar nominee and one of the best animated shorts of the 2020s. It’s finally out on YouTube in an official capacity.

	Meanwhile, beginning in March, Russia’s government will review audiovisual works shared online for “compliance with traditional spiritual and moral values.” It can order deleted any material found in violation.

	In America, the Hollywood director and showrunner Matt Braly is going independent with a new studio called Fantasy Project. “Why am I doing this?” he asked on Twitter. “Because the only ones who can protect art are the ones who value it. Disney using AI? Yuck.”

	India’s 88 Pictures is set to animate Baahubali: The Eternal War, whose hype keeps growing.

	The Japanese film Jin-Roh: The Wolf Brigade is coming to UHD Blu-ray with its original colors restored.

	A few years ago, Netflix killed Jorge Gutierrez’s Hollywood project I, Chihuahua. He’s now taken it overseas to Snafu, a British company.

	Amanita Design (Samorost) is a game studio rooted in the animated films of Czechia, its home country. Its latest project, Phonopolis, animates avant-garde aesthetics from the early 20th century — and now has a demo.

	Last of all: director Josh Fagin (spktra) explained the mysterious light effects in ‘80s and ‘90s anime like Akira, and how he’s revived them for the digital age. His piece has generated a lot of buzz on social media.


Until next time!
1According to the book The Disney That Never Was, “Disney stressed quality over quantity. Grim Natwick, who was in charge of animating the Princess in Snow White, recalled redoing one scene fourteen times before he and Walt were satisfied.” 
This is just one example of Disney’s habit. Reportedly, when the Soviet director Grigori Aleksandrov visited the studio in the ‘30s, he heard Disney order a 13th take of one shot. The story is recounted in Ivan Ivanov-Vano’s memoir Frame by Frame. And Disney’s perfectionism bled down to his team. To quote The Animated Man:
As in work on Pinocchio, the appetite for perfection seemed to know no bounds in work on Bambi. “There was one scene in Bambi that I shot fourteen tests of,” the effects animator Cornett Wood said. “… That’s the way they worked in the effects department, they really tried. I always had the feeling they tried too hard.”



2This quote comes from John Hubley in Animation: A Creative Challenge.


3Details for this part of the Caroline Leaf section come from Cinema Canada (October 1976), Animation: Genre and Authorship, The Boston Phoenix (March 27, 1979), AWN, the book Experimental Animation and interviews here and here. Many were important today.


4That quote and the one in the foregoing paragraph come from Positif (June 2003) and The Boston Globe (March 29, 1979). 


5For these details, see Women & Animation: A Compendium, Animateducated, Storytelling in Animation: An Anthology and Séquences (January 1978).


6This comes from our article Collage Animators in Their Own Words. 


7The Mouris section relies on The State (April 6, 1975, and April 10, 1975), LA Weekly (May 3, 1979) and the book Secrets of Oscar-Winning Animation.


8See this 1976 issue of Filmkultúra.


9From an archived interview with Filmvilág.


10See Documentary Film News (May 1948).
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  The most paradoxical thing about creative work is that it is both a way in and a way out, that it plunges you into the depths of your being and at the same time takes you out of yourself. Writing is the best instrument I have for metabolizing my experience and clarifying my own mind in such a way that I am no longer captive to it. All creative work is at bottom a means of self-liberation and a coping mechanism — for the loneliness, the despair, the chaos and contradiction within. It is the best means we have of transmuting that which gnaws at us into something that nourishes, and yet how little of that private ferment is visible in the finished work. 

This is why I love diaries, with their rare glimpse of the inner worlds that lavish our own with beauty and truth, with nourishment of substance and sweetness that endures for epochs after the lives that made it are no more. 

Of all the writers and artists who have kept a journal as a means of creative catalysis and a salve for self-doubt, no one has confronted the internal saboteur of creativity — those psychic hindrances that stand between the talented and the fruition of their talent — more pointedly than Franz Kafka (July 3, 1883–June 3, 1924). 


“I won’t give up the diary again. I must hold on here, it is the only place I can,” he vows at the outset of his Diaries: 1910–1923 (public library) — the journal that became part creative sandbox, part metronome of discipline, part exorcism for self-doubt as Kafka was trying to live into his creative calling while working as an insurance salesman. “I want to write, with a constant trembling on my forehead,” he declares, and yet over and over he indicts himself for falling short of his desire, for thwarting his talent with insecurity and lack of discipline. “Wrote nothing,” he laments in entry after entry. “Have written nothing for three days,” he sulks as his creative block consumes him. “Bad,” he declares a perfect spring day for having produced no writing. By early summer, he is in despair:

Nothing written for so long. Begin tomorrow. Otherwise I shall again get into a prolonged, irresistible dissatisfaction; I am really in it already. The nervous states are beginning. But if I can do something, then I can do it without superstitious precautions.


The reasons for Kafka’s creative block are various: By turns he finds himself drowning in loneliness, enraged by distraction, physically fatigued and pained by the tuberculosis that would soon take his life, tortured by his era’s version of an overflowing inbox: heaps of unanswered letters. He feels his powers being wasted, feels himself “wretched, wretched, and yet with good intentions,” feels the “absolute despair” of trying and failing to write. The diary itself becomes his watering hole through the dry spells:

Hold fast to the diary from today on! Write regularly! Don’t surrender! Even if no salvation should come, I want to be worthy of it at every moment.


On its pages, universal patterns emerge: In his private and particular turmoils, Kafka touches again and again on what I consider the four great perils standing between us and our gifts — those psychic hindrances of which we may not always be consciously aware, but we which experience palpably and painfully as creative block. 


4. TIME-ANXIETY

Savaged by shame at his writing, Kafka regularly winces at his sentences, then reasons:

I explain it to myself by saying that I have too little time and quiet to draw out of me all the possibilities of my talent.


Baldwin would have had something to say about that excuse, which Kafka himself sees crumble: During a rare respite from his ordinary time-lament — that his day job at the insurance company is taking too much energy away from writing — he finds himself not using the windfall gain to write:

This month, which, because of the absence of the boss, could have been put to exceptionally good use, I have wasted and slept away without much excuse… Even this afternoon I stretched out on the bed for three hours with dreamy.


Such is the bi-polar nature of time-anxiety in creative work: Alongside the feeling of not having enough time is also the time-dilating experience of procrastination — the paradoxical paralysis many gifted people feel at the prospect of living up to and into their gifts. Kafka writes:

Idled away the morning with sleeping and reading newspapers. Afraid to finish a review for the Prager Tagblatt. Such fear of writing always expresses itself by my occasionally making up, away from my desk, initial sentences for what I am to write, which immediately prove unusable, dry, broken off long before their end, and pointing with their towering fragments to a sad future.


“Wasted day,” he groans in another entry. And yet he has the wisdom to recognize that procrastination — “the shameful lowlands of writing” — has a purpose:

Stretching in the presence of the maid and saying, ‘I’ve been writing until now.’ The appearance of the undisturbed bed, as though it had just been brought in… I am in the shameful lowlands of writing. Only in this way can writing be done, only with such coherence, with such a complete opening out of the body and the soul.



3. WORLD-ANXIETY

To be an artist is to feel life deeply, to tremble with the terrors of everything that trembles. As the first global war is painting the world around him black, Kafka sinks into an inner darkness, his anxiety rising to untenable heights:

The thoughts provoked in me by the war… devour me from every direction. I can’t endure worry, and perhaps have been created expressly in order to die of it.


The writing stalls again as he sorrows with the world’s sorrow: 

Again barely two pages. At first I thought my sorrow over the Austrian defeats and my anxiety for the future (anxiety that appears ridiculous to me at bottom, and base too) would prevent me from doing any writing. But that wasn’t it, it was only an apathy that forever comes back and forever has to be put down again. There is time enough for sorrow when I am not writing.


Kafka would die of tuberculosis while the war is still raging.


2. SELF-COMPARISON

Few things maim an artist’s confidence more savagely than self-comparison, which breeds the two most pernicious species of despair in creative work: insecurity and envy, always entwined in a singularly damaging form of learned helplessness. While working on what would become his first published short story, Kafka acquires a volume of Goethe’s conversations and finds himself completely blocked:

So passes my rainy, quiet Sunday, I sit in my bedroom and am at peace, but instead of making up my mind to do some writing, into which I could have poured my whole being the day before yesterday, I have been staring at my fingers for quite a while. This week I think I have been completely influenced by Goethe, have really exhausted the strength of this influence and have therefore become useless.


Nearly a month later, he is still immersed in and paralyzed by Goethe. After yet another “wrote nothing,” he records:

The zeal, permeating every part of me, with which I read about Goethe (Goethe’s conversations, student days, hours with Goethe, a visit of Goethe’s to Frankfort) and which keeps me from all writing.



1. SELF-DOUBT

“I cannot believe that I shall really write something good tomorrow,” Kafka forebodes in one entry. In another, he declares himself “an almost complete failure in writing.” He is torn between determination and despair:

I will write again, but how many doubts have I meanwhile had about my writing? At bottom I am an incapable, ignorant person who, if he had not been compelled — without any effort on his own part and scarcely aware of the compulsion — to go to school, would be fit only to crouch in a kennel, to leap out when food is offered him, and to leap back when he has swallowed it.


With his characteristic drama for metaphor, he writes in the winter of his twenty-eighth year:

It is as if I were made of stone, as if I were my own tombstone, there is no loophole for doubt or for faith, for love or repugnance, for courage or anxiety, in particular or in general, only a vague hope lives on, but no better than the inscriptions on tombstones. Almost every word I write jars against the next, I hear the consonants rub leadenly against each other… My doubts stand in a circle around every word, I see them before I see the word, but what then! I do not see the word at all, I invent it. Of course, that wouldn’t be the greatest misfortune, only I ought to be able to invent words capable of blowing the odour of corpses in a direction other than straight into mine and the reader’s face.



Like Audubon did with his bird paintings, Kafka regularly destroyed writing that dissatisfied him. With an eye to all he disavowed one particular year — a great deal more writing than he kept — he is suddenly seized by anxious self-doubt:

That hinders me a great deal in writing. It is indeed a mountain, it is five times as much as I have in general ever written, and by its mass alone it draws everything that I write away from under my pen to itself.


Preparing to visit his siblings and parents, and heavy with shame for having written nothing, he consoles himself grimly:

I shall, since I have written nothing that I could enjoy, not appear stranger, more despicable, more useless to them than I do to myself.


When his best friend does a reading of one of Kafka’s stories at a salon, Kafka finds himself feeling bitterly “isolated from everyone,” chin down in shame at the “disordered sentences” of his “story with holes into which one could stick both hands.” He agonizes:

If I were ever able to write something large and whole, well shaped from beginning to end, then in the end the story would never be able to detach itself from me and it would be possible for me calmly and with open eyes, as a blood relation of a healthy story, to hear it read, but as it is every little piece of the story runs around homeless and drives me away from it in the opposite direction.


He feels unable to write, and the little he does write feels “wrong.” In yet another dramatic metaphor — “metaphors are one among many things which make me despair of writing,” he would later rue — he reflects:

My feeling when I write something that is wrong might be depicted as follows: In front of two holes in the ground a man is waiting for something to appear that can rise up only out of the hole on his right. But while this hole remains covered over by a dimly visible lid, one thing after another rises up out of the hole on his left, keeps trying to attract his attention, and in the end succeeds in doing this without any difficulty because of its swelling size, which, much as the man may try to prevent it, finally covers up even the right hole. But the man — he does not want to leave this place, and indeed refuses to at any price — has nothing but these appearances, and although — fleeting as they are, their strength is used up by their merely appearing — they cannot satisfy him, he still strives, whenever out of weakness they are arrested in their rising up, to drive them up and scatter them into the air if only he can thus bring up others; for the permanent sight of one is unbearable, and moreover he continues to hope that after the false appearances have been exhausted, the true will finally appear.


And then, swift as a whip, his self-doubt meta-flagellates the metaphor itself:

How weak this picture is. An incoherent assumption is thrust like a board between the actual feeling and the metaphor of the description.


He doubts not only his talent but his motivation to manifest it:

I can’t write any more. I’ve come up against the last boundary, before which I shall in all likelihood again sit down for years, and then in all likelihood begin another story all over again that will again remain unfinished. This fate pursues me.


Within months, he had published The Metamorphosis. And this indeed is the great consolation of his diaries: Over and over, Kafka discovers — as every artist eventually must — that the remedy for writer’s block is writing. A generation before Steinbeck observed in his own diary of self-doubt that “just a stint every day does it,” Kafka writes with an eye to the 1911 comet visible in the night sky above him:

Every day at least one line should be trained on me, as they now train telescopes on comets… Then I should appear before that sentence once, lured by that sentence.


Over and over, he discovers that he writes to save himself:

I feel helpless and an outsider. The firmness, however, which the most insignificant writing brings about in me is beyond doubt and wonderful.


He discovers that writing, for him, is not a matter of art but of survival:

I have now… a great yearning to write all my anxiety entirely out of me, write it into the depths of the paper just as it comes out of the depths of me, or write it down in such a way that I could draw what I had written into me completely. This is no artistic yearning.


At its best, it is not merely survival, not salvation, but self-transcendence:

Without weight, without bones, without body, walked through the streets for two hours considering what I overcame this afternoon while writing.

[…]

I will write in spite of everything, absolutely; it is my struggle for self-preservation.


He relishes “the strange, mysterious, perhaps dangerous, perhaps saving comfort that there is in writing… a seeing of what is really taking place.” What buoys him through all the doubt and despair is the deeper knowledge — a kind of profound self-trust — that writing is his calling, the great spiritual reward for which he would give up — and did give up — every earthly pleasure:

When it became clear in my organism that writing was the most productive direction for my being to take, everything rushed in that direction and left empty all those abilities which were directed towards the joys of sex, eating, drinking, philosophical reflection, and above all music. I atrophied in all these directions. This was necessary because the totality of my strengths was so slight that only collectively could they even half-way serve the purpose of my writing. Naturally, I did not find this purpose independently and consciously, it found itself, and is now interfered with only by the office, but that interferes with it completely. In any case I shouldn’t complain that I can’t put up with a sweetheart, that I understand almost exactly as much of love as I do of music.

[…]

My development is now complete and, so far as I can see, there is nothing left to sacrifice; I need only throw my work in the office out of this complex in order to begin my real life in which, with the progress of my work, my face will finally be able to age in a natural way.


Complement with Bob Dylan on sacrifice, neuroscience founding father Santiago Ramón y Cajal on the six “diseases of the will” that keep the talented from reaching greatness, and the story of how Steinbeck used his diary as a tool of discipline and a hedge against self-doubt (that eventually won him the Pulitzer and paved the way for his Nobel), then revisit Kafka on the nature of reality, the power of patience, and his remarkable letter to his narcissistic father.


donating = loving
For seventeen years, I have been spending hundreds of hours and thousands of dollars each month composing The Marginalian (which bore the outgrown name Brain Pickings for its first fifteen years). It has remained free and ad-free and alive thanks to patronage from readers. I have no staff, no interns, no assistant — a thoroughly one-woman labor of love that is also my life and my livelihood. If this labor makes your own life more livable in any way, please consider lending a helping hand with a donation. Your support makes all the difference.
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The Man Who Saw the Future: Franz Kafka's Enduring Legacy

Imagine waking up one morning to find yourself transformed into a monstrous insect. Your family, repulsed by your new form, isolates you in your room. You are left to grapple with your bizarre predicament, slowly starving as you lose the ability to eat. This nightmarish scenario is not a fever dream but the premise of Franz Kafka's iconic novella "The Metamorphosis," a story that has become emblematic of the surreal and oppressive worlds Kafka created.

Kafka, born in Prague in 1883, was a German-language Jewish writer who spent much of his life feeling torn between his literary aspirations and the practical demands of his legal career. His work, which often features isolated protagonists facing incomprehensible bureaucratic powers, has left an indelible mark on 20th-century literature. The term "Kafkaesque" has entered our lexicon to describe situations that are bizarre, illogical, and oppressive, much like those depicted in his writings.

A Life of Internal Conflict

Kafka was born into a middle-class Jewish family in Prague, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. His father, Hermann Kafka, was a successful businessman, and his mother, Julie, was a dutiful wife and mother. Kafka's childhood was marked by a sense of loneliness and isolation, as his parents were often absent, leaving the children in the care of governesses and servants. This early experience of detachment would later influence his writing, which often explores themes of alienation and isolation.

Kafka trained as a lawyer and worked in various legal and insurance jobs, but he felt that his true calling was writing. His professional obligations often led to internal conflict, as he struggled to balance his day job with his literary pursuits. Despite this, Kafka managed to produce a body of work that has had a profound influence on artists, philosophers, and cultural theorists alike.

The Influence of Family and Culture

Kafka's troubled relationship with his father is a recurring theme in his work. In his "Letter to His Father," Kafka describes his father as an overbearing and authoritarian figure, whose demanding character profoundly affected him. This complex relationship is evident in many of Kafka's stories, which often feature protagonists struggling against oppressive paternal figures.

Kafka's Jewish heritage also played a significant role in his life and work. Although he was deeply fascinated by Eastern European Jewish culture, he often felt alienated from his Jewish identity. His diaries contain many references to Jewish writers and themes, and his work often explores the tension between tradition and modernity.

A Legacy of Literary Innovation

Kafka's most famous works include "The Metamorphosis," "The Trial," and "The Castle." These stories often blend realism with the fantastique, creating surreal worlds where characters face bizarre and incomprehensible situations. Kafka's writing style is marked by its precision and clarity, which he attributed to his upbringing in a German-speaking environment within a predominantly Czech-speaking country.

My job is unbearable to me because it conflicts with my only desire and my only calling, which is literature… I am nothing but literature and can and want to be nothing else.

This quote from Kafka's diary encapsulates his dedication to writing, despite the challenges he faced. His work has been seen as prophetic, foreshadowing the totalitarian regimes of the 20th century. His exploration of bureaucracy, alienation, and the struggle for individual identity has resonated with readers and thinkers across generations.

The Enduring Impact of Kafka's Work

Kafka's influence extends far beyond literature. His work has inspired artists, philosophers, composers, filmmakers, and cultural theorists. The term "Kafkaesque" has become a shorthand for describing situations that are bizarre, illogical, and oppressive. His stories have been adapted into films, plays, and even operas, and his themes continue to resonate in contemporary culture.

Kafka's impact on literature is undeniable. He has been compared to Dante and Proust, and his work has been cited as an influence by writers as diverse as Gabriel García Márquez, Milan Kundera, and Haruki Murakami. His exploration of existential themes and his unique narrative style have made him a seminal figure in modern literature.

The Man Behind the Myth

Despite his literary fame, Kafka was a private and introspective man. He never married, and his relationships with women were often complex and tumultuous. He was known for his dry sense of humour and his passion for physical activities like swimming and rowing. His letters and diaries reveal a man who was deeply self-analytic and often struggled with feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt.

Kafka's health was another significant factor in his life. He was diagnosed with tuberculosis in 1917, a disease that would ultimately take his life. His illness often prevented him from working, and he spent much of his later years in sanatoriums, trying to recover his health. Despite his struggles, Kafka continued to write, producing some of his most profound and introspective work during this period.

A Legacy That Transcends Time

Kafka's death in 1924 at the age of 40 marked the end of a life dedicated to literature. His friend and literary executor, Max Brod, ignored Kafka's wishes to destroy his unpublished works and instead ensured their publication. This decision has allowed Kafka's legacy to live on, inspiring generations of writers and thinkers.

Kafka's work continues to be studied and celebrated today. His novels and short stories are read and analyzed in classrooms and literary circles around the world. His influence can be seen in the work of contemporary writers and artists, who continue to draw inspiration from his unique vision and narrative style.

Conclusion

Franz Kafka's life and work are a testament to the enduring power of literature. His exploration of alienation, bureaucracy, and the human condition has resonated with readers and thinkers across generations. His legacy continues to inspire and challenge us, reminding us of the importance of individual identity and the struggle for meaning in an often incomprehensible world.

As we reflect on Kafka's life and work, we are reminded of the power of literature to illuminate the human experience. His stories, with their surreal worlds and complex characters, continue to captivate and inspire us, offering a glimpse into the mind of a man who saw the future and wrote about it with unparalleled clarity and insight. In a world that often feels Kafkaesque, his work serves as a beacon of understanding and a call to question the systems that govern our lives.
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  Very short summary: This essay argues that there are strong reasons to be political realists in the current context. Political realism entails a rejection of ideal theory and invites us to view politics as distinct from morality and ethics. I point to two particular reasons why realism is vindicated today. First, it’s part of the broader “naturalization” of philosophy. Second, it’s better placed to capture the transformation of liberal democracies and the demise of the liberal international order.


In the 1960s, it was very common to observe that “we’re all Keynesians now” – the statement has been attributed to economists Henry Hazlitt and Milton Friedman, but also appropriated by U.S. President Richard Nixon. It was a way to convey that Keynesian ideas were now the mainstream, even if many continued to oppose them. With historical hindsight, the statement made at the heyday of Keynesian economics also announced the coming demise of Keynesianism.
In a similar spirit, as the first quarter of the 21st century has just ended, I would dare to ask: “should we all be realists now?” What I mean by realism is a general stance toward (geo)political phenomena that, roughly, considers that our assessment of political actions and events should be grounded in a proper theoretical and empirical understanding of the mechanisms underlying these actions and events. Realism spans across several fields: realism in international relations, realism in democratic theory, realism in political philosophy. What follows specifically addresses the latter, but also to some extent applies to the first two.
With respect to political philosophy and political theory, realists display at least five commitments.[1] First, for realists, politics (or the political) is a distinct domain of action – distinct, especially, from ethics and morality. Second, realists tend to criticize political theory as being excessively tied to idealized and overly optimistic accounts of morality. Third, realists emphasize the agonistic and conflictual nature of politics, typically by endorsing some variation of value pluralism. Fourth, realists view politics as being foremost concerned with the establishment and preservation of the social order, rather than the pursuit of justice or any other overarching substantive ends. Finally, realists emphasize the risks of wishful thinking and political action motivated by noble moral considerations that disregard historical, social, economic, and other conditions in which it takes place.
Unsurprisingly, realists are critical of “ideal theory,” i.e., the endeavor to seek for principles and institutions that realize a particular normative consideration (e.g., justice) in a society where it is assumed that individuals are willing to comply with these principles and institutions, whatever they are. From the perspective of ideal theory, the normative political inquiry should start with laying down the blueprint of the perfectly just society and only then consider how this blueprint can be adjusted to provide a better fit with society as we know it. For realists, this is to put the cart before the horse. The proper approach is to start with society and people “as they really are,” to identify the core problems of human social life from this reality (the problem of order, the problem of collective action), and only then to think of normative principles and institutions that can adequately respond to these problems.
This picture is arguably sketchy and simplistic. It may give the false impression that political realism is necessarily tied to conservatism and offers a prima facie justification of the status quo. Actually, political realism is perfectly compatible with a critical perspective on prevailing institutions and practices. Realism does not entail moral nihilism nor does it imply the absence of any moral viewpoint. It just demands that whatever moral viewpoints one adopts, they be properly grounded in the (political, social, but also natural) reality within which political action takes place. Also, it could be pointed out that realism naively assumes that “reality” is a set of value-free brute facts, while actually reality itself is only perceived through value-loaded perspectives. There is neither a problem of order nor a collective action problem, only theoretical perspectives, with hidden normative presuppositions, that construe reality this way. This is a fair objection, at least up to a point. Still, most realists would be happy to grant that the proper understanding of the reality on which the normative political inquiry should build is value-laden, as all human inquiries, including scientific ones, are.
To illustrate, consider how for instance national identity should be accounted for in normative political philosophy. Ideal theorists may just choose to disregard national identity, on the ground that it is irrelevant to a cosmopolitan theory of justice. Or, similarly to Rawls, they can choose to bracket the issue by assuming that the theory applies within a well-defined and cohesive national space, where nationalistic considerations do not apply.[2] Both approaches are problematic from a realist perspective. Even if it is agreed that justice is an important normative consideration, it can be argued that appropriately dealing with nationalist sentiments is a necessary condition for a stable social order, which itself is a requirement of justice. Nationalist sentiments can eventually be criticized on the moral ground, but they cannot be dismissed as politically irrelevant. The realist position is surely not an easy one. You want to account for nationalism without necessarily justifying it. On the other hand, it would be a mistake to reduce nationalism to a mere constraint on political theorizing. Here is the case where “reality” is value-laden: the very way nationalism is conceptualized within realist political theory unavoidably betrays a normative stance. Nationalism is not just a fact, it’s a complex phenomenon that cannot be fully accounted for without theoretical and normative commitments about its explanation and justification.

“Burial at Ornans,” Gustave Courbet (1850)

To return to the question that gives this essay its title, should we be realists now and why? I see two different kinds of reasons for a positive answer. The first is that political realism can be viewed as part of the broader naturalistic paradigm in philosophy that is gaining traction.[3] Naturalism here refers to the view that the scientific and philosophical endeavors don’t differ in nature and are essentially continuous. That implies that the problems tackled by philosophers and scientists are more than complementary and very often overlapping. More provocatively, that also means that the methods they use are similar, if not identical, e.g., philosophers are increasingly relying on experiments. As an economist, I am naturally inclined toward naturalism. I have defended a naturalistic approach to social ontology in more academic places,[4] and I think that there are tight connections between some fields of economics (political economy, normative economics) and political philosophy. Public choice theory and rational choice political economy (e.g., Downs) are significant instances of contributions from economics to a “naturalistic political philosophy.”
Of course, naturalism and realism should not be confused and the fact that the former gains ground in the practice of philosophers does not , by itself, vindicate the latter. However, it’s hard to see how one can be a realist while disregarding scientific knowledge and methods. Science is, after all, one of the main ways to learn about our reality. As for the growing popularity of naturalism, it seems fair to say that it gives an additional and independent reason to endorse realism, on top of the considerations I’ve briefly discussed above.
A second and completely different argument in favor of becoming a realist is related to the current (geo)political context. The crisis of liberal institutions in many Western countries and the progressive destruction of the liberal international order are painful reminders that the assumptions regarding the nature of society with which ideal theorists have been working for several decades now are contingent. Rawls’s theory of justice and of political legitimacy, based on the idealization of the well-ordered society, might have been relevant in the 1970s, 1980s, and even in the early 2000s. Relative compliance may have been reasonably assumed because political conflicts were largely tamed and restricted to areas where a meta-agreement over the modalities of their treatments prevailed. Individuals were, for the great majority of them, “reasonable” in the Rawlsian sense. In this context, we can see Rawls’s theory as establishing a “possibility theorem” about just institutions under some political and social conditions.
The political circumstances of the 2020s do not render Rawls’s theory false, but largely irrelevant. Our societies are not even close to being “well-ordered,” a significant minority if not a majority is “unreasonable” in the Rawlsian sense, and the conditions ensuring political legitimacy from Rawls’s perspective (the existence of an overlapping consensus over principles of justice) are gone. It’s precisely the idealistic nature of Rawls’s political philosophy that hid the contingency of its relevance, because it was constructed so that it identifies principles of justice and legitimacy in abstraction from actual political (and socioeconomic) conditions. Still, a close reading of Rawls’s Political Liberalism unmistakably reveals that his political philosophy is a reflection of the nature of liberal democracies in the second half of the 20th century. Our societies are no longer those liberal democracies, making Rawls’s theory somehow obsolete.
Realist political theory is less likely to be struck by this kind of obsolescence because, in theory at least, it should treat what is contingent as being, indeed, contingent and distinguish it from what is necessary.[5] Realists have not waited for the 21st century to take a hard stance on ideal theories like Rawls’s because they understood from the start that disagreement, conflict, and even violence are part and parcel of politics. Now, that doesn’t mean that realists have to be Schmittian – though Carl Schmitt’s political theory can surely be characterized as sort of “realist.” But realists are well-placed to capture the increasingly Schmittian character of contemporary politics with war – not only military but also economic and cultural – its logical culmination. It’s not that Schmitt correctly conceptualized the nature of the political as one of the spheres of human activities; it’s rather that in a world where an increasing number of individuals perceive politics through Schmittian lenses, we should expect the violence inherent in politics to resurface. Taming violence and striking compromises that cannot be fully rationally justified are inherent to politics. Going to war to make one’s views prevail is not. Only a realist perspective can account for this.
Realists have often been accused of having nothing to offer besides moral platitudes at best and moral relativism at worst. It’s definitely true that, having left the world of ideal theory, firm conclusions about what is right and good or about what to do (or avoid) are harder to establish. Realism can still offer general guidelines about what we should definitely avoid[6] and, more generally, helps us to acquire a better understanding of how our political morality (and the beliefs about what is legitimate) depends on transhistorical invariants on the one hand, and on historical contingencies on the other.


[1] Edward Hall, Value, Conflict, and Order: Berlin, Hampshire, Williams, and the Realist Revival in Political Theory (University of Chicago Press, 2020), pp. 9-11.
[2] Rawls notoriously contended that his theory of justice cannot be extended to the supra-national context without significant adjustments. John Rawls, The Law of Peoples: With “The Idea of Public Reason Revisited” (Harvard University Press, 2003).
[3] See Walter Weit’s thought-provoking Substack essay on the end of analytic philosophy and its replacement by “naturalistic philosophy.”
[4] Cyril Hédoin, “The Beliefs-Rules-Equilibrium Account of Institutions: A Contribution to a Naturalistic Social Ontology,” Journal of Social Ontology 7, no. 1 (2021): 73–96.
[5] Arguably, in practice, that may be another story. As indicated above, realism can easily pass for a disguised justification of the status quo and can surely be used in this perspective on purpose.
[6] There is clearly an affinity between political realism and the so-called liberalism of fear, for instance.
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In 2008, a survey of political theorists at American colleges and universities produced a striking result: John Rawls was voted first on a list of "Scholars Who Have Had the Greatest Impact on Political Theory in the Past 20 Years." The poll, based on 1,086 responses from professors at accredited four-year institutions, placed a man who had largely retreated from public life at the top of an entire discipline. Rawls rarely gave interviews. He had a stutter he attributed to the deaths of two of his brothers—who died after contracting fatal illnesses from him—and what one biographer called "a bat-like horror of the limelight." Yet his ideas reshaped how courts in America and Canada think about justice, how politicians in Washington and London discuss fairness, and how an entire generation of moral philosophers understand the social contract.

Rawls was born on February 21, 1921, in Baltimore, Maryland, the second of five sons. His father, William Lee Rawls, was a prominent Baltimore attorney; his mother, Anna Abell Stump Rawls, was active in local Democratic politics, including advocacy for women's voting rights. Tragedy struck the family at an almost unimaginable scale: two of Rawls's brothers died in childhood because they contracted fatal illnesses from him. In 1928, the seven-year-old Rawls contracted diphtheria. His brother Bobby, younger by twenty months, visited him in his room and was fatally infected. The next winter, Rawls contracted pneumonia. Another younger brother, Tommy, caught the illness from him and died.

Thomas Pogge, one of Rawls's biographers, called the loss of the brothers "the most important events in John's childhood." The weight of that grief would follow him for decades.

Education at Princeton

Rawls graduated from Baltimore's public schools before enrolling in the Kent School, an Episcopalian preparatory school in Connecticut. Upon graduation in 1939, he attended Princeton University, where he was accepted into the Ivy Club and the American Whig–Cliosophic Society—elite social and academic institutions that would shape his intellectual life.

At Princeton, Rawls was influenced by Norman Malcolm, a student of Ludwig Wittgenstein. During his last two years at Princeton, he "became deeply concerned with theology and its doctrines." He considered attending a seminary to study for the Episcopal priesthood and wrote an "intensely religious senior thesis" titled "Meaning of Sin and Faith." In his 181-page-long thesis, Rawls attacked Pelagianism because it "would render the Cross of Christ to no effect."

Rawls graduated from Princeton in 1943 with a Bachelor of Arts, summa cum laude. He was twenty-two years old, devoutly religious, and about to enter the war that would shatter his faith.

The War and the Loss of Belief

Rawls enlisted in the U.S. Army in February 1943. During World War II, he served as an infantryman in the Pacific with the 128th Infantry Regiment of the 32nd Infantry Division, where he served a tour of duty in New Guinea and was awarded a Combat Infantryman Badge and Bronze Star; and the Philippines, where he endured intensive trench warfare and witnessed traumatizing scenes of violence and bloodshed.

It was there that he lost his Christian faith and became an atheist. Following the surrender of Japan, Rawls became part of General MacArthur's occupying army and was promoted to sergeant. But he became disillusioned with the military when he saw the aftermath of the atomic blast in Hiroshima. Rawls then disobeyed an order to discipline a fellow soldier, "believing no punishment was justified," and was "demoted back to a private." Disenchanted, he left the military in January 1946.

The war had transformed him. The boy who had defended Pelagianism in his thesis now believed that no divine plan could account for the suffering he witnessed.

Return to Philosophy

In early 1946, Rawls returned to Princeton to pursue a doctorate in moral philosophy. He married Margaret Warfield Fox, a Brown University graduate, in 1949. They had four children: Anne Warfield, Robert Lee, Alexander Emory, and Elizabeth Fox.

Rawls received his PhD from Princeton's philosophy department in 1950 after completing a doctoral dissertation titled "A Study in the Grounds of Ethical Knowledge: Considered with Reference to Judgments on the Moral Worth of Character." His PhD included a year of study at Cornell.

He taught at Princeton until 1952 when he received a Fulbright Fellowship to Christ Church at Oxford University, where he was influenced by the liberal political theorist and historian Isaiah Berlin and the legal theorist H. L. A. Hart. After returning to the United States, in the fall of 1953, Rawls became an assistant professor at Cornell University, joining his mentor Norman Malcolm in the philosophy department. Three years later Rawls received tenure at Cornell.

During the 1959–60 academic year, Rawls was a visiting professor at Harvard, and he was appointed in 1960 as a professor in the humanities division at MIT. Two years later, he returned to Harvard as a professor of philosophy, and he remained there until reaching mandatory retirement age in 1991.

The Thought Experiment That Changed Philosophy

In 1962, Rawls achieved a tenured position at MIT. That same year, he moved to Harvard University, where he taught for almost forty years and where he trained some of the leading contemporary figures in moral and political philosophy.

His students included Sibyl A. Schwarzenbach, Thomas Nagel, Allan Gibbard, Onora O'Neill, Adrian Piper, Arnold Davidson, Elizabeth S. Anderson, Christine Korsgaard, Susan Neiman, Claudia Card, Rainer Forst, Thomas Pogge, T. M. Scanlon, Barbara Herman, Joshua Cohen, Thomas E. Hill Jr., Gurcharan Das, Andreas Teuber, Henry S. Richardson, Nancy Sherman, Samuel Freeman and Paul Weithman.

He held the James Bryant Conann University Professorship at Harvard—the kind of position that signals absolute intellectual security in American academia.

But it was his ideas, not his teaching, that would transform political philosophy.

Justice as Fairness

Rawls published three main books. The first, A Theory of Justice, focused on distributive justice and attempted to reconcile the competing claims of the values of freedom and equality. Published in 1971, it became the founding text of modern political philosophy.

"It is generally accepted that the recent rebirth of normative political philosophy began with the publication of John Rawls's A Theory of Justice in 1971"

This was written by Will Kymlicka in 1990, but it remains accurate decades later. Rawls's theory of "justice as fairness" recommends equal basic liberties, equality of opportunity, and facilitating the maximum benefit to the least advantaged members of society in any case where inequalities may occur.

The argument for these principles uses a thought experiment called the "original position," in which people deliberately select what kind of society they would choose to live in if they did not know which social position they would personally occupy. This is first principles thinking applied to political theory: we design our society's rules from behind a "veil of ignorance" where we cannot know whether we'll be rich or poor, powerful or powerless.

The logic is compelling. If we don't know what we'll be in life—we might be the CEO or the street cleaner—we'll design institutions that protect everyone fairly. Rawls argued that this thought experiment reveals that reasonable people would agree to two basic principles: equal basic liberties for all, and social positions open to all under conditions of equal opportunity and fair equality.

Political Liberalism

In his later work Political Liberalism (1993), Rawls addressed the question of how political power can be exercised legitimately in a society where citizens hold diverse and often conflicting moral, religious, and philosophical points of view.

The problem is profound: how can we live together when we fundamentally disagree about what's right? Rawls's answer was to separate the "comprehensive doctrines"—the deep moral and spiritual beliefs—from the "political conception" that manages government. He argued that we should find "an overlapping consensus" on political questions while letting deeper questions remain debated.

Recognition

Rawls received both the Schock Prize for Logic and Philosophy and the National Humanities Medal in 1999. The latter was presented by President Bill Clinton in recognition of how his works "revived the disciplines of political and ethical philosophy with his argument that a society in which the most fortunate help the least fortunate is not only a moral society but a logical one."

Among contemporary political philosophers, Rawls is frequently cited by courts of law in the United States and Canada and referred to by practicing politicians in the United States and the United Kingdom. His framework has become the vocabulary of modern democratic governance.

Final Years

In 1995, Rawls had the first of several strokes, severely impeding his ability to continue work. He was nevertheless able to complete The Law of Peoples, the most complete statement of his views on international justice.

Published in 2001 shortly before his death was Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, a response to criticisms of A Theory of Justice.

Rawls died from heart failure at his home in Lexington, Massachusetts, on November 24, 2002, at age 81. He was buried at Mount Auburn Cemetery in Massachusetts.

His ideas about distributive justice, the original position, and political liberalism remain the foundation of modern democratic political thought. In a 2008 poll of professors who shaped political theory, he stood first—but perhaps more importantly, his students shape how governments around the world think about fairness. The boy from Baltimore who lost two brothers to disease, who watched Hiroshima burn, who became an atheist in the Pacific war, built an intellectual framework that helped millions understand justice. His ideas about helping the least advantaged have become the language of political debate itself.
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The World Is a Dangerous Place, and Everyone Knows It


Here's an uncomfortable truth that most politicians won't say out loud but nearly all of them believe: the international system is essentially a jungle. There's no world government, no global police force, no impartial referee. When push comes to shove, every nation is on its own.


This isn't cynicism. It's the foundation of what scholars call "realism" in international relations—the oldest and arguably most influential way of understanding why countries behave the way they do.


Realism starts with a simple observation: the world has no supreme authority. The United Nations can pass resolutions, but it can't force a powerful country to comply. International law exists, but there's no world court with the power to enforce its rulings against nations that refuse to show up. This absence of higher authority is what political scientists call "anarchy"—not chaos, but the absence of a ruler above the rulers.


In this environment, realists argue, states behave like rival firms in an unregulated market. They compete for advantage. They eye each other warily. They make alliances when convenient and break them when necessary. And above all, they accumulate power—because in a world where no one else will protect you, power is the only reliable guarantee of survival.


The Ancient Roots of a Modern Theory


Realism isn't a twentieth-century invention. Its intellectual roots stretch back over two thousand years to an Athenian general named Thucydides, who wrote the definitive account of the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta in the fifth century before the common era.


Thucydides recorded a chilling exchange known as the Melian Dialogue. The powerful Athenians arrived at the small island of Melos and demanded surrender. The Melians appealed to justice, to the gods, to international norms. The Athenians replied with what became the founding statement of realist thought: "The strong do what they can, and the weak suffer what they must."


The Melians refused to surrender. Athens conquered them anyway, killed all the men, and enslaved the women and children.


Brutal? Absolutely. But Thucydides wasn't celebrating this outcome—he was documenting how power actually works when the stakes are high enough. His lesson echoed through the centuries.


In Renaissance Italy, Niccolò Machiavelli advised princes that it was better to be feared than loved, because fear is more reliable. In seventeenth-century England, Thomas Hobbes described the natural state of humanity as "a war of all against all," where life was "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." In Prussia, Carl von Clausewitz—the great military theorist—declared that war was simply "the continuation of politics by other means."


These thinkers shared a conviction that moral ideals, however noble, couldn't override the basic dynamics of power and self-interest that govern relations between states.


The Security Dilemma: Why Good Intentions Make Things Worse


One of realism's most troubling insights is something called the security dilemma. It explains why even peaceful nations can end up in arms races and wars—not because anyone wants conflict, but because of the logic of the situation itself.


Imagine two neighboring countries, neither of which wants war. But both are nervous. Country A decides to build up its military—purely for defense, purely because you can never be too careful. Country B notices this buildup. From B's perspective, how can they be sure A's intentions are peaceful? They can't read minds. So B builds up its own forces, just to be safe.


Now A sees B arming itself and thinks: "We were right to be worried. They're clearly preparing for something." So A accelerates its military spending. B responds in kind. Before long, both countries are heavily armed, deeply suspicious, and far less secure than when they started—even though neither wanted this outcome.


This is the security dilemma in action. It's why realists are skeptical of arms control agreements and international institutions. Even when everyone has good intentions, the structure of the international system—anarchic, uncertain, self-help—pushes states toward competition.


The Cold War provides the clearest example. The United States and the Soviet Union spent four decades amassing enough nuclear weapons to destroy human civilization several times over. Was this rational? In the narrow sense of realism, yes. Each side feared the other. Neither could be certain of the other's intentions. So both kept building, creating the terrifying stability of Mutually Assured Destruction—aptly abbreviated as M.A.D.


What Realism Is Not


Realism is often confused with cynicism, with warmongering, with the belief that might makes right. But this misunderstands what realists are actually claiming.


Realism is a descriptive theory, not a moral prescription. When a realist says states pursue power, they're not saying states should pursue power—they're saying this is what states actually do, whether we like it or not. Understanding this behavior is the first step toward managing it.


Consider a doctor diagnosing a disease. The doctor isn't endorsing the disease by describing how it works. They're trying to understand it so they can treat it. Realists make a similar argument: if you want peace, you need to understand war. If you want cooperation, you need to understand why competition is the default.


Realism also differs from the related concept of Realpolitik—a German term that roughly translates to "practical politics." Realpolitik is a prescriptive approach to statecraft: it tells leaders how to act pragmatically in pursuit of national interests. Realism is broader. It's an entire framework for analyzing international relations, one that can inform policy but isn't itself a policy.


Some realists are quite dovish. They oppose foreign interventions, military adventures, and attempts at nation-building—not because they're pacifists, but because such actions often backfire and waste power that could be better preserved. Other realists are hawkish, advocating for military strength as the best guarantee of peace. The theory itself is neutral on these questions.


Liberalism: The Great Rival


To understand realism fully, you need to understand what it argues against. Its primary intellectual opponent is liberalism in international relations—not to be confused with the liberal or progressive label in domestic politics.


Liberal international relations theory holds that cooperation between states is possible and sustainable. Liberals point to international institutions like the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund, and the European Union as evidence that nations can bind themselves to rules and benefit from doing so. They argue that democracies rarely fight each other—the so-called "democratic peace"—and that economic interdependence creates incentives for peaceful behavior.


For liberals, the anarchic international system isn't destiny. It's a problem to be solved through institution-building, free trade, and the spread of democratic governance. Woodrow Wilson, the American president who championed the League of Nations after World War One, represents the high point of liberal internationalism. His vision was of a world where nations would resolve disputes through collective security rather than balance-of-power politics.


Realists view this as dangerously naive.


They point out that the League of Nations collapsed utterly in the face of fascist aggression in the nineteen-thirties. International institutions, realists argue, only work when powerful states want them to work. When vital interests are at stake, nations abandon institutional constraints without hesitation. The United Nations Security Council, for instance, is routinely paralyzed by vetoes from its permanent members—precisely because those members won't accept constraints on their own behavior.


The liberal response is that international cooperation has nonetheless grown deeper and more durable over time, that trade and democracy have indeed reduced conflict, and that realism's pessimism is self-fulfilling. If leaders expect conflict, they prepare for conflict, and their preparations make conflict more likely.


This debate remains unresolved. Every major event in international relations—the end of the Cold War, the expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the rise of China, the war in Ukraine—gets interpreted through both lenses, with each side claiming vindication.


The Different Schools of Realist Thought


Realism isn't a single unified theory. It's a family of related approaches that share core assumptions but diverge on crucial details.


Classical realism, associated with thinkers like Hans Morgenthau and Reinhold Niebuhr, locates the source of international conflict in human nature itself. Humans are inherently self-interested, power-seeking creatures. States, being composed of humans and led by humans, inherit these qualities. Competition and conflict are therefore inevitable, rooted in the fundamental drives of the species.


Morgenthau, a German-Jewish refugee from Nazi persecution, brought this perspective to America in the nineteen-forties. His book "Politics Among Nations" became the founding text of American realism, shaping a generation of diplomats and scholars. His view was deeply influenced by his experience of European collapse—the failure of the League of Nations, the rise of totalitarianism, the catastrophe of World War Two. Idealism, he concluded, was a luxury that got people killed.


Neorealism—sometimes called structural realism—emerged in the nineteen-seventies, primarily through the work of Kenneth Waltz. Waltz argued that human nature was beside the point. What mattered was the structure of the international system itself.


Think of it this way: even if every state were led by angels, the anarchic system would still push them toward competition. With no higher authority to enforce agreements or punish aggression, every state must worry about its own security. This structural pressure, not human wickedness, explains why states behave the way they do.


Neorealism was more "scientific" than classical realism—it sought to explain international politics through abstract structural variables rather than historical narratives or assumptions about human nature. This made it more rigorous but also more abstract and, critics argued, less attuned to the actual complexity of foreign policy decisions.


Within neorealism, a further split emerged between defensive realists and offensive realists.


Defensive realists, like Waltz himself and Stephen Walt, argue that states primarily seek security, not power for its own sake. Expansion is usually counterproductive because it triggers balancing coalitions. Smart states therefore maintain enough power to defend themselves but avoid the costs and risks of aggressive expansion.


Offensive realists, led by John Mearsheimer, take a darker view. They argue that states can never be certain of each other's intentions, and the only way to guarantee survival is to become so powerful that no one can threaten you. This drives great powers toward hegemony—dominance of the international system. The logical endpoint of offensive realism is a world where great powers constantly compete for supremacy, with conflict always lurking on the horizon.


Mearsheimer's analysis of China's rise follows this logic. As China becomes more powerful, he argues, it will inevitably challenge American dominance in Asia—not because Chinese leaders are evil, but because the logic of great power politics compels rising powers to seek regional hegemony. The United States, following the same logic, will inevitably resist. Conflict, in some form, is therefore highly likely.


Neoclassical Realism: Bringing Everything Together


The newest strand of realist thought, neoclassical realism, attempts to synthesize classical and neorealist insights while addressing their limitations.


Named by scholar Gideon Rose in the nineteen-nineties, neoclassical realism accepts that the structure of the international system matters—the neorealist insight—but argues that structure alone can't explain foreign policy. States face the same systemic pressures but respond differently. Why?


Because domestic factors intervene between systemic pressures and policy outcomes. The nature of a state's government, its political culture, the beliefs of its leaders, the influence of interest groups—all these factors shape how states perceive and respond to the international environment.


Consider how different democracies and autocracies might respond to the same threat. Or how a state with a recent history of invasion might be more security-conscious than one that feels geographically protected. Neoclassical realism provides tools for analyzing these variations.


This approach is more complicated than pure neorealism, but arguably more useful for understanding actual events. It acknowledges that leaders matter, that perceptions matter, that domestic politics matter—without abandoning the core realist insight that power and security remain the fundamental currency of international relations.


The Liberal Realist Compromise


Not all scholars accept the sharp division between realism and liberalism. The English School, developed primarily by British scholars like Hedley Bull, offers a middle path.


Bull's influential work "The Anarchical Society," published in nineteen seventy-seven, argues that the international system is indeed anarchic—there's no world government—but this doesn't mean it's lawless chaos. States have developed what Bull calls an "international society": shared norms, rules, and institutions that create order even without enforcement.


This society includes diplomacy, international law, the balance of power, and great power management. These mechanisms don't eliminate conflict, but they constrain and channel it. Wars still happen, but they typically follow certain rules. Treaties get broken, but they also get kept—far more often than pure realism would predict.


The English School suggests that realists and liberals are both partly right. The international system is competitive and dangerous, but it's not simply a war of all against all. Norms and institutions matter, even if they're not as decisive as liberals hope.


America's Endless Debate


The tension between realism and liberal internationalism has defined American foreign policy debates for over a century.


The Founding Fathers were essentially realists. George Washington warned against "entangling alliances" and foreign adventures. John Quincy Adams declared that America "goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy." The early republic focused on continental expansion and staying out of European power politics.


Woodrow Wilson changed everything. After World War One, he championed a new world order based on collective security, self-determination, and international law. His vision was rejected by the Senate, which refused to join the League of Nations, but Wilsonian idealism became a permanent strand of American foreign policy thinking.


Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman built the post-World War Two order—the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, NATO—that embodied liberal internationalist principles while being shaped by realist power calculations. America would lead the "free world" against Soviet communism, but it would do so through multilateral institutions that bound allies together and legitimized American leadership.


The Cold War's end in nineteen eighty-nine unleashed a new wave of liberal optimism. With the Soviet threat gone, some argued that history had ended—democracy and capitalism had won, and the spread of these systems would gradually eliminate great power conflict. The nineteen-nineties saw American interventions in Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo, justified in humanitarian terms that would have made Wilson proud.


Realists pushed back. George Kennan, the architect of Cold War containment strategy, opposed NATO expansion into Eastern Europe, warning that it would provoke Russia without adding meaningful security. Other realists opposed the two thousand three invasion of Iraq, arguing that it was based on faulty threat assessments and would destabilize the region. John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt became prominent critics of American foreign policy, arguing that liberal adventurism was wasting American power and creating unnecessary enemies.


The debate continues today. Is China a revisionist power that must be contained, or a potential partner that can be integrated into the liberal international order? Should America maintain its global alliance network, or retrench to focus on core interests? Is promoting democracy abroad a vital interest or a dangerous distraction?


Realists and liberals give different answers to these questions—and whoever wins the argument shapes the policies that follow.


What Realism Gets Wrong


For all its influence, realism has significant blind spots that its critics are eager to highlight.


First, realism struggles to explain change. If the international system is structurally anarchic and states are driven by eternal security concerns, why has the world changed so dramatically over time? Why don't democracies fight each other? Why has Western Europe, historically the most war-torn region on earth, been peaceful for eighty years? Why has outright conquest become rare?


Liberals argue that these changes reflect the growing influence of institutions, norms, and economic interdependence—factors that realism systematically downplays.


Second, realism treats states as unified rational actors—"black boxes" or "billiard balls" that respond predictably to external pressures. But states are complex entities with multiple, often conflicting interests. Domestic politics, bureaucratic competition, and individual leadership all shape foreign policy in ways that pure structural analysis misses.


Third, realism focuses almost exclusively on great powers and military security. But much of international politics involves economics, the environment, public health, migration, and other issues that don't fit neatly into the power-and-security framework. The global response to climate change, for instance, can't be understood purely through a realist lens.


Fourth, realism has a questionable predictive record. Realists predicted that the end of the Cold War would lead to renewed great power competition in Europe and the collapse of NATO. Instead, Europe integrated further and NATO expanded. Realists expected rising powers like China to immediately challenge the existing order. Instead, China spent decades integrating into that order and benefiting from it.


Defenders of realism respond that the theory is meant to explain long-term tendencies, not short-term events. The peaceful decades after the Cold War, they argue, were an anomaly enabled by American dominance. As that dominance fades, realist predictions are being vindicated: great power competition is returning, institutions are weakening, and the liberal order is under strain.


Why Realism Persists


Despite its limitations, realism endures for a simple reason: it captures something important about how the world actually works.


When crises hit, states still reach for power. When vital interests are threatened, states still ignore international law. When push comes to shove, states still prioritize their own survival over abstract principles. The invasion of Ukraine in two thousand twenty-two, the rising tensions between the United States and China, the collapse of arms control agreements—all these developments seem to vindicate the realist worldview.


Realism also appeals because it's modest about what can be achieved. It doesn't promise utopia. It doesn't claim that the right institutions or the right policies will eliminate conflict. It offers a sober assessment of human limitations and counsels prudence rather than crusading.


For policymakers navigating a dangerous world, this modesty can be valuable. Better to be prepared for conflict and wrong than to assume peace and be caught off guard.


Whether you find realism convincing or disturbing—or both—understanding it is essential. Its assumptions shape how governments think about national security, how diplomats negotiate treaties, and how analysts assess threats. When a president talks about "national interests" or a general discusses "the balance of power," they're speaking the language of realism, whether they know it or not.


The theory that began with Thucydides watching Athens and Sparta tear the Greek world apart remains, twenty-five centuries later, one of the most powerful frameworks we have for understanding why nations do what they do. The strong do what they can. The weak suffer what they must. And everyone, strong and weak alike, keeps a wary eye on everyone else.
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  A Genius for History
In about a month’s time, on 12th March, it will be the four hundredth anniversary of the birth of John Aubrey. Aubrey is not one of the most prominent names in English Literature, but he is among the most curious. Born in 1626, Aubrey lived through the tumult of the seventeenth century—his time at Oxford University was interrupted by the Civil War. He is known to us today as one of the great preservers of information of that period. 
In an age when everything was new—the New Learning, the New World, the New Science, the new commonwealth, the new politics, the new religion—the age of Bacon, Hobbes, Hooke, Locke, and Coke—Aubrey was a dedicated hunter and preserver of the old. 
An antiquarian rather than a writer, Aubrey wished to collect the world’s fragments before they went to dust. He spent his life gathering material to be deposited in the Ashmolean Museum (later transferred to the Bodleian Library). He was, according to Adam Fox’s Oxford Dictionary of National Biography profile, “the author of the first English books entirely devoted to archaeology, place names, and folklore.” He was also interested in astronomy, navigation, and applied mathematics and knew many of the great scientists of the time. 
Aubrey was a restless collector of information: we would call him an infovore. His work covered a scientific commonplace book, a work of natural history, drawings of buildings to be demolished, two plays, a miscellany of supernatural phenomena, an essay on educational reform, among many others. 
As his friend George Ent said, he was one “whose boundlesse mind / Scarce within Learnings compasse is confin’d.” In his huge capacity for saving and collecting information and manuscripts, Aubrey had a genius for history.


Aubrey’s Fertile Facts
Foremost among his literary accomplishments, Aubrey is a seminal biographer—one the greatest tellers of anecdotes in English Literature. Among his many manuscripts is Brief Lives, which is full of stories which might otherwise be lost about interesting and eminent men and women of his time, including Bacon, Hobbes, and Hooke. 
Aubrey has a special talent for finding what Virginia Woolf called—in an essay about biography—“the creative fact; the fertile fact.” It is in the little things that Aubrey’s subjects live most vividly, such as the fact that Thomas Hobbes sang to himself when he thought he could not be overheard, or that flies landed on his head when he was old, irritating him. 


Small touches
One of my own favourite examples of Aubrey’s biographical instinct for such details is from the life of Thomas Fuller who had “a very working head, in so much that, walking and meditating before dinner, he would eate-up a penny loafe, not knowing that he did it. His naturall memorie was very great, to which he had added the art of memorie: he would repeate to you forwards and backwards all the signes from Ludgate to Charing-crosse.”
In her superb scholarly edition, Kate Bennett notes that Aubrey’s list of Fuller’s preferments is “severely incomplete”; comparison to another contemporary biography offers useful additional details (as well as corroboration). 
But what I find most indispensable about Aubrey is that penny loaf, which Fuller ate while pacing around waiting for dinner, “not knowing that he did it”. That pacing is then paralleled in his ability to recite the street signs both “forwards and backwards”. This is a small touch, but it is in the small touches that Aubrey’s work lives as literature, not just a gathering of facts.
In The Obituary of Richard Smyth, which is a catalogue of all the people who died in Smyth’s parish between 1627-1674, the ones that are most affecting are those with just a little detail, such as “Mr. Leeche’s wife (minister at Bow Church), drowned herself in the Thames; taken up at Cuckold’s Point.” Bow Church is still there, as is Cuckold’s Point. One cannot read Smyth without noting that several of the priestly suicides happen on holy days. 
There is a strangeness in these details, which we cannot resolve or investigate, just as there is a charming “in-itself-ness” about Fuller eating the bread and reciting the shop signs.


“much troubled with flegme”
Another splendid moment in Aubrey comes in the life of Walter Rumsey, a barrister at Gray’s Inn and a judge. Rumsey, we are told, 
was an ingeniose man, and had a philosophicall head; he was most curious for graffing, inoculating, and planting, and ponds. If he had any old dead plumbe-tree, or apple-tree, he lett them stand, and planted vines at the bottome, and lett them climbe up, and they would beare very well.

This ingenuity was deployed upon himself, as well, 
He was much troubled with flegme, and being so one winter at the court at Ludlowe (where he was one of the councesellours), sitting by the fire, spitting and spawling, he tooke a fine tender sprig, and tied a ragge at the end, and conceited he might putt it downe his throate, and fetch-up the flegme, and he did so. Afterwards he made this instrument of whale-bone. I have oftentimes seen him use it. I could never make it goe downe my throat, but for those that can ’tis a most incomparable engine. If troubled with the wind it cures you immediately.

In another account of this delightfully disgusting trick, recorded in his Natural History of Wiltshire, Aubrey says that “if there be Wind in the Stomach, that does immediately give it vent, with a blast as when as Bottle is un-stopp’t.” Robert Hooke is said to have used this technique to clear phlegm as well. In all the lives of all the justices, has there ever been such a compelling detail as this one?


Kate Bennett: Aubrey as a social writer
At the end of the acknowledgments to Bennett’s edition, appears this terribly poignant note:
‘Brief Lives’ proved an ironic title: at its latter stage my husband, Josh, died at the age of 43, shortly after becoming a father for the second time. 

Bennett dedicates the edition to him and their sons. Perhaps one needs to be of such an age, and to have children, to feel the sharpness of this little sentence, but it is an example of the power of biographical writing: the sorrow is all conveyed in simpleness, no poetry, no elaboration is needed. A little detail makes a large sorrow. 
What catches us about Bennett’s husband’s death is that it comes at the end of the acknowledgements as well as the “latter stage” of the work itself. We feel the pain of death and the pain of the broken family left behind. 
Coming at the start of Brief Lives, Bennett’s note gave me a shock of realizing there would be no more anecdotes for that family about that man. 
Bennett sees Aubrey as a fundamentally social author, recording his anecdotes not mere as the entertaining ephemera and materials for future biographers, but as a means of studying “the relationship of societies to their anecdotes.” 
She calls Brief Lives “not a closed literary text in the making, but a Baconian survey and map of the areas to be explored; a visual diagram of the state of learning, and of its desiderata, or of the advancement of his social project.”
Aubrey implies that communities may be sustained, increased, and fortified under stress, in exile, or over time through the telling of “diverting” stories about their members; and that these stories are traditions which preserve historical information that no other form of record could. True or not, fair or not, these were the stories told about such a person in such a place by such a person.

We all live like this. Aubrey knew the importance of such “diverting” anecdotes to the cohesion and therefore the functioning of a culture. Ruth Scurr (a modern biographer of Aubrey) wrote in her TLS review of Bennett’s edition, that this was a major step forward in the way Aubrey is understood: “until Kate Bennett came along, no one properly understood what the Brief Lives are.” 


Tell all the truth — in manuscript
Aubrey was a collaborator. As well as studying people in their groups (his lives are also ordered by their social and professional groups), he himself worked as part of a network. As well as working with Anthony Wood to ensure manuscripts were saved for the archives, his life of Hobbes was written with other people. 
Aubrey was appalled at all the errors introduced into the printed edition. Thus began his work on Brief Lives, a project concerned with the irreducibility of manuscript. Bennett notes, in a chapter about her work in Ma(r)king the Text just how precise Aubrey was—he not only added marginal notes to the manuscript of Hobbes’ life about printing errors, but was careful to preserve sources. 
He notes next to a letter from Isaac Walton (one of the great English biographers) with information about Ben Jonson that this is Walton’s own handwriting—something print can never capture. Aubrey loved these things not merely for their own sake, but because they told the truth. 
Bennett writes:
Neither Richard Blackboume nor John Dryden liked the information that Hobbes used to go birding at Oxford, nor that after he went bald, he was troubled by flies pitching on his head.6 ‘Pox take your Orators and poets’, Aubrey complained, ‘they spoile lives and histories’. He adopted Bacon’s traditional definition, in book 2 of the Advancement of Learning, of biography as a branch of antiquities — history rather than literature — and developed it along Baconian lines, preferring not only factual and intimate detail, but things — documents and objects — before the restriction of elegant language, and high genres. The implication of the Hobbes life was that truth could only be preserved or circulated by networks of sociability, or their textual equivalents: the private manuscript and the manuscript letter.

In the letter Aubrey attached to the first volume of Brief Lives he wrote to Wood “I here laye-downe to you [...] the Trueth, the naked and plaine trueth.” Printed history, he said, either treads “too neer on the heeles of trueth, that they dare not speake plaine; or els for want of intelligence (things being antiquated) become too obscure and darke!” 


Truth? Or personality?
This remains a crucial problem for biography, one which slightly dogs Aubrey himself: “On the one hand there is truth,” said Virginia Woolf about this dilemma of biography, “on the other, there is personality.” Aubrey does not really meet modern standards of accuracy, as Bennett’s footnotes demonstrate. 
He is accurate, but he is accurate about the most condensed, compelling, aspects of character. This is why, to my mind, Aubrey remains a great literary biographer, as well as an antiquarian and historian. 
This was also a time when life-stories were being told in sermons. The church insisted that these biographies were kept strictly to the details of Christian virtue, but what congregations wanted to hear was the story of the dead person’s personality. At the same time, a tradition of Puritan self-examination arose in diaries. The first guide for writing such a diary appeared in 1649. 
The Aubrean genre of short, vivid, compelling portraits of character is part of a wider seventeenth-century turn to personality. 


Not histories, but lives
In his biography of Alexander the Great, Plutarch wrote that he was not writing history but “Lives”. He would not, he said, describe all the great battles and sieges. The “manifestation of virtue or vice” was often better demonstrated in things like a phrase or a jest. “I must be permitted to devote myself rather to the signs of the soul in men, and by means of these to portray the life of each, leaving to others the description of their great contests.” 
This is the tradition of biography that Aubrey revived, along with Izaac Walton.
Walton’s Lives is a marvellous work of life writing, too often overlooked or discounted as partisan. (Walton was an Anglican Tory and wrote about Anglican Tories.) It was Walton who taught English biographers to quote directly from letters, to write about people you knew, to show us the person. 
It has been said Walton is all surface. Well, so he is, but read this and tell me it doesn’t bring George Herbert’s personality to life.
In another walk to Salisbury, he saw a poor man with a poorer horse, that was fallen under his load: they were both in distress, and needed present help; which Mr. Herbert perceiving, put off his canonical coat, and helped the poor man to unload, and after to load, his horse. The poor man blessed him for it, and he blessed the poor man; and was so like the Good Samaritan, that he gave him money to refresh both himself and his horse; and told him, “That if he loved himself he should be merciful to his beast.” Thus he left the poor man; and at his coming to his musical friends at Salisbury, they began to wonder that Mr. George Herbert, which used to be so trim and clean, came into that company so soiled and discomposed: but he told them the occasion. And when one of the company told him, “He had disparaged himself by so dirty an employment,” his answer was, “That the thought of what he had done would prove music to him at midnight; and that the omission of it would have upbraided and made discord in his conscience, whensoever he should pass by that place: for if I be bound to pray for all that be in distress, I am sure that I am bound, so far as it is in my power, to practice what I pray for. And though I do not wish for the like occasion every day, yet let me tell you, I wou1d not willingly pass one day of my life without comforting a sad soul, or shewing mercy; and I praise God for this occasion. And now let’s tune our instruments.”

Walton was one of Samuel Johnson’s favourite writers, especially his Life of Donne. In that book, Walton shows us the virtues, the talents, which enabled John Donne to evolve from a young Catholic who wrote secret poetry and made a controversial marriage, to become a leading member of the Anglican hierarchy. 
It is so splendid a piece of work that in her recent biography of Donne, Katherine Rundell quoted an entire page of Walton. 
To this place Sir Robert returned within half an hour; and as he left so he found, Mr. Donne alone; but in such an ecstasy, and so altered as to his looks, as amazed Sir Robert to behold him; insomuch that he earnestly desired Mr. Donne to declare what had befallen him in the short time of his absence. To which Mr. Donne was not able to make a present answer: but after a long and perplexed pause, did at last say, “I have seen a dreadful vision since I saw you: I have seen my dear wife pass twice by me through this room, with her hair hanging about her shoulders, and a dead child in her arms: this I have seen since I saw you.” To which Sir Robert replied, “Sure, Sir, you have slept since I saw you; and this is the result of some melancholy dream, which I desire you to forget, for you are now awake.” To which Mr. Donne’s reply was: “I cannot be surer that I now live, that that I have not slept since I saw you: and am as sure, that at her second appearing, she stopped, and looked me in the face, and vanished.”––Rest and sleep had not altered Mr. Donne’s opinion the next day: for he then affirmed this vision with a more deliberate, and so confirmed a confidence, that he inclined Sir Robert to a faint belief that the vision was true.––It is truly said, that desire and doubt have no rest; and it proved so with Sir Robert; for he immediately sent a servant to Drewry-house with a charge to hasten back, and bring him word, whether Mrs. Donne were alive; and if alive, in what condition she was as to her health. The twelfth day the messenger returned with this account––That he found and left Mrs. Donne very sad, and sick in her bed; and that after a long and dangerous labour, she had been delivered of a dead child. And, upon examination, the abortion proved to be the same day, and about the very hour, that Mr. Donne affirmed he saw her pass by him in his chamber.

Boswell records Johnson getting angry that this scene was left out of an edition of the Lives. No-one will ever tell the tale of Donne seeing his wife’s ghost any better.


Biography must be useful
Johnson is one of the most important theorists of biography. “There has rarely passed a life of which a judicious and faithful narrative would not be useful,” he said. We are all so similar to each other, our “mistakes and miscarriages, escapes and expedients” that to hear about other people’s lives is of “immediate and apparent use.” How Aubrean! 
Walton and Aubrey and Johnson developed a vision of life writing that preserves a sense of a person’s virtues—their talents, abilities, as wrapped up within their personality. Boswell’s Life of Johnson is the great achievement of this tradition. No-one realised the Johnsonian view of biography better than Boswell.1
Boswell obeyed his master’s command that biographers “regard the manners or behaviour of their heroes” and not “hide the faults or failings” of their subjects. All the way through, we see Johnson cultivating his virtues, his areté. And struggling with his vices.2


Which truths matter most?
In the nineteenth century, biography sought to preserve men’s virtues without their vices. As Virginia Woolf said, “the majority of Victorian biographies are like… effigies that have only a smooth superficial likeness to the body in the coffin.” 
Then Froude’s Life of Carlyle showed the full force of Carlyle’s misanthropy and sternness and the controversial treatment he meted out to his long-suffering but independently-minded wife Jane. Society was shocked and a discourse erupted about the state of marriage.
As Trev Broughton says, ‘If Thomas Carlyle, one of the foremost advocates of stoic virtue, could be proved routinely to lose his temper over a missing window wedge, then the future of matrimony was parlous indeed.’3
The Victorians had preferred Great Man biographies, which showed heroes at their best, concealed their flaws, and eased them out of the world in gracious, almost saintly, death scenes.
After Froude, that tradition was smashed. Edmund Gosse told the truth about his religiously claustrophobic upbringing. Lytton Strachey punctured the pomposity of an entire era in his short polemic Eminent Victorians, which was so sharply ironic it made Bertrand Russell laugh so much in his jail cell that he was admonished by the gaoler. 
“At last”, said Woolf, “it was possible to tell the truth about the dead.” 


Too much truth?
Aubrey and Walton’s short, vivid style was back in fashion with Strachey, but the twentieth century saw a turn to in-depth biography. Page counts swelled. 
Michael Holroyd wrote about Bloomsbury homosexuality in his life of Lytton Strachey, much to the displeasure of Geoffrey Keynes, the economist’s brother. (The letters in which Geoffrey Keynes makes his anger about this clear are in the British Library and are written in Geoffrey Keynes’ beautiful old-fashioned script.) 
Walton and Johnson were the models no longer. They had kept the balance on the side of discretion. Boswell failed to mention Johnson’s sexual proclivities, for example, but notes were found in his papers about Johnson fondling another woman while married.


The accuracy of many footnotes
Writers like Jane Ridley and Charles Moore know all the sources, provide all the context. But the extent of the historical narrative can take focus away from the person. 
Many modern biographers include both truth and personality. But where we have to choose, we choose truth. The fertile facts are lost in the mass of boring ones. 
The Victorians replaced Aubrey and Walton’s plural virtues, the broad idea of talents and character, with the singular idea of virtue, the quest to present good, respectable people to society. We have replaced that with the accuracy of many footnotes. 


Aubrey’s strange sagacity for personality
Whenever I read Aubrey, I wish for a revival the art of biography as the exposition of character. I wish for those carefully preserved fragments of lives that tell of people like Sir Henry Saville, Warden of Merton college, who “could not abide witts: when a young scholar was recommended to him for a good witt, 'Out upon him, I'le have nothing to doe with him; give me the ploding student. If I would look for witts I would goe to Newgate, there be the witts”. 
Though he was a Baconian in his quest for knowledge, Aubrey is at the heart of an English tradition which respects the most exceptional, telling, strange, and curious aspects of personality. He tells of William Holder’s wife who has “a strange sagacity as to curing of wounds”. When Charles II had a swollen hand, which was made worse by his own physicians, she was sent for.
She presently made ready a pultisse, and applyed it, and gave his majestic sudden ease, and he slept well; next day she dressed him, and in ... perfectly cured him, to the great griefe of all the surgeons, who envy and hate her.

This lacks all context, cannot be fitted to any scheme. Such is the pleasure of Aubrey, who is almost Borgesian in these moments with his strange sagacity for recording personality.


A compendious mind
Bennett says,
From the age of sixteen, Aubrey had begun to fill pocket-books with memoranda of all aspects of antiquities and natural philosophy. As Aubrey’s collections grew, so did the problem of finding forms compendious enough to contain this mass of information; and every time he began on a new work it was with the intention of preserving and disseminating his existing memoranda as well as of compiling new material. Hence, new texts constituted fresh catalogues and taxonomies of his collections, and referred explicitly to his other manuscripts, as well as to his annotated books, printed and manuscript papers, his paintings, rarities, Roman antiquities and specimens of minerals.

It is in this inclination to the compendium that Aubrey gets closest to life, life as it really is—a strange expansive uncontrollable thing, which we can categorize, taxonomize, and regularize to great use—but only so much. In the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Adam Fox writes:
For all his prolific note-taking, minute observation, original insights, and capacity for natural prose, Aubrey often lacked the ability to organize, edit, and shape his materials into the coherent and polished form necessary for publication. He made repeated efforts, especially towards the end of his life when he became worried about the fate of his manuscripts and the future of his reputation, to 'methodise' his works, but these met with only partial success.

Aubrey was one of nature’s disorganized geniuses. In Aubrey, we find so many of the facts of life that we cannot quite gather into any regular system. Aubrey has a genius for the marginal as well as the essential. It is in Aubrey that we see a doctor curing an ague by throwing the man into the Thames, a lawyer who “got more by his Prick than by his practice”, and two frightened Elizabethan housemaids throwing a watch out of a window, convinced that its ticking noise is being made by a devil trapped inside. However many footnotes our lives accrue it is in the distracted eating of a penny loaf that we are known most memorably.

1Although Boswell’s book is long where Johnson’s are short, loosely structured where Johnson’s are strictly controlled, discursive and occasionally pretentious where Johnson’s are declamatory and learned — the essence of Johnson’s character and talents comes through on every page. 


2Much scholarly time is spent debating just how accurate Boswell’s book can possibly be. What’s most important is that Johnson’s core virtues, his talents, of curiosity, charity, and motivating despair, come through cogently and coherently. 
We really see what character traits he preserved and worked on to enable him to be who he was — a famous scholar, a devoted friend, a man who was kind to strangers, who adopted a freed slave.


3Broughton, Trev “The Froude-Carlyle Embroilment: Married Life as a Literary Problem” Victorian Studies Vol. 38, No. 4 (Summer, 1995), pp. 551-585
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A few days ago the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) issued a new rule that rescinded the 2009 Endangerment Finding that found that six greenhouse gases emitted from autos posed risks to health and welfare. Also eliminated by the EPA decision are a set of regulations governing emissions from light vehicles and trucks that followed directly from the Endangerment Finding.
You can read background leading up to the ruling — here, here, and here. I’ve spent the past few days reading the rule and associated documents, and have prepared an initial set of questions and answers on arguments in the rule that stood out to me as important.
Online discussion of the rule that I’ve seen suggests hyperbolically that it is either the end of all U.S. climate policy or alternatively the greatest regulatory rollback in U.S. history. I don’t align with either view. While the final rule is much stronger than I anticipated, based on EPA’s early arguments, I still think that it has a good chance of being struck down, but it might be close.
What the rule does offer is an opportunity for Congress — to at least clarify the language of Clean Air Act, but perhaps more significantly to open up a debate over what a common-sense, bipartisan approach to greenhouse gas policy might look like in legislation.
With that, let’s go to the FAQs . . .   
What is the “endangerment finding” debate about anyway?
The entire debate over the Endangerment Finding is based on interpretations of the meaning of a 112-word paragraph in the Clean Air Act., shown in full below.

In its rule, the EPA explained that it was reinterpreting 9 of these 112 words, highlighted below:
“The EPA determines that CAA section 202(a)(1) does not authorize the Agency to prescribe emission standards in response to global climate change concerns for multiple reasons, including the best reading of the statutory terms “air pollution,” “cause,” “contribute,” and “reasonably be anticipated to endanger.” This statutory interpretation is corroborated by application of the major questions doctrine. The EPA further determines that GHG emission standards for new motor vehicles and engines do not impact in any material way the public health and welfare concerns identified in the Administrator’s prior findings in 2009.”

EPA argues that legal judgments since the issuance of the 2009 endangerment finding call for a reinterpretation of the language of CAA Section 202(a)(1), and in ways that it argues that are the “best reading” of the intent of Congress when the legislation was enacted.
In particular, EPA relies heavily on the Supreme Court’s 2024 Loper Bright decision that ended Chevron deference to federal agencies. EPA quotes from that decision to argue that:
““the scope of an agency’s own power” is determined not by deference to asserted expertise, but by “the best reading of the statute,” which is fixed at the time of enactment.  Loper Bright Enters. v. Raimondo, 603 U.S. 369, 400-01 (2024)”

My view is that Congressional legislation is often imprecise and imprecision can grow over a half century or more. Loper Bright does ask more of Congress to be both precise and current. In some respects the ambiguities of the Clean Air Act are nothng more than political Rorschach tests — I’ll return to Congress way down below. 
What emissions regulations are eliminated by this rule?
EPA lists the following regulations that are eliminated due to its new rule:
Vehicle Greenhouse Gas Rulemakings Affected by this Action. The final rule rescinds EPA GHG emission standards and related regulatory provisions for light-, medium-, and heavy-duty vehicles and engines promulgated pursuant to the 2009 Endangerment Finding, including the following rulemakings: 
Light-Duty Vehicle Greenhouse Gas Standards 
	Model Year (MY) 2012–2016 Light-Duty Vehicle GHG Standards 
	Joint EPA–National Highway Transportation Safety Administration (NHTSA) standards establishing federal GHG emission limits for passenger cars and light trucks. 



	MY 2017 and Later Light-Duty Vehicle GHG Standards 
	EPA standards tightening GHG emission requirements beyond MY 2016. 



	MY 2023–2026 Light-Duty Vehicle GHG Standards 
	Revisions to national GHG standards for passenger cars and light trucks beyond MY2022. 



	MY 2027 and Later Light-Duty Multi-Pollutant Standards (GHG Provisions) 
	Tightening GHG emission requirements beyond MY 2027.  




Medium- and Heavy-Duty Vehicle and Engine GHG Standards 
	Phase 1 Medium- and Heavy-Duty Vehicle GHG Standards
	 Initial federal GHG standards for heavy-duty engines and vehicles. 



	Phase 2 Medium- and Heavy-Duty Vehicle and Engine GHG Standards (Through MY 2027) 
	Expanded GHG standards covering tractors, vocational vehicles, heavy-duty pickups and vans, and trailers. 



	Phase 3 Medium- and Heavy-Duty Vehicle GHG Standards (MY 2027 and Beyond) 
	GHG standards applicable to later model years, including early phases extending into the 2030s. 




What effect have these regulations listed above had on greenhouse gas emissions?

According to the EPA 2024 Automotive Trends Report, trends in U.S. auto fleet fuel economy and emissions fall into three distinct periods:
The magnitude of changes in annual CO2 emissions and fuel economy tend to be small relative to longer, multi-year trends. Figure 2.2 [above] shows fleetwide estimated real-world CO2 emissions and fuel economy for model years 1975–2023. Over this timeframe there have been three basic phases: 1) a rapid improvement of CO2 emissions and fuel economy between 1975 and 1987, 2) a period of slowly increasing CO2 emissions and decreasing fuel economy through 2004, and 3) decreasing CO2 emissions and increasing fuel economy through the current model year. 

You can see in the figure above that the most recent of those three periods began well before the Endangerment Finding was published in 2009, and has followed a more-or-less linear improvement since about 2004. (Note that there is a suggestion of an inflection point in about 2022, but just 2 years of data.)
The figure below shows the distribution of CO2 emissions across new vehicles by model year. There is a slow but steady improvement over the past 50 years, and the emergence of EVs is obvious. However, there are few signs of a major step change in the fat part of the curve (i.e., middle 50%).

There are valid arguments to have about the technological chicken and the regulatory egg. There is little doubt that federal regulations since the 1970s have contributed to increased fuel economy, including those implemented following issuance of the endangerment finding — see for instance Knittell 2011, Kiler and Lynn 2015, Allcott and Wozny 2012.
One thing we can be certain of, whatever carbon dioxide emissions reductions have resulted from these regulations, they are tiny in a global context and consistent with the longer-term record of improvements in fuel economy under CAFE standards.  
Wait, isn’t this issue about climate science?
That’s what the New York Times and other climate advocates (including the American Geophysical Union and American Meteorological Society) would like us to believe. 
Here is the NYT a few days ago:
By scrapping the finding, the Trump administration is essentially disputing the overwhelming scientific consensus on climate change. The vast majority of scientists say the Earth is rapidly and dangerously warming, which is fueling more powerful storms, killing coral reefs, melting glaciers and causing countless other destructive impacts.

Well, no. 
EPA is very clear that its decision to rescind the Endangerment Finding and associated regulations is based entirely on legal arguments and not any novel scientific claims about climate. 
EPA abandoned its earlier suggestion that it would rely on an “alternative rationale” from the Department of Energy’s Climate Working Group (CWG):
“As the EPA does not adopt or rely on the proposed scientific alternative rationale in this final action, the Agency does not need to, and is not legally required to, summarize or respond to comments that address that unfinalized alternative as we consider those comments to be out of scope of this rulemaking. Therefore, comments related to climate science are out of scope of this rulemaking. This includes, but is not limited to, comments on the Department of Energy’s (DOE) Climate Working Group (CWG).” [emphasis added]

This was a smart decision by EPA, as I’ve explained here at THB. 
However, we should continue to expect climate advocates in the science community to continue to assert loudly that their scientific authority trumps the law and democracy, and thus dictates policy. The EPA’s actions may well not survive legal review, but that won’t be because of arguments about climate science or appeals to scientific authority.
Does EPA call climate change a hoax?
Actually no. EPA sticks to its legal arguments in its response to comments:
“While commenters may or may not identify a global problem to be addressed, that does not mean Congress gave authority to the EPA in CAA section 202(a)(1).” 

What is the core of EPA’s legal argument?
I’m no lawyer, of course, but as a policy guy, here is how I’d boil down the EPA argument:
	EPA argues that GHGs must satisfy the same legal standards for regulation as other types of pollutants.


“Put simply, regardless whether GHGs are “air pollutants” as defined in CAA section 302(g), they must satisfy the same standard as any other emitted “air pollutant” by causing or contributing to “air pollution which may reasonably be anticipated to endanger public health or welfare.”” 

	EPA argues that the regulation of automobile emissions is not allowed under the Clean Air Act because the harm from those emissions is far too small to endanger public health or welfare. They run some numbers:


“[R]etaining a GHG emission standards program for vehicles and engines would result in a 0.007 (0.005-0.009) °C impact on projected GMST [Global Mean Surface temperature] through 2050 and 0.019 (0.012-0.027) °C impact on projected GMST through 2100. Retention would result in a 0.05 (0.03-0.053) cm impact on projected GSLR [Global Sea Level Rise] from 2027 to 2050 and 0.7 (0.20-2.39) cm impact on projected GSLR from 2027 to 2100.”

EPA further argues that changes in temperatures and sea levels are not indicators of actual impacts.
“[T]he projected impacts on GMST and GSLR are not themselves the adverse impacts on health and welfare relevant for purposes of the analysis. Rather, they are imperfect proxies for such adverse impacts”

	EPA emphasizes that the focus of regulation is not simply “air pollution” but “air pollution that can be reasonably anticipated to endanger health or welfare.”


“[W]e conclude that CAA section 202(a)(1) requires that emission standards be capable of having a material impact on the identified danger for the Administrator to conclude that the emissions “contribute” to air pollution that may “reasonably be anticipated” to endanger public health and welfare. If controlling or eliminating the emissions would not materially impact the identified danger, the emissions do not “contribute” to the air pollution. And because the emitted “air pollutant” and the “air pollution” are defined in this context as the “six well-mixed GHGs,” the air pollution cannot “reasonably be anticipated” as endangering health or welfare in the CAA section 202(a) context if controlling or eliminating all vehicle and engine emissions would have no impact. Put another way, the inability of GHG emission standards to have any material impact demonstrates that GHG emissions from new vehicles and engines do not contribute to air pollution that endangers public health or welfare.”

	EPA further argues that the imposiibility of identifying benefits of the regulations, given the tiny effect on emissions and indirect path to impacts, means that “immense costs” are not allowed under the Clean Air Act.


“Even if the CAA section 202(a)(1) authorized the Endangerment Finding as a standalone decision, it would be unreasonable and impermissible to retain a regulatory program that imposes immense costs while providing no material value in furtherance of a legitimate statutory objective. This alternative basis turns on the statutory language in CAA section 202(a) more generally, including the cost consideration requirements of CAA section 202(a)(2). As the Supreme Court explained in Michigan, agencies are bound to consider cost unless the statute expressly provides otherwise. Here, where the costs or regulation are certain and immense but the health and welfare value of regulation are uncertain and de minimis, it is unreasonable to maintain the GHG emissions program.”

Each of these arguments is contestable as a matter of law — Another Rohrschach test. I’d much prefer that Congress resolve these issues rather than the courts, simply as a matter of good democratic practice.
Along those lines, will the EPA rule survive judicial review?
Who knows?
Cass Sunstein, who I have a lot of respect for, thinks that it will not survive, arguing, “the rescission seems more likely than not to be struck down. It is a close analogue to the Biden administration’s school loan forgiveness program, struck down by the Supreme Court.”
In fairness, Sunstein offered his views before fully taking in the final rule. Upon reading the rule, I am not convinced it would be struck down, particularly by this Supreme Court. That said, there would seem to be plenty of legal room for the Endangerment Finding to be upheld and EPA also given the latitute to revise regulations in a deregulatry direction (the social cost of carbon in Biden-era cost-benefit analyses would seen to offer a big opportunity, but I digress).
How can this mess be fixed?
Easily. Hello, Congress.
The EPA explains:
“The appropriate policy response to global climate change concerns is a decision vested in Congress, and Congress did not decide the Nation’s policy response to these concerns when it enacted CAA section 202(a)(1) to address domestic air pollution problems nearly sixty years ago, or in any subsequent amendment thereto.” 

Setting aside the big issue of the Nation’s policy response to climate change, Congress has an opportunity to resolve the ambiguities of the 112 words of the Clean Air Act’s Section 202(a)(1) rather than leaving that to the Executive and Judicial branches. In fact, that is Congress’ job!
For Republicans, clarifying that the role of GHGs under the Clean Air Act would offer greater guidance to EPA and other regulatory agencies, and require that imposed costs result in tangible benefits to the nation. It would also eliminate the possibility of the Endangerment Finding rising from the dead on January 20, 2029.
For Democrats, opening up discussion of the CAA might offer a path forward on more comprehensive energy policies focued on affordability, competitiveness, and also decarbonization. If climate advocates are fighting over the EPA Endangerment Finding, then they have already lost. 
In the big picture the Endangerment Finding and assocaited regulations are immaterial to global emissions and climate change. It is nonetheless an important issue where the future of important policies related to climate, innovation, energy, and affordability are being debated.
If you made it this far, please let me know that you did by clicking that “❤️ Like”. More likes mean that THB rises in the Substack algorithm and gets in front of more readers. Thanks! 
Comments, questions, insights welcomed! This is a complex legal and policy issue, and I invite everyone to participate in the discussion — experts and novices alike. 
Please consider a THB subscription at whatever level makes sense for you. The Honest Broker is made possible by its paid subscribers whose support makes possible posts like this one.
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  We conclude the first week of the second iteration of PILCROW’s Serialized Novel Contest, with our first Finalist’s fourth chapter. Over the next two weeks, we’ll serialize the first few chapters of our remaining Finalist’s unpublished novels, and then subscribers (both free and paid) will vote on a Winner to be fully serialized here on the Substack. Finalists are awarded $500; the Winner $1,000.
Our Finalists are:
	Vice Nimrod by Colin Dodds
	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3



	Still Soft With Sleep by Vincenzo Barney

	Don’t Disappoint by Martin Van Cooper


While the traditional organs of American letters continue to wither, we recognize the need to forge a new path. If you believe in what we’re doing, PLEASE share and subscribe and spread the word.
⚬─────────✧─────────⚬
In Vice Nimrod, a young refugee from a brimstone-wrecked small town, Ishkebek finds his way to Nimrod’s Mighty Tower, where he lands a job. Through a mix of savvy alliances and good luck, he rises through the ranks, and survives a professionally disastrous friendship with an idol-smashing protege, to reach the rank of Vice Nimrod, Communications. In his words, we learn how Nimrod’s Communications Group deftly handles the inquiries of the neighboring kingdoms, how it spins the burning of Sodom & Gomorrah, and how it finally flounders through the varied crises that make up the Confusion of Tongues.
⚬─────────✧─────────⚬
Managing Nimrod - Divine Compliance, Workplace Piety & Communications
 	The fight would come down to the mathematicians against the youngest and dumbest of the Hundred Righteous Men, like it always does. But that didn’t mean we could ignore it, Jerr said.
 	The Great and Holy God of Utter Cataclysm was something even Nimrod could not manage. The best that the risk-management priests in Divine Compliance could do to hedge against Him was to keep righteous men on the payroll. They were supposedly impeccable characters from almost all walks of life (though, it’s worth noting, never from Communications). They served as our hostages against an angry God, or gods. Like all tower departments, it hedged its bets in that regard.
 	My hometown of Shinursba had ten such men, supposedly. The lesser capitals and larger cities kept 25 righteous men on their payrolls. Neighboring Sodom liked to boast that you couldn’t find ten righteous men in its precincts if you tried. Not to be outdone, Gomorrah claimed that every righteous man to enter its gates certainly hadn’t left that way. These were mostly tourism come-ons for frustrated farmers and horny rich kids. Each city had its own ceremonies and prayers long and tortuous as to test the sanity of an honest man, who are commoner than you might think in those districts of iniquity.
 	Nimrod’s Mighty Tower, which even some of the lowliest executives suspected might be a direct provocation to Him, supported 100 righteous men. As with any cross-your-fingers-and-wish-on-a-shooting-star insurance policy against utter ruin, management liked to keep it quiet.
 	Every few years, the tower’s Hundred Righteous Men and the Tower Operating Committee met to renegotiate privileges and stipulations. The righteous hosted the negotiations in their lavish complex, which took up an entire floor, with some of the highest apartments in the tower, right below the offices and meeting rooms of Nimrod and his Operating Committee.
 	The Hundred Righteous Men wanted, among other things, another floor. And after the fiery desolation of Shinursba, they had good reason to believe they had the bargaining power. Jerr was an old hand at these negotiations, which occurred every 19 years, at the coincidence of the tower’s lunar and solar calendars. He chose me as his deputy this time around.
 	The floor the righteous men kept was stunning, all white walls, with tasteful, idol-bearing niches or mirror-clear, silver-backed torch sconces. All of it was bright and caressed by the ample yet gentle breezes, courtesy of some of the most senior curtainmen in the tower.
 	At this time, I lived in a world of small tower apartments, cubicles, cramped and windowless temple boudoirs. Occasionally, I could spread my arms in a mid-level conference room or market floor. The residence of the Hundred Righteous Men seemed a profligate, conspicuous expanse. It was pleasantly cool, dry and so quiet that our half-whispered conversation and the occasional bird cry seemed to echo.
 	On the lower floors, everyone who didn’t dream of escape dreamt of living in the upper floors, despite the high rents and the elevation taxes that doubled the price of nearly everything. More light, is how we’d phrase the wish, though the windows on the lower floors weren’t smaller than those above, and after a dozen or so landings there were no other buildings to cast a shadow. But the light on the higher floors was finer, and ampler. It filtered through less breath, fewer eyeballs, was absorbed by fewer brick and stone supports. That other meaning of the word light applied to our wishes as well—you felt lighter up there. It was as if the body could feel the hundreds of stories above, and the mind took some of the responsibility for holding them aloft.
 	The Hundred Righteous Men started negotiations by requesting a second entire floor for themselves, their families and support staff. That wasn’t going to happen, Jerr said, during a break. Look around, he said quietly to me—if the floor space they had was farmland, they could support a hundred families on it. In addition to their floor, the Hundred Righteous Men enjoyed privileges and luxuries meant to keep them sated and righteous. But they had acquired the desire for more.
 	The mathematicians had just begun working, but Jerr and the Operating Committee had one number already on hand – 16.4 million – that was the raw square footage the Hundred Righteous Men possessed. Shame was one of the Operating Committee’s primary negotiating levers, Jerr explained. If the Hundred Righteous Men asked for too much, then they weren’t exactly righteous, were they? If they negotiated too hard, then they weren’t righteous. In the end, however, management would have to give them whatever they demanded. The great flood, of four or forty generations ago, was a bigger negotiating lever than shame.
 	The Operating Committee relied on mathematicians from the priesthood to set the framework of what was reasonable and appropriate. The tower employed all kinds of priests and astronomers. And among the astronomers, some withdrew to deeper, more inscrutable abstractions. It was to those intense, oddball priests that their high priest Melchi Zedek would put the question “How much luxury can a man enjoy and still be righteous?”
 	The priests set to work, making inquiries all over the tower. They were among the few who took its true measure, I suppose. Their search for information took on the appearance of the wildest of rituals. With Nimrod’s sanction, they stormed about, counting the kernels of corn in a sack, the running sores on the bodies of interns, weighing the femur of a newborn ox for density, measuring the level of sediment in the wine served in the top levels of the tower, the age of the five youngest grandmothers on each residential floor, the length of time it took an express elevator to run the heighth of the tower, the scent of wastewater at the bottom of the bottom floors, the cost to rent a studio apartment in the four city quadrants around the tower, Nimrod’s hairline and weight, the hue of the clay used in the bricks, the transit of Venus, the opacity of the smoke coming from the brick-baking furnaces, the date since the last war among the five adjacent kingdoms, the annual catering expenses of the Operating Committee, and so on.
 	Their calculations took a full year and burned through what was, to my scribe’s eyes, a heart-breaking amount of papyrus. The numbers they arrived at would be final, and would, if not conclude the debate, tightly circumscribe it.
 	The Hundred Righteous Men sent a five-man Accord Delegation to the negotiations, which were referred to, when referred to at all, as the Colloquy on Continuous Virtue. No one from either side would dare to call the meetings a negotiation. It made the righteous sound unsavory and management sound like they didn’t have the situation entirely in hand.
 	The negotiation began. The righteous looked righteous—very clean, with bland faces and a tendency to look whoever was speaking in the eye until they felt they’d received permission to look away. Probably to disperse the faint odium of negotiating at all, they took turns speaking.
 	The extra floor they wanted was for their growing families, one said, and for ill-defined “health and ritual purposes.” Their delegation consisted, oddly I thought, of only very young men. They spoke, one then the next around their side of the table, as if reading aloud. Their list of proposals included more servants, higher stipends, one less workday per week in their respective jobs, and the right to third wives.
 	The list went on. One thing that they repeated in different ways throughout their requests was that something be done about the birds.
 	Once I had accustomed myself to the Righteous Men’s huge spaces, clean air, spacious bathrooms and panoramic views, what really struck me were how many birds and how many kinds of birds there were, flapping about the floor. Chirping, squawking, defecating, strutting, pecking birds and the harried servants perpetually cleaning up after them were the only blemish on impeccable home of the Hundred Righteous Men.
 	The birds, numbering in the hundreds, are trapped, one of the righteous explained. His skin was clear and reflective as wax, his eyes were perfect almonds and the ringlets of his pale oiled beard were perfect circles. His face was practically a wallpaper design. He explained that the birds can still fly—they fly all around the floor. But when they should glide or be chased out of one of the floor’s 2,700 large windows, the tremendous height terrifies them, and they rarely fly more than five feet out before scrambling back.
 	As the righteous man with the meticulously cared-for beard spoke of the droppings, the noisy dawns and dusks, and the tremendous strain on the servants, my thoughts wandered to the storms, foolhardy courage and misplaced faith that brought them so much higher than they could tolerate. I despised the birds at the time. I had no choice.
 	After a few hours, we broke for coffee and pastry in the sprawling reception hall outside the cavernous meeting room. I followed Jerr to a table in the corner. He predicted that the back-and-forth would drag on, and that the Operating Committee would cave on everything but the real estate. That was the way it went. He lowered his voice, and said the Operating Committee would appear to cave in to their demands, and a few months later, it would brings in some righteous men from the countryside and reshuffle the deck: Out go the righteous with double-digit families; Out go the ones who jump too quickly on the new three-day work week, and of course, out go the negotiators. It always went the same, he said.
 	I asked why any of these guys would risk their positions by playing negotiator. Jerr said they were righteous, but no one said they were smart. Anyway, people forget. Everyone does, except management.
 	I asked if the Operating Committee could do that. Sure, he said, it’s Nimrod’s tower. Everyone else is replaceable. But support staff is something they relish replacing. Jerr advised me to always keep that last part in mind.
I asked about the birds, and he commended my keen ear. The story for the newsreaders, and the gossip that I would have my staff plant would all be about the birds, he said, his eyes widening slightly like they did when he got idea he liked. The birds will stick in the mind, leave people with the vivid picture that would take the place of knowing what’s going on or thinking of what’s at stake.
Plus, he said, talking fast, the idea of a floor so high that it scares even birds speaks to the glorious scale of the tower. He told me to be sure I made the story long enough that people would forget what the Hundred Righteous Men protect us from, how much we pay them, and why we need so many.
I said I’d get someone from engraving to come up and sketch the birds. And? he asked. And I’ll make sure they don’t sketch anything on the floor but the birds, I said. Jerr nodded.

 	Associate Executive Managing Vice Nimrod, Divine Compliance, Workplace Piety & Communications
 	The operating committee once more smiled on Jerr, and he smiled on me. My identity badge was brass now, with my name and title in larger letters at the bottom. There were fewer names and ranks between my name and the image of Nimrod with the animals bowing to him at its top.
 	I didn’t mind working nearly every waking hour, along with some that rightfully belonged to sleep. So each promotion improved virtually every aspect of my life. More money, more authority, more people laughed at my jokes. By this time, I was the funniest guy in my department, just behind the twenty men and women above me.
 	The promotions gave me the kind of stature and income where it would look strange if I didn’t marry. Nimrod was a family man, as everybody knew.
 	Looking back, my attraction to Clauvia, who was born to the tower, at a secure and uninterrupted remove from the dusty earth, never less than a hundred floors up, makes more sense. The mystery that persists is why she took an interest.
 	But she was a Chaldean, from an old tower family with deep roots in diplomacy and astrology. Who knew what whispers she listened to?
 	The day we met, I was in Clauvia’s family apartments to talk to her father, an astrologer of august enough rank to resent having to speak with a mere Associate Executive Managing Vice Nimrod. The family apartments would have impressed me if I hadn’t arrived there from another tedious meeting in the acres of spacious sofas, pillows and roasted meats that belonged to the Hundred Righteous Men.
 	I was there for rumor patrol after an accident—the astronomers that Clauvia’s father commanded had spilled a lot of blood. On the roof of the newly completed topmost level, the astronomers had set up their usual gear—mirrors, pipes and so on, watching for fresh terrors in the shimmering ink of the night sky. This was standard practice whenever the intern-beaters from Ascension completed a new level.
 	The astronomers set up camp for a month to make the observations that would inform their barrel-thick scrolls of tables, numbers, crocodiles, bears, bisected and trisected circles, crabs, vases, dates circled in red ink and dates circled in green ink, all accompanied by even more bizarre and incomprehensible shorthand. Because the Chaldean astrologers were an essential line of business for the tower, their work had won them a limited amnesty from the tower’s One Language policy.
 	While conducting their regular observations on the effect of planetary movements on the blood of the innocents, a massive vat had broken. When the gallons of blood spilled down the side of the building, it understandably revived a number of disowned rumors and spooked a great many residents.
 	Specifically, rumor had it that a spearman had poked the belly of the sky and drawn first blood in a war with the heavens. For us, it was the usual rumor-control work, a yawn. I was called in because the old man had already ejected one of my juniors. He was a prima donna. And I was bringing on a protégé, to show him exactly how we would cobbled together a sunny and picayune story explaining the viscera, whose dried residue stained the top few stories of the tower.
 	The old stargazer, naturally, kept us waiting. That’s when I first met her. I don’t want you to think I was a neophyte in these matters. I worked with women, and for women, every day in communications. And I had a twice-weekly standing appointment at the Hospital of Ishtar, the good one, above the Kishar market floor. I thought I knew women.
 	But Clauvia, Clauvia. Like the tower, I feel I only really saw her those first few times. Then she became submerged in the echo of my first urgent infatuation. Who she was, how we left things, what she must think of me, what she meant, how we fit together, what must people think—it pulled me on rippling waves from her, even then, when she was right in front of me.
 	This implacable distance infests every moment. Maybe that’s just the sad, shadowy part of reality that precludes reality. It’s what all people in all times who have spoken of reality without ecstasy cracking their voice have meant by the word. But Clauvia, more than the tower, makes me regret that it is so.
 	Her gray eyes looked direct, and at me. Sure, rich girl, she can afford to stare direct. That’s what you’re thinking. That’s what I thought. But there was a bravery, too. There was something that stopped me in my tracks.
 	We only sat together for a few minutes in that sprawling apartment foyer with its knotted quartz pillars, mosaics and embroidered red-clay walls. But it’s something I’ll always carry—a sudden mountain among the unremarkable. I still feel how she startled me with those eyes, with her hard but effortless talk. She shocked me to a dead stop simply by saying hello. I simply tried to keep up.
We exchanged small talk. But until she fixed me in one place like she did, I never realized how I was being pulled in so many directions. She stood still against the endlessly unfurling agendas, high desires, low cunning, major connivances, minor ambitions and numbing fashions.
 	Her father shouted from down the hall. He was a major trader in gossip celestial and otherwise, an Executive Vice Nimrod for gods’ sake, he had little time for me. I was just an Associate Executive Managing Vice Nimrod of Communications, and Internal Communications at that. It was a support function and subject to general disdain from anyone involved with gathering money, materials and manpower from surrounding kingdoms, propitiating the always-skittish gods, maintaining order, collecting rent, mixing bitumen, ensuring luxuries, or the baking, counting, testing, hauling or stacking of bricks.
Clauvia’s father, who told me pointedly at the outset of our interview that he resented having to speak with me during the day, was no different.
 	We got the story together nonetheless: The “blood” was actually a container of rare red palm oil used to lubricate the lenses in a viewing pipe. It had broken as the astronomers celebrated the discovery of a new star. That much was true—they’d found a new one, so faint that the old man said no one could’ve detected it from even one floor lower. And they named it Heinekuk— after Nimrod’s teenage son who’d died in a chariot wreck last year, coming back from a week in Sodom.
 	The story worked—it elided the vat of the blood of the innocent. And a new star is always a nice thing—as long as you don’t know how court astrologers work. With each new star, they have to reshuffle their charts, recalculate their peculiar equations. When they do, they inevitably arrive at another two or three or a hundred men who, based on the time and place of their birth, would grow up to challenge and possibly supplant one of the nearby kings, perhaps even Nimrod himself.
 	Every king for hundreds of miles subscribed to these charts. The tower’s astrological expertise was one of the main inducements that kept them funding and staffing the tower. After all, regents had to rule, usurpers had to be eliminated. The kings, many of them former usurpers themselves knew that much better than they knew anything. And whom can a jealous king trust, except numbers and stars?
 	Ancient observations and daylong equations weren’t the same thing as faith. But for the powerful and insecure, they filled the gap well enough. That’s why astrologers are paid so well, and are so incredibly arrogant.
 	But no astrologer could guess what would come next. Because, as I left the sumptuous apartments of that cranky, imperious, puffy-eyed man, his daughter waited for me by the door, where she followed up on her unnerving hello with an even more unnerving goodbye kiss on the cheek.
 	It was the first of several preposterous events that clustered suddenly at the midpoint of my life.

 	Associate Executive Managing Vice Nimrod, Divine Compliance, Communications & Facilities Maintenance
 	“You ever sit in a meeting until the people become a collection of geometric shapes?” That was how Avram introduced himself. He was tall and lean, a bag of elbows who always seemed to talk just a hair too loud.
 	His glibness startled me after the dry, careful formality of the negotiations. I’d seen him before, and only knew him as a young priest who chimed in here and there during the preliminary negotiations with the Hundred Righteous Men. Those meetings took place in a conference room with floor-high porticos from which the distant mountains looked like a wrinkled bed sheet. Throughout those long hours, Avram seemed to escape the room, getting lost in the daunting distances beyond the windows or in the twisting low-relief patterns and friezes on the walls. He’d occasionally speak from his cloud of abstracted aggravation to correct a small point about the scheduling of a ceremony or the ways that the righteous jointed animals for sacrifice, before vanishing again.
 	That day, I supposed I was a bit flattered that I gave off a half-thoughtful spark beyond my buttoned-down appearance. Still, I wondered if I could have the young man fired.
 	We talked for a little while about the slow death inflicted by the negotiation ceremony’s hoary formula. These months of negotiation were, after all, nothing more than perfunctory preamble and box checking. Low-level functionaries read through old pacts between management and the Hundred Righteous Men, updating a phrase here and a clause there to reflect changes in law, fashion or leadership of the surrounding kingdoms since the last negotiation. Heck, I was probably the most senior person there.
 	To their credit, the Hundred Righteous Men handled the catering, I said to Avram, tossing a shrimp into my mouth. I must have missed the testament about appetizers, Avram said, too loud. My cheeks burned and my eyes darted. I cautioned Avram to be more politic, or at least quieter, but couldn’t restrain a smile.
 	He apologized and said he’d been up all night, hanging laundry on the roof. He explained that it was a ritual. After every floor is completed, they send a priest to the top of the tower, every night for a month. The priest goes up alone and strings up lines and dries his laundry up there, when the roof is bare, without even a low lip of brick. It’s the kind of dangerous ritual they assign to a junior priest they don’t really like, Avram said, shrugging. If you fold a big sheet when the right wind comes along, he said, you’re gone. He traced the trajectory of just such a tragedy with an agitated hand, punctuating the drop with the information that it had happened to an unlucky priestess two weeks ago.
 	Some of these rituals don’t make any sense, I said. Seems like they could stop that one, or just not use real laundry.
 	But it has to be real laundry, and it has to dry up on the roof, Avram said. The idea is to convince the gods that everything is business as usual, that the tower is just an implement of domestic convenience, and nothing more. Lowering his voice, Avram said with most of these rituals, by the time we finish them, no one can tell whom we’re fooling, the gods or ourselves.
 	I know the feeling, I said, surprising myself. Which gods are you trying to fool? I asked. Depends on the night, he said, smiling at me like a friend. Then he confided that he was in line for a transfer to another god. I nodded, asked if it was a step up. Who knows, Avram said, conspiratorially, they all claim to be foremost, when they’re not calling themselves the only true god. The priesthood just cleans up after the rituals and tries to keep the genealogy straight, he said.
That was the first time I met Avram. And all these years later, I still can’t decide whether to curse or cherish the day. It’s always one or the other, though.
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  For over 2,000 years, humanity insisted that infinity was only potential (roughly, this means you can always add “one more,” but you never actually arrive). Aristotle thought so; Gauss just said so. Then Cantor showed up with a sort of hearsay we’re still fighting about to this day.
He treated infinite collections as completed objects in and of themselves. Then he proved there are strictly more of them than anyone imagined. Kronecker called Cantor a “corrupter of youth.” Poincaré called Cantor’s work a “disease.” Cantor died in a sanatorium. 
Turns out, Cantor was right all along. Here’s what’s going on.

Potential vs. Actual
The distinction is sharper than it sounds. A potential infinity is a process: you keep counting 1, 2, 3, ... and you never stop. At no point do you hold “the completed collection of all natural numbers” in your hand. An actual infinity says: that collection exists, right now, as a single object. You can examine its properties. You can compare it to other collections. You can ask difficult questions about its “size.” You get the idea. Cantor’s great heresy was insisting on the latter, and then doing some math with it.
His first discovery was peculiar: there are just as many even numbers as natural numbers. This is because you have to be specific as to what you mean by “just as many” (or “size” AKA “cardinality”). Two sets are of the same “size” if you can pair them up exactly.
Here’s how it looks for the even numbers with the full natural numbers. Pair 1↔2, 2↔4, 3↔6, ... You’ll notice nothing’s left over. Same for the integers. Same for the rationals (which seems absurd, since the rationals are dense in the real line). But Cantor found a bijection (a one-to-one pairing) between ℕ and ℚ. The exact way you can form these pairings is clever and too much for these margins, but you can look it up.
All Countable Infinities Are Secretly Twins
The lesson is that every countable infinite set you throw at Cantor turns out to have the same “size.” Because he’s a mathematician and wants no ambiguity, he stopped using the ∞ symbol and called this size ℵ₀ (aleph-null). Intuitively, it seems like all infinities are equal.
After all, think about it. If you add 157 to ∞ you just get ∞. Same if you do ∞ − 157. So what number (outside of infinity itself) can you add or take away from infinity to give you something other than infinity? Actually, this is the defining property of infinity! I remember hearing this for the first time as a definition and thought it was so darn brilliant: “Something is infinite if you can take a finite amount away from it and it doesn’t change size.”
The Real Numbers Are The Fun Uncle
Later on, Cantor proved that the real numbers ℝ can’t be paired one-to-one with ℕ. The argument is a proof by contradiction: let’s suppose you’ve listed all reals between 0 and 1. Now build a new real that differs from the n-th entry in its n-th decimal digit. It’s not on your list. Your list wasn’t complete. Done. So |ℝ| > ℵ₀. The cardinality of the reals is written 2^ℵ₀.
It’s quite wonky. Why “2^ℵ₀“? Why not say “ℵ₁“? Turns out, this is precisely what the “continuum hypothesis” you may have heard of is about.
Each real number, expressed in binary, is an infinite sequence of 0s and 1s. The collection of all such functions has cardinality 2^ℵ₀. But there’s nothing deep about the “2” here. (Sorry dualists.)
The base doesn’t matter. 2^ℵ₀ = 3^ℵ₀ = 7^ℵ₀. For any finite n ≥ 2, the number of infinite sequences over an n-symbol alphabet equals the number over a 2-symbol alphabet. Even ℵ₀^ℵ₀ (the set of all functions ℕ → ℕ) equals 2^ℵ₀, because:

(since ℵ₀ · ℵ₀ = ℵ₀). The “2” in 2^ℵ₀ is cosmetic / standard notation.
If you’re confused, it doesn’t actually matter. All it means is any finite real number is expressed like 29.127223157... I can ask you “what’s the first digit?” You say “2”. I ask you the second, you say “9”. I ask you the third, and you say it’s the decimal; I ask you the fourth and you say “1”, and the fifth is “2”, etc. This means any real number can be thought of as a function from ℕ (the part where I was like “hey, what’s the first digit? the second? etc.”) to {0,1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9} (that is, all of your potential answers.)
Here’s something that genuinely disturbed me: |ℝ| = |ℂ|. The real line has exactly as many points as the complex plane. And |ℝ²| = |ℝ|. And |ℝ¹⁰⁰| = |ℝ|. Cantor himself wrote to Dedekind: “I see it, but I don’t believe it.”
The reason is cardinal arithmetic:

because 2 · ℵ₀ = ℵ₀. Doubling a countably infinite cardinal doesn’t change it. Since ℂ is just ℝ² as a set, |ℂ| = |ℝ|. This generalizes: |ℝⁿ| = |ℝ| for every finite n, and |ℂⁿ| = |ℝ| too. Dimension is the thing your geometric intuition tells you must affect the number of points, but it’s actually completely invisible to cardinality.
The Two Machines for Creating Infinities
How do you get more infinities? Cantor discovered that there are exactly two machines for manufacturing bigger infinities, and they work by entirely different mechanisms.
Machine 1: the power set. For any set X, form P(X) (the set of all subsets of X). Cantor’s theorem proves |P(X)| > |X|*, always, by another diagonal argument. Apply it iteratively: P(ℕ) has cardinality 2^ℵ₀, then P(P(ℕ)) has cardinality 2^(2^ℵ₀), then 2^(2^(2^ℵ₀)), and so on. Each is strictly larger than the last. You never run out.
Machine 2: the successor cardinal. Define ℵ₁ as the smallest cardinality strictly greater than ℵ₀. Then ℵ₂ as the next one after that. And so on, giving you the aleph hierarchy: ℵ₀, ℵ₁, ℵ₂, ... “But wait Curt... How do you know there is a smallest cardinality above ℵ₀?”
With finite numbers it’s obvious (after 7 comes 8). But ℵ₀ isn’t a finite number. Why can’t there be a “smeared continuum” of cardinalities above ℵ₀ with no discrete next step? The answer is a theorem by Hartogs. For any set X, Hartogs explicitly constructs an ordinal that can’t be injected into X. No axiom of choice needed here as far as I can tell.
When X = ℕ, this gives ω₁, called the first uncountable ordinal, whose cardinality is ℵ₁ by definition. The “next” infinity isn’t assumed. It’s built.
I used to be confused here because I didn’t know the difference between the omega (ω₁) and the ℵ₁. A way that I think about it is like this: ordinals such as ω₁ describe a specific arrangement (a way of lining things up where every element has a definite “next”). But cardinals (such as ℵ₁) describe pure size... just a headcount. Many different ordinals can share the same cardinality, just like many different seating arrangements on a bus can seat the same number of people. Except the line-up to the bus is infinite. Sounds like Toronto.
The Continuum Hypothesis
So the obvious question: do the two machines agree at the first step? Is the output of Machine 1 (which gives 2^ℵ₀) the same as the output of Machine 2 (which gives ℵ₁)? In other words: is 2^ℵ₀ = ℵ₁?
This is the Continuum Hypothesis! You’ve worked your way across thousands of years of human history in (let me check the cardinality of this post)... 1,200 words!
Quite cool that a 1,200 rung ladder can lead you to infinity.
There’s so much more to say, such as how the CH was the first problem on Hilbert’s famous 1900 list. How Gödel showed that you can’t disprove CH from the standard axioms of set theory (ZFC). How Cohen showed in 1963 that you can’t prove it either. How this means the CH is independent of ZFC, and how wild it is that there exist statements that are “independent.” This is worth a post of its own. (For more on what “independence” means and how Gödel’s work connects here, see my post on misinterpretations of Gödel’s theorem.)
Anyhow, all of this is extremely abstract. Yes, paradoxically, it’s extremely concrete! Infinity is where the abstract and concrete meet. Every construction here is a specific, finite, checkable mathematical procedure. Cantor’s diagonal argument fits on a napkin. Hartogs’ construction is an explicit recipe you can follow step by step. Cohen’s forcing method is a technique you can sit down and execute (with patience, Adderall, and disgruntlement). The objects being discussed are “infinite,” but the reasoning about them is entirely finite. Even mechanical. You know exactly what you’re doing at every step.
Finitists Are the Neighbors With Plastic on Their Couches
Note: not everyone accepts the output. There are mathematicians, finitists, who reject actual infinity entirely. To a finitist, ℵ₀ isn’t a real mathematical object; it’s at best a useful fiction. At worst a symbol pointing at nothing! Hilbert flirted with a version of this position. A stronger stance, ultrafinitism, goes further: even super-large finite numbers like 10^(10^(10)) are suspect, because no physical process could ever instantiate them. It’s an interesting melding of math and physics.
Edward Nelson and Alexander Esenin-Volpin held versions of this view. To an ultrafinitist, asking “what is 2^ℵ₀?” is like asking “what’s orange about the jumping?” A question of nonsense. (For a deep dive into the finitist challenge to infinity, see my conversation with Norman Wildberger on Theories of Everything.)


Most working mathematicians find infinity indispensable. Hugh Woodin (one of the most important living set theorists, and someone I’ll be speaking with on Theories of Everything) has spent decades arguing that the Continuum Hypothesis does have a definite answer. His position is that ZFC is simply too weak to detect it, and that stronger axioms (large cardinal axioms, his Ultimate‑L program) can settle the question.
The debate is alive. And depending on your view, the fact that it’s a debate at all (that mathematicians can disagree not about whether a proof is valid, but about whether the objects the proof discusses exist) tells you something exciting or unsettling about the foundations on which the rest of math sits.


I want to hear from you in the Substack comment section below. I read each and every response.
—Curt Jaimungal
PPS: To go even further with infinites, try out infinity categories. This is my interview with Emily Riehl, where she presents infinity categories at the most basic level. It’s still challenging.


PPS: Do consider becoming a paying member on this Substack. This is how I earn a living, as I’m directly reader-supported. Moreover, you’ll get a slew of exclusive content such as early access to full podcasts. If you like the free content, you’ll love the members-only content.
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  “Fearlessness is what love seeks… Such fearlessness exists only in the complete calm that can no longer be shaken by events expected of the future… Hence the only valid tense is the present, the Now.”



“Love, but be careful what you love,” the Roman African philosopher Saint Augustine wrote in the final years of the fourth century. We are, in some deep sense, what we love — we become it as much as it becomes us, beckoned from our myriad conscious and unconscious longings, despairs, and patterned desires. And yet there is something profoundly paradoxical about such an appeal to reason in the notion that we can exercise prudence in matters of love — to have loved is to have known the straitjacket of irrationality that slips over even the most willful mind when the heart takes over with its delicious carelessness.  

How to heed Augustine’s caution, not by subjugating but by better understanding our experience of love, is what Hannah Arendt (October 14, 1906–December 4, 1975) explores in her least known but in many ways most beautiful work, Love and Saint Augustine (public library) — Arendt’s first book-length manuscript and the last to be published in English, posthumously salvaged from her papers by political scientist Joanna Vecchiarelli Scott and philosopher Judith Chelius Stark. 


For half a century after she wrote it as her doctoral thesis in 1929 — a time when this apostle of reason, who would become one of the twentieth century’s keenest and most coolly analytical minds, was composing her fiery love letters to Martin Heidegger — Arendt obsessively revised and annotated the manuscript. Against Augustine’s whetstone, she came to hone her core philosophical ideas — chiefly the troublesome disconnect she saw between philosophy and politics as evidenced by the rise of ideologies like totalitarianism, the origins of which she so memorably and incisively examined. It was from Augustine that she borrowed the phrase amor mundi — “love of the world” — which would become a defining feature of her philosophy. Occupied by questions of why we succumb to and normalize evil, Arendt identified as the root of tyranny the act of making other human beings irrelevant. Again and again, she returned to Augustine for the antidote: love.

But while this ancient notion of neighborly love, which would come to inspire Martin Luther King, Jr., was central to Arendt’s philosophical concern and her interest in Augustine, its political significance is inseparable from the deepest wellspring of love: the personal. For all of the political and philosophical wisdom she draws from it, Augustine’s Confessions is animated by his experience of personal love — that eternal force that governs the Sun and the Moon and the stars of our interior lives, reflected and codified in our cultural and social structures. 


With an eye to Augustine’s conception of love as “a kind of craving” — the Latin appetitus, from which the word appetite is derived — and his assertion that “to love is indeed nothing else than to crave something for its own sake,” Arendt considers this directional desire propelling love:

Every craving is tied to a definite object, and it takes this object to spark the craving itself, thus providing an aim for it. Craving is determined by the definitely given thing it seeks, just as a movement is set by the goal toward which it moves. For, as Augustine writes, love is “a kind of motion, and all motion is toward something.” What determines the motion of desire is always previously given. Our craving aims at a world we know; it does not discover anything new. The thing we know and desire is a “good,” otherwise we would not seek it for its own sake. All the goods we desire in our questing love are independent objects, unrelated to other objects. Each of them represents nothing but its isolated goodness. The distinctive trait of this good that we desire is that we do not have it. Once we have the object our desire ends, unless we are threatened with its loss. In that case the desire to have turns into a fear of losing. As a quest for the particular good rather than for things at random, desire is a combination of “aiming at” and “referring back to.” It refers back to the individual who knows the world’s good and evil and seeks to live happily. It is because we know happiness that we want to be happy, and since nothing is more certain than our wanting to be happy, our notion of happiness guides us in determining the respective goods that then became objects of our desires. Craving, or love, is a human being’s possibility of gaining possession of the good that will make him happy, that is, of gaining possession of what is most his own.



That is why a generous and unpossessive love — a love undiminished by the failure to attain the good for which it craves — can seem like a feat nothing short of superhuman. (“If equal affection cannot be, / Let the more loving one be me,” Arendt’s good friend and great admirer W.H. Auden wrote in his sublime ode to that superhuman triumph of the heart.) But a love predicated on possession, Arendt cautions, inevitably turns into fear — the fear of losing what was gained. Two millennia after Epictetus offered his cure for heartbreak in the acceptance that all things are perishable and therefore even love ought to be held with the loose fingers of nonattachment, Arendt — who notes Augustine’s debt to the Stoics — writes:

So long as we desire temporal things, we are constantly under this threat, and our fear of losing always corresponds to our desire to have. Temporal goods originate and perish independently of man, who is tied to them by his desire. Constantly bound by craving and fear to a future full of uncertainties, we strip each present moment of its calm, its intrinsic import, which we are unable to enjoy. And so, the future destroys the present.


Half a century after Tolstoy admonished that “future love does not exist [for] love is a present activity only,” Arendt adds:

The present is not determined by the future as such… but by certain events which we hope for or fear from the future, and which we accordingly crave and pursue, or shun and avoid. Happiness consists in possession, in having and holding our good, and even more in being sure of not losing it. Sorrow consists in having lost our good and in enduring this loss. However, for Augustine the happiness of having is not contrasted by sorrow but by fear of losing. The trouble with human happiness is that it is constantly beset by fear. It is not the lack of possessing but the safety of possession that is at stake.


Death, of course, is the ultimate loss — of love as well as life — and therefore the ultimate object of our future-oriented dread. And yet this escape from presence via the portal of anxiety — perhaps the commonest malady to which human beings are susceptible — is itself a living death. Arendt writes:

In their fear of death, those living fear life itself, a life that is doomed to die… The mode in which life knows and perceives itself is worry. Thus the object of fear comes to be fear itself. Even if we should assume that there is nothing to fear, that death is no evil, the fact of fear (that all living things shun death) remains.



Against this background of negative space, Arendt casts the shape of love’s ultimate object according to Augustine:

Fearlessness is what love seeks. Love as craving is determined by its goal, and this goal is freedom from fear.


In a sentiment that illuminates the central mechanism by which frustration fuels (temporary) satisfaction in romantic love, she adds:

A love that seeks anything safe and disposable on earth is constantly frustrated, because everything is doomed to die. In this frustration love turns about and its object becomes a negation, so that nothing is to be desired except freedom from fear. Such fearlessness exists only in the complete calm that can no longer be shaken by events expected of the future.


If presence — the removal of expectancy — is a prerequisite for a true experience of love, then time is the elemental infrastructure of love. Nearly half a century later, in becoming the first woman to speak at the prestigious Gifford Lectures in the 85-year history of the series, Arendt would make this notion of time as the locus of our thinking ego a centerpiece of her landmark lecture, The Life of the Mind. Now, quoting from Augustine’s writings, she considers the paradox of love beyond time for creatures as temporal as we are:

Even if things should last, human life does not. We lose it daily. As we live the years pass through us and they wear us out into nothingness. It seems that only the present is real, for “things past and things to come are not”; but how can the present (which I cannot measure) be real since it has no “space”? Life is always either no more or not yet. Like time, life “comes from what is not yet, passes through what is without space, and disappears into what is no longer.” Can life be said to exist at all? Still the fact is that man does measure time. Perhaps man possesses a “space” where time can be conserved long enough to be measured, and would not this “space,” which man carries with himself, transcend both life and time?

Time exists only insofar as it can be measured, and the yardstick by which we measure it is space.



For Augustine, she notes, memory is the space in which time is measured and cached:

Memory, the storehouse of time, is the presence of the “no more” (iam non) as expectation is the presence of the “not yet” (nondum). Therefore, I do not measure what is no more, but something in my memory that remains fixed in it. It is only by calling past and future into the present of remembrance and expectation that time exists at all. Hence the only valid tense is the present, the Now.


One of the major themes I explore in Figuring is this question of the temporality of even our lushest experiences. “The union of two natures for a time is so great,” Margaret Fuller — one of my key figures — wrote. Are we to despair or rejoice over the fact that even the greatest loves exist only “for a time”? The time scales are elastic, contracting and expanding with the depth and magnitude of each love, but they are always finite — like books, like lives, like the universe itself. The triumph of love is in the courage and integrity with which we inhabit the transcendent transience that binds two people for the time it binds them, before letting go with equal courage and integrity. Fuller’s exclamation upon seeing the paintings of Correggio for the first time, overcome with beauty she had not known before, radiates a larger truth about the human heart: “Sweet soul of love! I should weary of you, too; but it was glorious that day.”


Arendt locates this fundamental fact of the heart in Augustine’s writings. A century after Kierkegaard asserted that “the moment is not properly an atom of time but an atom of eternity,” she observes:

The Now is what measures time backwards and forwards, because the Now, strictly speaking, is not time but outside time. In the Now, past and future meet. For a fleeting moment they are simultaneous so that they can be stored up by memory, which remembers things past and holds the expectation of things to come. For a fleeting moment (the temporal Now) it is as though time stands still, and it is this Now that becomes Augustine’s model of eternity.


Augustine himself captures this transcendent temporality:

Who will hold [the heart], and fix it so that it may stand still for a little while and catch for a moment the splendor of eternity which stands still forever, and compare this with temporal moments that never stand still, and see that it is incomparable… but that all this while in the eternal, nothing passes but the whole is present.


Arendt hones in on the heart of the paradox:

What prevents man from “living” in the timeless present is life itself, which never “stands still.” The good for which love craves lies beyond all mere desires. If it were merely a question of desiring, all desires would end in fear. And since whatever confronts life from the outside as the object of its craving is sought for life’s sake (a life we are going to lose), the ultimate object of all desires is life itself. Life is the good we ought to seek, namely true life.


She returns to desire, which simultaneously takes us out of life and plunges us into it:

Desire mediates between subject and object, and it annihilates the distance between them by transforming the subject into a lover and the object into the beloved. For the lover is never isolated from what he loves; he belongs to it… Since man is not self-sufficient and therefore always desires something outside himself, the question of who he is can only be resolved by the object of his desire and not, as the Stoics thought, by the suppression of the impulse of desire itself: “Such is each as is his love” [Augustine wrote]. Strictly speaking, he who does not love and desire at all is a nobody.

[…]

Man as such, his essence, cannot be defined because he always desires to belong to something outside himself and changes accordingly… If he could be said to have an essential nature at all, it would be lack of self-sufficiency. Hence, he is driven to break out of his isolation by means of love… for happiness, which is the reversal of isolation, more is required than mere belonging. Happiness is achieved only when the beloved becomes a permanently inherent element of one’s own being.


It is stunning to trace the line of these ideas across the life of Arendt’s mind. Decades after her doctoral days, she would compose her influential treatise on how tyrants use isolation as a weapon of oppression — totalitarianism, in other words, is not only the denial of love but an assault on the essence of human beings. 

In the remainder of Love and Saint Augustine, Arendt goes on to examine Augustine’s hierarchy of love, the psychological structure of craving, the perils of anticipation, and the building blocks of that “love of the world” so vital to a harmonious life and a harmonious society. Couple it with Elizabeth Barrett Browning on happiness as a moral obligation, then revisit Arendt on action and the pursuit of happiness, lying in politics, the power of being an outsider, and the difference between how art and science illuminate the human condition.
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    Deep Dive

    Hannah Arendt

    Based on Wikipedia: Hannah Arendt


In 1961, a philosopher sat in a Jerusalem courtroom watching a man in a glass booth. The man was Adolf Eichmann, a chief architect of the Holocaust, responsible for the logistics of transporting millions of Jews to their deaths. What Hannah Arendt expected to see was a monster. What she saw instead was something far more disturbing: a bland, unremarkable bureaucrat who spoke in clichés and seemed utterly incapable of thinking for himself.


From this observation came one of the most controversial phrases in modern philosophy: "the banality of evil."


Arendt's insight—that ordinary people, not psychopaths, commit history's greatest atrocities—sparked outrage. Some accused her of excusing Nazi crimes. Others thought she was blaming the victims. She was doing neither. She was trying to understand something terrifying: how normal human beings become instruments of totalitarian murder. It's a question that haunts us still.


A Childhood in the Shadow of History


Hannah Arendt was born in 1906 in Linden, Prussia, to a comfortable, secular Jewish family. Her grandparents had fled antisemitism in Russian-controlled Lithuania, eventually establishing themselves as successful tea merchants in Königsberg—the same city where Immanuel Kant had spent his entire life a century earlier. This was not a coincidence that would escape young Hannah's notice.


Her family considered themselves German first, Jewish second. They belonged to the Central Organization for German Citizens of Jewish Faith, a group whose very name reveals the precarious balancing act of Jewish identity in early twentieth-century Germany. They viewed Zionism with suspicion. They believed assimilation was not just possible but philosophically profound.


"With us from Germany," Arendt would later recall, "the word 'assimilation' received a 'deep' philosophical meaning. You can hardly realize how serious we were about it."


That seriousness would be tested.


Her father, Paul, was an engineer who prided himself on his love of classical literature, maintaining a library that young Hannah devoured. Her mother, Martha, was a musician who had studied in Paris and harbored strong socialist sympathies. They were progressive, intellectual, politically engaged—and haunted by a family secret. Paul suffered from chronic syphilis, a disease he had likely contracted before marriage. When Hannah was just three, his health began deteriorating. By the time she was seven, he was dead.


For years afterward, Hannah underwent annual blood tests for congenital syphilis. She never spoke publicly about this shadow over her childhood.


The Hidden King of Thinking


By fourteen, Hannah Arendt had read Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, Kierkegaard's existentialist philosophy, and Karl Jaspers' Psychology of Worldviews. She learned ancient Greek as a child, wrote poetry as a teenager, and founded both a classics reading group and a philosophy club at her school. When a teacher insulted her, she organized a student boycott and got herself expelled. She was fifteen.


Her mother, undeterred, sent her to Berlin, where she audited university courses while preparing for entrance exams. Then, at eighteen, she arrived at the University of Marburg to study philosophy with a professor who was causing an intellectual revolution.


His name was Martin Heidegger.


Arendt later described him as "the hidden king who reigned in the realm of thinking." Students traveled from across Germany just to hear him lecture. He was thirty-five, married with two children, handsome, brilliant, and developing ideas that would reshape Western philosophy. His masterwork, Being and Time, was still two years from publication, but already his students sensed they were witnessing something extraordinary.


What Arendt found most captivating was not any particular doctrine but Heidegger's insistence that thinking itself was an activity—what she would later call "passionate thinking." Philosophy was not about memorizing dead ideas. It was about being alive to the fundamental questions of existence.


She was also, at eighteen, ready for passion of another kind.


Arendt and Heidegger began an affair that would remain secret for decades. They exchanged letters, met clandestinely, and agreed to keep their relationship hidden. The affair lasted several years and would later generate enormous controversy—not because of its impropriety, but because of what Heidegger would do next.


The Philosopher and the Nazi


In 1933, Heidegger was elected rector of Freiburg University. He joined the Nazi Party. He gave speeches supporting Hitler's regime. He banned Jewish students from his seminars. For a brief, shameful period, one of the twentieth century's greatest philosophers enthusiastically endorsed one of history's most murderous ideologies.


Arendt, who was Jewish, had already fled Germany by then. But her former lover's betrayal forced her to grapple with questions that would define her life's work: How do intelligent people convince themselves to support evil? What happens to thinking when it becomes disconnected from moral reality? Can philosophy, which purports to seek truth, serve lies?


She and Heidegger would eventually reconcile after the war, a decision that baffled and angered many of her admirers. She never fully explained it. Perhaps she believed, as she would later argue about Eichmann, that the capacity for evil does not erase the capacity for other things. Perhaps she simply could not abandon the man who had first shown her what thinking could be.


Or perhaps love is its own kind of mystery, resistant to philosophical analysis.


Exile and Escape


By 1933, Germany was no longer safe for Jews. After the Nazis came to power, Arendt was briefly arrested by the Gestapo for conducting research into antisemitism—the irony being that she was documenting the very hatred that was now hunting her. Upon her release, she fled to Paris.


There she worked for Youth Aliyah, an organization helping young Jews emigrate to what was then British-controlled Palestine. She met her second husband, Heinrich Blücher, a German communist and non-Jew who would become her intellectual partner for life. For seven years, Paris was a refuge.


Then Germany invaded France.


As a German national, Arendt was classified as an "enemy alien" by the French government—the same government that was supposedly her protector. She was sent to an internment camp at Gurs, in the Pyrenees. The camp was chaotic, the future uncertain. When France surrendered to Germany, the prisoners knew what awaited them if they remained.


Arendt escaped. The details remain murky, but somehow she obtained papers, reunited with Blücher, and made her way to Marseilles. From there, with help from an American journalist and the Emergency Rescue Committee, she secured passage to the United States. She arrived in New York in 1941, stateless, nearly penniless, speaking almost no English.


She was thirty-four years old. Her most important work was still ahead of her.


The Origins of Totalitarianism


In 1951, Hannah Arendt published the book that made her reputation: The Origins of Totalitarianism. It was a sprawling, ambitious work that traced how two seemingly different regimes—Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia—had arrived at the same destination: total domination of human beings.


Her argument was not that Hitler and Stalin were alike in their personalities or ideologies. It was that both had discovered something new in human history: a form of government that sought to control not just behavior but reality itself. Totalitarianism, she argued, was not simply dictatorship or tyranny. Those had existed for millennia. This was different. This was an attempt to remake human nature, to destroy the capacity for spontaneity and independent thought, to render human beings superfluous.


The concentration camps were not merely instruments of murder. They were laboratories for creating a new kind of human: one who could be made to believe anything, confess to anything, die for anything—or nothing.


The book arrived at exactly the right moment. The Cold War was intensifying. Americans wanted to understand the enemy they now faced in the Soviet Union. Arendt provided a framework that was philosophical yet accessible, historical yet urgent. She became, almost overnight, one of the most important political thinkers in America.


The Human Condition


Having diagnosed what was wrong with modern politics, Arendt turned to a more fundamental question: What does it mean to be human?


Her answer, developed in The Human Condition (1958), distinguished three types of activity. The first is labor—the endless cycle of producing and consuming that keeps us biologically alive. The second is work—making durable objects that outlast our individual lives. The third, and most important, is action—the capacity to begin something new, to appear before others and reveal who we are through words and deeds.


Action, for Arendt, was the essence of politics. Not politics as we often think of it today—partisan warfare, policy debates, elections—but politics in the original Greek sense: citizens coming together as equals to deliberate about their common life. This was what totalitarianism destroyed. Not just freedom of speech or movement, but the very space in which human beings could appear to one another as unique individuals.


Modern society, she worried, was doing something similar. Not through terror, but through conformism. Not through concentration camps, but through consumer culture. We were becoming a society of laborers, endlessly producing and consuming, with no time or space for the kind of action that makes us fully human.


Eichmann and the Controversy


Then came Jerusalem.


In 1960, Israeli agents captured Adolf Eichmann in Argentina, where he had been living under a false identity. He was brought to Israel to stand trial for crimes against humanity. The New Yorker magazine sent Hannah Arendt to cover the proceedings.


What she saw disturbed her. Eichmann was not the fanatical antisemite she had expected. He seemed genuinely unable to think beyond the clichés of Nazi ideology. He had not hated Jews with particular passion. He had simply done his job—managing train schedules, coordinating deportations, optimizing the logistics of genocide—because those were his orders and because not following orders was, for him, literally unthinkable.


"The banality of evil" was not a defense of Eichmann. It was an indictment far more terrifying than demonic malevolence. Monsters can be identified and contained. But what do you do when evil requires nothing more than the suspension of thinking, the refusal to imagine what one is actually doing?


The controversy, however, came from another source entirely.


In her book Eichmann in Jerusalem, Arendt discussed the role of Jewish councils—the Judenräte—that the Nazis had established in occupied territories. These councils, composed of Jewish leaders, had been forced to compile lists of names, organize deportations, maintain order in the ghettos. Arendt wrote that their cooperation, however coerced, had made the machinery of destruction more efficient. If Jews had been "unorganized and leaderless," she argued, fewer would have died.


The reaction was explosive. Survivors accused her of blaming victims. Jewish organizations denounced her. Former friends stopped speaking to her. The controversy overshadowed her actual argument about Eichmann and has followed her reputation ever since.


Was she right? The historical record is complicated. Some Jewish leaders did collaborate more than necessary; others sabotaged Nazi orders at great personal risk. Arendt herself later acknowledged that her language had been too harsh, her judgments too sweeping. But she never retracted her fundamental point: that even victims, even the oppressed, retain moral agency. To suggest otherwise would be to strip them of their humanity—which was, after all, exactly what the Nazis had tried to do.


The Life of the Mind


In her final years, Arendt returned to the question that had haunted her since those seminars with Heidegger: What is thinking?


Not reasoning, not problem-solving, not the kind of cognition computers can perform. Thinking, in Arendt's sense, was the silent dialogue we have with ourselves when we stop to reflect on what we're doing and why. It was what Eichmann had been incapable of. It was what totalitarian regimes worked so hard to destroy.


She planned a three-part work called The Life of the Mind, examining thinking, willing, and judging. She completed the sections on thinking and willing. On December 4, 1975, she was sitting at her typewriter, ready to begin the section on judging, when she suffered a massive heart attack.


She died with a blank page in her typewriter, the last question unanswered.


Why She Still Matters


Hannah Arendt was not always right. Her judgments could be harsh, her prose demanding, her arguments occasionally contradictory. She made claims about Jewish councils that historians have disputed. She maintained a relationship with a philosopher who had supported Nazis. She refused to call herself a philosopher, insisting she was a "political theorist"—a distinction that sometimes felt like evasion.


But she asked questions that have not gone away.


How do ordinary people become complicit in atrocity? What happens to societies when citizens stop thinking for themselves? Can democracy survive when public space shrinks to nothing? What do we owe each other as human beings, and what happens when we forget?


Today, her phrase "the banality of evil" appears in discussions of everything from corporate malfeasance to bureaucratic cruelty to the small compromises that enable large injustices. Her warnings about totalitarianism resonate in an age of surveillance technology and authoritarian resurgence. Her insistence on the importance of public action echoes whenever citizens gather to protest, deliberate, or demand accountability.


She would probably hate being made into a saint or a symbol. She was too contrarian for that, too committed to thinking rather than following. But perhaps that's the point. In a world that often seems to demand conformity, she reminds us that thinking—real thinking, the kind that risks unpopularity and refuses easy answers—is not a luxury.


It's a responsibility.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Augustine of Hippo

    Based on Wikipedia: Augustine of Hippo


The Restless Heart


"Grant me chastity and continence, but not yet."


This prayer—famously insincere by the admission of the man who uttered it—captures something essential about one of history's most influential thinkers. Augustine of Hippo spent decades running from the faith his mother desperately wanted him to embrace. He took a lover, fathered a child out of wedlock, joined what many considered a cult, and built a career on the art of persuasion rather than the pursuit of truth.


Then, at thirty-one, he heard a child's voice in a garden telling him to "take up and read." He opened a Bible at random, landed on a passage about putting aside lust, and everything changed.


This is the story of how a North African rhetorician—a professional spinner of words—became perhaps the most important Christian thinker in Western history. His ideas about sin, grace, free will, and the relationship between church and state shaped not just Christian theology but the entire trajectory of Western philosophy. Protestants and Catholics alike claim him as a founding father. His autobiography, written sixteen centuries ago, remains a bestseller.


And it all started with stolen pears.


A Roman African Childhood


Augustine was born in 354 in Thagaste, a small town in what is now Algeria. His homeland, Numidia, was part of the vast Roman Empire—not the Italy of emperors and gladiators, but Roman Africa, a prosperous region along the Mediterranean coast that supplied grain to feed Rome's hungry millions.


His family occupied an interesting social position. They were Berbers, the indigenous people of North Africa, but thoroughly Romanized. They spoke only Latin at home—a point of pride and dignity. Augustine's family name, Aurelius, tells an interesting story: his ancestors on his father's side were likely freedmen, former slaves who had been given Roman citizenship when Emperor Caracalla extended it to all free inhabitants of the empire in 212. By Augustine's birth, his family had been legally Roman for over a century.


His parents made an odd pair. Monica, his mother, was a devout Christian who would spend decades praying for her wayward son's conversion. Patricius, his father, was a pagan who only converted to Christianity on his deathbed. The household wasn't wealthy, but they were honestiores—"honorable men," part of the upper class of provincial citizens who expected their sons to receive proper education and advance in the world.


At eleven, Augustine was sent to school in Madaurus, a town about nineteen miles south of his home. There he immersed himself in Latin literature and encountered pagan beliefs and practices. He was a brilliant student with ferocious intellectual curiosity—but he had one notable failure.


He never mastered Greek.


This might seem like a minor detail, but it shaped the course of Western thought. Augustine's first Greek teacher was brutal, constantly beating his students. The young Augustine rebelled and refused to study. By the time he realized he needed Greek—the language of the New Testament, of Plato, of the intellectual heritage of the ancient world—it was too late. He picked up a smattering, but never achieved fluency.


This linguistic gap meant Augustine developed his theology primarily through Latin sources and translations. The Western and Eastern branches of Christianity would increasingly diverge, in part because thinkers like Augustine couldn't easily access Greek theological traditions. The language barrier that began with a cruel schoolmaster would echo through centuries of church history.


The Pear Theft: A Meditation on Evil


In his autobiography, Confessions, Augustine spends an almost absurd amount of time analyzing a youthful misdeed: stealing pears from a neighbor's garden.


He and his friends took fruit they didn't need. The pears weren't even that good—"tempting neither for its colour nor its flavour," he admits. He wasn't hungry or poor. He had access to better fruit at home. So why did he do it?


This question consumed him for chapters. It might seem like overthinking a minor teenage prank, but Augustine was wrestling with something profound: the nature of evil itself.


The ancient world had various explanations for why people do bad things. Some philosophers argued that evil was simply ignorance—if people truly understood what was good, they would always choose it. Others, like the Manichaeans Augustine would soon join, believed evil was a cosmic force, a kind of dark matter battling against the light.


Augustine reached a different conclusion. Evil, he decided, isn't a thing in itself. It's a turning away from greater goods toward lesser ones. The stolen pears weren't the point. The real temptation was the companionship of his friends, the thrill of shared transgression, the bond formed through mutual rebellion.


He had chosen something genuinely good—friendship—but in a way that corrupted it. This framework for understanding sin would become foundational to Christian moral theology: evil as privation, as misdirected love, as choosing lesser goods over greater ones rather than as an independent force in the universe.


Carthage: Sex, Philosophy, and a Lost Dialogue


At seventeen, through the generosity of a wealthy patron named Romanianus, Augustine traveled to Carthage to study rhetoric. The move stretched his family's finances to the breaking point, but education was the path to advancement in the Roman world, and Carthage was North Africa's great metropolis.


Despite his mother's warnings about fornication, Augustine dove into the hedonistic lifestyle of a university student. He hung around young men who boasted about their sexual conquests. The peer pressure was intense—inexperienced boys like Augustine felt compelled to either pursue sexual adventures or invent stories about them.


Soon he began a relationship with a young woman whose name history has not preserved. She was beneath his social class—his mother wanted him to marry someone more suitable—but the relationship lasted over fifteen years. She bore him a son, Adeodatus, whose name means "Gift from God." By all accounts, the boy was remarkably intelligent.


But something else happened in Carthage that would prove even more consequential than this long romantic partnership.


Augustine read Cicero's Hortensius.


This dialogue, now lost to history, was an exhortation to philosophy—a passionate argument for the life of wisdom and the pursuit of truth. Augustine described its impact as a kind of spiritual awakening: "It enkindled in my heart the love of wisdom and a great thirst for truth."


Here was a young man who had been studying rhetoric—the art of persuading people regardless of whether what you're saying is true—suddenly confronted with the idea that truth itself was worth pursuing. The Hortensius ignited a hunger that would drive him for the rest of his life.


But where would he look for wisdom? His mother's Christianity seemed unsophisticated, its scriptures crude compared to the elegant Latin literature he'd been studying. He needed something more intellectually satisfying.


He found Manichaeism.


The Cosmic Battle: Ten Years as a Manichaean


Manichaeism was founded in the third century by a Persian prophet named Mani, who claimed to have received divine revelations completing the teachings of Buddha, Zoroaster, and Jesus. It offered an elaborate cosmic mythology that explained the problem of evil in the universe.


According to Manichaean teaching, the universe was a battleground between two eternal principles: Light and Darkness, Good and Evil. These weren't just metaphors—they were literally different substances. Human beings contained particles of divine light trapped in material darkness. Salvation meant freeing that light through strict ascetic practices and secret knowledge.


To a young intellectual troubled by the existence of evil, this had appeal. If evil was a cosmic force external to yourself, you weren't really responsible for your sins. The Manichaeans also claimed to offer rational explanations for everything, appealing to Augustine's philosophical bent.


He joined as an "auditor," the lowest level of the Manichaean hierarchy. Above the auditors were the "elect," who lived by severe rules—vegetarianism, celibacy, poverty. Auditors supported the elect and hoped to be reborn as elect members in future lives.


Augustine spent a decade in this faith. But doubts crept in.


The Manichaean explanations of natural phenomena were scientifically inaccurate—even by ancient standards. Augustine's growing knowledge of astronomy and other sciences revealed contradictions in Manichaean cosmology. He kept being told that Faustus of Mileve, a famous Manichaean bishop, would answer all his questions.


When Augustine finally met Faustus, the encounter proved devastating—not because Faustus was hostile, but because he was honest. This celebrated teacher admitted he couldn't answer Augustine's difficult questions. He was a gifted speaker but not a deep thinker. The meeting, Augustine later wrote, "started my scepticism of Manichaeanism."


He was ready for something new.


Rome and Milan: The Path to Power


By his late twenties, Augustine had become a rhetoric teacher in Carthage. But he grew frustrated with his unruly students and decided to try his luck in Rome, where the best rhetoricians practiced.


Rome proved disappointing in a different way. Students there attended class faithfully all term but had a charming custom of disappearing without paying their fees on the last day.


A better opportunity arose through Manichaean connections. The prefect of Rome, a man named Symmachus, had been asked by the imperial court in Milan to recommend a rhetoric professor. Augustine won the position and headed north in late 384.


At thirty, he had achieved the most visible academic position in the Latin world.


This was more than an academic honor. In the late Roman Empire, such posts offered direct access to political careers. Augustine was now a public intellectual at the center of imperial power. Milan, not Rome, was where emperors resided in this era. The young African professor had arrived.


But Milan would transform him in ways he never anticipated.


Ambrose: A Father for a Fatherless Man


Augustine went to hear Ambrose preach because Ambrose was famous for his rhetorical skill. As a fellow master of persuasion, Augustine wanted to study his technique. He went to analyze, not to believe.


Something else happened.


Ambrose was older, more experienced, and employed a method of biblical interpretation Augustine had never encountered. Where Augustine had found the Christian scriptures crude and unsophisticated, Ambrose read them allegorically, finding philosophical depth beneath the surface narratives. Suddenly the Bible became intellectually respectable.


A relationship developed. Augustine wrote that he began to love Ambrose "not at the first as a teacher of the truth, for I had entirely despaired of finding that in thy Church—but as a friendly man."


The affection was mutual. After Augustine's pagan father Patricius died, Ambrose stepped into the role. As Augustine put it, "That man of God received me as a father would, and welcomed my coming as a good bishop should."


Meanwhile, Monica had followed her son to Milan. She hadn't given up. She arranged a respectable marriage to an heiress—a girl who was only eleven and would need to grow up before the wedding could occur.


Augustine agreed to the match. But it meant ending his fifteen-year relationship with the mother of his son.


The pain was excruciating. "My mistress being torn from my side as an impediment to my marriage, my heart, which clave to her, was racked, and wounded, and bleeding." Some scholars believe Augustine considered this relationship equivalent to marriage, even if Roman law didn't recognize it as such.


He sent her away. Then, unable to wait two years for his young fiancée, he took another concubine.


"Grant me chastity and continence, but not yet."


The Garden: A Voice, A Book, A Transformation


In late August of 386, everything came to a head.


Augustine had been studying Neoplatonism, the philosophical tradition descended from Plato that emphasized the existence of a transcendent reality beyond the material world. He had been listening to Ambrose. He had been struggling with his inability to control his own desires—wanting to be chaste but unable to achieve it, knowing what was better but choosing what was worse.


Then a visitor named Ponticianus told him about Anthony of the Desert, a Christian hermit who had given up everything for God. Ponticianus described how reading about Anthony's life had converted his own friends on the spot.


Augustine was devastated. These were ordinary men who had achieved what he, with all his education and philosophical training, could not. He fled into a garden, weeping.


There he heard a child's voice—whether from a neighboring house or something more mysterious, he never determined—chanting "Tolle, lege." Take up and read.


He remembered that Anthony had been converted by a scripture he happened to hear. Augustine grabbed a book of Paul's letters, opened it at random, and read the first passage his eyes fell upon:


"Not in rioting and drunkenness, not in chambering and wantonness, not in strife and envying, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh to fulfil the lusts thereof."


He read no further. He needed no more.


"Instantly," he wrote, "at the end of this sentence, by a light as it were of serenity infused into my heart, all the darkness of doubt vanished away."


A New Life Begins


Augustine abandoned his engagement to the eleven-year-old heiress. He quit his prestigious rhetoric position. At Easter 387, Ambrose baptized him and his son Adeodatus in Milan.


He was thirty-two years old and finally belonged to the faith his mother had spent decades praying he would accept.


Monica's joy was complete. She had followed this difficult son from Africa to Italy, watched him dally with heresy and concubines, and never stopped believing he would turn. Now she could die in peace.


Which she did, at Ostia, as they prepared to sail back to Africa. She was fifty-six. Augustine's grief was profound—this was the woman who had shaped him more than anyone, even when he was running from everything she represented.


He returned to Thagaste with Adeodatus. Shortly after their arrival, the brilliant young man died too. Augustine was alone.


He sold the family property, gave the money to the poor, and converted the family house into a small monastery. The rhetorician who had climbed to the top of the academic world now lived in ascetic community, pursuing the wisdom Cicero's Hortensius had first made him hunger for—but now through Christian rather than pagan eyes.


Bishop of Hippo: The Pastor and Polemicist


In 391, Augustine was ordained a priest in Hippo Regius, a coastal city in what is now Algeria. He had been visiting and was grabbed by the congregation—literally. In that era, communities sometimes forced promising candidates into holy orders by acclamation. Augustine wept at his ordination, not from joy but from the burden being placed upon him.


Within a few years, he became bishop. He would spend the remaining thirty-five years of his life in this position, preaching, writing, and engaging in fierce theological controversies.


His rhetorical training proved useful after all. Augustine was a gifted preacher who could hold crowds for hours. He wrote voluminously—sermons, letters, treatises, books. Over five million of his words survive, more than any other ancient author.


He battled the Manichaeans he had once belonged to. He fought the Donatists, a North African Christian sect that believed the church must be pure and that sacraments performed by unworthy priests were invalid. He engaged in a brutal debate with Pelagius, a British monk who taught that human beings could achieve salvation through their own moral efforts without needing divine grace.


The Pelagian controversy proved most consequential. Against Pelagius, Augustine developed his mature doctrines of original sin, predestination, and grace.


Original Sin: The Inheritance of Adam


What exactly did Augustine believe about human nature?


He argued that Adam and Eve's sin in the Garden of Eden wasn't just a historical event affecting two people. It corrupted human nature itself. Every person born since inherits this corruption—not just the guilt of Adam's sin, but a damaged will that inclines toward evil.


This is what "original sin" means: not that babies have committed sins, but that they are born into a condition that makes sin inevitable. Our wills are not free in the way we imagine. We are enslaved to our desires, unable to consistently choose good over evil through our own power.


Think back to Augustine's own experience. He wanted to be chaste but couldn't achieve it. He knew the better course but chose the worse. This wasn't just weakness—it was the human condition.


If we cannot save ourselves, salvation must come from outside. This is grace: God's unmerited gift that heals our wills and enables us to choose rightly. Without grace, we are helpless. With it, we are free.


Pelagius found this appalling. If humans cannot help sinning, how can God justly punish them? Isn't Augustine making God into a tyrant who damns people for conditions they cannot control?


Augustine's response was subtle but unsatisfying to many. God owes humanity nothing. That anyone is saved is pure mercy. That some are damned is justice—we all deserve damnation. Grace is grace precisely because it's unearned.


This framework would shape Christian theology for centuries. The Protestant Reformers, particularly Martin Luther and John Calvin, would build on Augustine's foundation. Luther had been an Augustinian friar; he knew Augustine's works intimately. When Luther proclaimed that salvation comes through faith alone, by grace alone, he was elaborating themes Augustine had developed against Pelagius a thousand years earlier.


The City of God: When Empires Fall


In 410, something unthinkable happened: the Visigoths sacked Rome.


The eternal city, which had not been conquered by a foreign enemy in eight centuries, fell to barbarian invaders. Pagans blamed Christianity—the empire had abandoned its traditional gods and now suffered divine punishment. Christians were shaken—had God abandoned them?


Augustine spent thirteen years writing his response: The City of God, his longest and most ambitious work.


His argument was revolutionary. Christians had been wrong to identify the Roman Empire with God's purposes. Rome was just another earthly city, destined to rise and fall like all human political structures. Christians belong to a different city—the City of God, a spiritual community of the faithful that exists across time and space, transcending any particular empire or nation.


The two cities are intermingled in this world. You cannot simply point to the church and call it the City of God, or point to the state and call it the City of Man. Both cities contain members of each community, and only God knows who truly belongs to which.


What matters is where you place your ultimate loyalty. Citizens of the earthly city love themselves and seek earthly power and glory. Citizens of the heavenly city love God and seek eternal goods. One city is organized by pride, the other by charity.


This framework gave Christians a way to engage with politics without idolizing any political system. You could serve the state, work for justice, participate in civic life—but you could never confuse any human institution with the kingdom of God. Every empire would eventually fall. Only the City of God endures.


Augustine was writing as his own world collapsed around him. The Western Roman Empire was disintegrating. Barbarian kingdoms were emerging from its ruins. But Christians need not despair. Their citizenship was elsewhere.


Just War: When Violence Might Be Moral


Augustine also grappled with questions of violence and warfare. Could Christians, committed to loving their enemies, ever justly engage in war?


He concluded, reluctantly, that they could—under strict conditions. War might be justified to repel invasion, to punish wrongdoing, or to restore peace. But the intention mattered as much as the cause. You could not fight from hatred or desire for vengeance. You had to fight sorrowfully, seeking restoration rather than destruction.


These reflections became foundational to just war theory, the tradition of moral reasoning about when and how warfare might be ethically conducted. Later thinkers like Thomas Aquinas would systematize Augustine's insights into criteria still debated today: just cause, right intention, legitimate authority, proportionality, reasonable chance of success, last resort.


Time and Memory: The Philosopher's Bishop


Augustine was never merely a churchman. The philosophical curiosity ignited by Cicero's Hortensius never left him. His theological works contain some of the most sophisticated philosophical reflection of the ancient world.


Consider his famous meditation on time in the Confessions. What is time? We speak easily of past, present, and future. But the past no longer exists. The future does not yet exist. The present is a knife-edge, an instant without duration. How can we measure something that either doesn't exist or has no extent?


Augustine's solution was psychological. Time exists in the mind. The past exists as memory, the future as expectation, the present as attention. When we measure time, we measure these mental states—the length of our memories, the extent of our anticipations.


This internalization of time anticipated ideas that wouldn't resurface in Western philosophy for over a millennium. When modern philosophers like Edmund Husserl developed phenomenology—the study of consciousness and its structures—they found themselves grappling with questions Augustine had posed sixteen centuries earlier.


The East-West Divide


Augustine's influence was not universal. In the Eastern churches—the Greek-speaking communities that would become Eastern Orthodoxy—his reception was mixed.


Part of this was simply linguistic. Augustine wrote in Latin, and while some of his works were translated into Greek, much of his thought remained inaccessible to Eastern theologians. The Greek East and the Latin West were drifting apart, their theological vocabularies diverging along with their languages.


Some of Augustine's distinctive doctrines proved controversial in the East. His views on original sin seemed too pessimistic—Eastern theology emphasized human potential for deification, becoming like God, more than Western theology's focus on human corruption. His teaching on predestination and irresistible grace troubled theologians who wanted to preserve human freedom more robustly.


Most contentiously, Augustine supported the filioque—the Western addition to the Nicene Creed claiming that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father "and the Son." This seemingly technical point became a major factor in the eventual schism between Eastern and Western Christianity in 1054. Eastern Christians accused the West of tampering with ancient creeds and distorting Trinitarian theology.


Augustine is recognized as a saint in the Eastern Orthodox Church, but with reservations. Some Eastern theologians, like the twentieth-century writer John Romanides, have harshly criticized his influence. Others, like Georges Florovsky, have found much to appreciate. The relationship remains complicated—one of history's most important theologians, simultaneously revered and suspect.


The End: Hippo Under Siege


In 430, the Vandals—another Germanic people who had swept through the crumbling Western Empire—laid siege to Hippo Regius.


Augustine was seventy-five years old. He had spent thirty-five years as bishop, written millions of words, shaped the theology of Western Christianity, watched the Roman world he grew up in collapse around him. Now barbarians camped outside his city walls.


He died on August 28, 430, during the siege. He had asked that the penitential psalms be written on the walls of his room so he could read them in his final days, weeping for his sins even at the end.


The Vandals took the city but spared his library. His works survived, were copied through the medieval centuries, shaped scholastic philosophy, Protestant reform, and modern thought. The restless heart that had sought satisfaction in philosophy, heresy, rhetoric, and sex had finally found its rest.


Legacy: Why He Still Matters


Few figures cast longer shadows over Western thought than Augustine.


His Confessions invented a genre. Before Augustine, autobiography meant recording external events—battles fought, offices held, journeys taken. Augustine turned inward, examining his own psychology with unprecedented depth. The modern sense that our inner lives are worthy of serious attention, that self-examination is a path to wisdom—this owes something to Augustine.


His theology shaped both Catholic and Protestant traditions. The Catholic Church honors him as a Doctor of the Church. Protestants, particularly in the Reformed tradition, see him as a forerunner who understood grace and human dependence on God. Luther and Calvin built on Augustinian foundations.


His political philosophy gave Western Christianity a framework for engaging the state without idolizing it. The City of God taught Christians to be loyal citizens while maintaining ultimate allegiance elsewhere. This enabled a creative tension between church and state that some historians consider essential to the development of Western freedom.


His philosophical reflections on time, memory, evil, and free will remain starting points for contemporary discussions. Philosophers who have never read a word of his theology still grapple with questions he posed.


And his life story resonates across the centuries. Here was a man of enormous appetites and ambitions, brilliant and flawed, who struggled for decades before finding peace. His journey from stolen pears to episcopal authority, from Manichaean auditor to Christian bishop, from "not yet" to "too late have I loved thee"—this remains a template for the human experience of conversion, of finding your way after long wandering.


The child's voice in the Milan garden said "take up and read." Sixteen centuries later, people still do.

  

  
    Deep Dive

    The Origins of Totalitarianism

    Based on Wikipedia: The Origins of Totalitarianism


In 1951, a German Jewish philosopher who had fled Nazi Germany published a book that would reshape how we understand political evil. Hannah Arendt's The Origins of Totalitarianism made a startling claim: the horrors of Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia weren't just extreme versions of old-fashioned tyranny. They were something entirely new.


Something worse.


A New Form of Evil


Traditional despots and dictators wanted power. They crushed their opponents. They silenced critics. But they left most people alone, as long as those people stayed quiet and obedient.


Totalitarianism was different. It didn't just want to control what you did. It wanted to control what you thought, what you felt, who you were. As Arendt put it, totalitarianism had "discovered a means of dominating and terrorizing human beings from within."


The terror wasn't aimed at political opponents. It was aimed at everyone. Entire populations lived in fear, and that fear was the point. Random arrests, show trials, purges that swept up the innocent alongside the guilty—this wasn't inefficiency or paranoia. It was the system working exactly as designed.


How the Book Came Together


Arendt structured her analysis as three interconnected essays, tracing the historical roots of totalitarianism through three distinct but related phenomena: antisemitism, imperialism, and the totalitarian movements themselves.


The original 1951 edition ended with "Concluding Remarks," but Arendt wasn't done thinking. In 1953, she published a separate essay called "Ideology and Terror: A Novel Form of Government." When the second edition appeared in 1958, she replaced her original conclusion with two new chapters. One incorporated that ideology essay. The other, "Epilogue: Reflections on the Hungarian Revolution," analyzed the 1956 uprising against Soviet rule.


That epilogue was later dropped from most editions, published separately as "Totalitarian Imperialism: Reflections on the Hungarian Revolution." By 1967, Arendt had written new prefaces for each of the book's three parts, which have appeared in editions ever since.


The German translation, published in 1955, bore a slightly different title: Elemente und Ursprünge totaler Herrschaft—"Elements and Origins of Totalitarian Rule." Even the title evolution showed Arendt refining her thinking.


The Jewish Question


Arendt began with antisemitism, and specifically with the Dreyfus affair—the scandal that tore France apart in the 1890s when a Jewish army officer was falsely convicted of treason.


She traced the peculiar position of Jews in Europe after their emancipation by French edict in 1792. Jews had played special roles in supporting and maintaining nation-states, particularly through finance and administration. But they never quite assimilated into European class society. They remained perpetual outsiders with insider influence.


This created a dangerous dynamic. As Arendt observed, "modern antisemitism grew in proportion as traditional nationalism declined, and reached its climax at the exact moment when the European system of nation-states and its precarious balance of power crashed."


When Nazi Germany exploited antisemitism, Jews weren't targeted simply because of religious or ethnic hatred. They were targeted as a proxy for the nation-state system itself. The Nazis wanted to organize the masses to bring about the disintegration of nation-states and advance a totalitarian project that was global in orientation.


This led Arendt to one of her most controversial arguments: Jewry was not the operative factor in the Holocaust, but merely a convenient proxy. Totalitarianism in Germany was ultimately about terror and consistency, not about eradicating Jews specifically. The Jews were chosen because they symbolized everything the totalitarian movement opposed.


The Imperial Connection


The second section examined imperialism, and here Arendt made connections most people had missed. She linked scientific racism to colonialist imperialism, which was characterized by unlimited territorial and economic expansion.


That unlimited expansion necessarily opposed the territorially-delimited nation-state. You can't expand infinitely if borders actually mean something.


Arendt traced this dynamic to excess capital accumulation in European nation-states during the nineteenth century. That capital needed overseas investments outside Europe to remain productive. And political control had to expand overseas to protect those investments.


She examined how the Boers in South Africa during the Great Trek of the 1830s and 1840s developed racism as "an ideological weapon for imperialism." She analyzed "continental imperialism"—pan-Germanism and pan-Slavism—and the emergence of "movements" that substituted themselves for traditional political parties.


These movements were hostile to the state, antiparliamentarist, and gradually institutionalized antisemitism and other forms of racism. They prefigured the totalitarian movements to come.


Why Not Italy?


Arendt made a crucial distinction: Italian fascism was a nationalist authoritarian movement, but Nazism and Stalinism were totalitarian ones, aiming to remove all limits on their power.


Why the difference?


Partly, she argued, it came down to population. "Totalitarian movements depend on the sheer force of numbers to such an extent that totalitarian regimes seem impossible, even under otherwise favorable circumstances, in countries with relatively small populations," she wrote. "Even Mussolini, who was so fond of the term 'totalitarian state,' did not attempt to establish a full-fledged totalitarian regime and contented himself with dictatorship and one-party rule."


You needed masses—huge, atomized populations—to make totalitarianism work. Italy simply didn't have enough people.


The Mechanics of Terror


The book's final section described how totalitarian movements actually functioned, focusing on Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union.


Arendt discussed the transformation of classes into masses—the breakdown of social structures that left individuals isolated and atomized. She examined the role of propaganda in dealing with the non-totalitarian world. And she analyzed the use of terror, which was essential to this form of government.


The key insight: totalitarian regimes didn't just want absolute political power. They wanted to control every aspect of individuals' lives, as a step toward global domination.


"Intellectual, spiritual, and artistic initiative is as dangerous to totalitarianism as the gangster initiative of the mob, and both are more dangerous than mere political opposition," Arendt wrote. "The consistent persecution of every higher form of intellectual activity by the new mass leaders springs from more than their natural resentment against everything they cannot understand. Total domination does not allow for free initiative in any field of life, for any activity that is not entirely predictable."


The result? "Totalitarianism in power invariably replaces all first-rate talents, regardless of their sympathies, with those crackpots and fools whose lack of intelligence and creativity is still the best guarantee of their loyalty."


Mediocrity wasn't a bug. It was a feature.


The Imperial Boomerang


One of Arendt's most provocative moves was analyzing Soviet and Nazi regimes alongside European colonies in Africa and Asia. She saw the colonies as precursors—laboratories where techniques of domination were developed and tested.


The effects eventually boomeranged back to Europe. The imperial methods used to control colonized populations were reimported and applied to European populations themselves.


She analyzed Russian pan-Slavism as a stage in the development of racism and totalitarianism. Decades later, scholar Alexander Etkind continued this analysis in his book "Internal Colonization: Russia's Imperial Experience," examining how Russia treated its own territories and peoples as internal colonies.


Hiding in Plain Sight


Totalitarian movements used elaborate systems of concealment. Front organizations presented friendly faces to the world. Fake governmental agencies created confusion about who held real power. Esoteric doctrines and deliberately convoluted ideologies obscured the radical nature of totalitarian aims from the non-totalitarian world.


This wasn't just deception for tactical advantage. It was structural to how totalitarianism operated—creating layers of reality, so that what appeared on the surface bore little relation to what happened underneath.


The Loneliness Factor


Near the end of the book, Arendt identified a precondition for totalitarian domination that resonates eerily today: loneliness.


People who are socially isolated, she argued, are more likely to be attracted to totalitarian ideology and movements. When traditional social bonds break down—family, community, profession, class—individuals become vulnerable to mass movements that promise belonging and purpose.


Totalitarianism doesn't just exploit loneliness. It actively works to create it, atomizing society and breaking down the intermediate institutions that stand between the individual and the state.


Radical Evil and Superfluous People


Arendt introduced a concept that would haunt her work and provoke endless debate: "radical evil." She borrowed the phrase from the philosopher Immanuel Kant and applied it to the men who created and carried out totalitarian tyranny.


What made the evil "radical" wasn't just its scale or cruelty. It was how totalitarian systems treated their victims as "superfluous people"—human beings who could be eliminated without remainder, whose existence or non-existence made no difference to the functioning of the world.


This was different from murder motivated by greed, or revenge, or even hatred. This was murder premised on the idea that certain categories of people were simply unnecessary to the future being built.


Reception and Controversy


The book made an immediate impact. Le Monde placed it on its list of the hundred best books of the twentieth century. The National Review ranked it number fifteen on its list of the century's hundred best nonfiction books. The Intercollegiate Studies Institute included it among the fifty best nonfiction books of the century.


Norman Podhoretz, who would become one of America's most influential editors, compared the pleasure of reading it to that of reading a great poem or novel.


But the book also attracted serious criticism.


In 2009, University of Chicago professor Bernard Wasserstein published a piece in the Times Literary Supplement pointing out that Arendt had systematically internalized various antisemitic and Nazi sources she was familiar with, which led her to use many of these sources as authorities in the book. The very texts that promoted hatred were being cited as historical evidence.


Interestingly, the scholar Gershom Scholem—who would later bitterly criticize Arendt's Eichmann in Jerusalem—still praised The Origins of Totalitarianism. Scholem mentioned learning from philosopher Ernst Bloch that much Jewish literature and testimony from certain historical periods wasn't available due to pogroms. Sometimes, antisemitic sources were the only surviving references for those periods. This didn't excuse their use, but it complicated the picture.


Debates About Scientific Racism


Historian Emmanuelle Saada disputed Arendt's argument that scientific racism directly correlated with the rise of colonialist imperialism. Saada contested that there's little evidence thinkers like Arthur de Gobineau—whom Arendt explicitly mentioned—actually held important places in the scientific justification of European colonialism.


According to Saada, Arendt overemphasized the role of scientific racism in forming modern totalitarianism. Instead, Arendt should have attributed more blame to the "bureaucratic racism" she discussed elsewhere in the text—the systematic, administrative dehumanization built into colonial governance structures.


Marxism and Totalitarianism


Philosophers like Jürgen Habermas supported Arendt's criticism of totalitarian readings of Marxism. The commentary indicated concerns with the limits of totalitarian perspectives often associated with Karl Marx's apparent overestimation of the emancipatory potential of the forces of production.


In other words: Marx thought industrialization and technological development would necessarily lead to human liberation. Totalitarianism proved that the same forces of production could be harnessed for unprecedented domination.


Habermas extended this critique in his writings on functional reductionism in the lifeworld, examining how systems colonize the spaces of human meaning and interaction.


A Harsh Assessment


Not everyone was convinced. Historian John Lukacs was brutally critical, calling it a "flawed and dishonest book" that is "unhistorical and shrilly verbose." He claimed Arendt's coverage of the Soviet Union was superficial.


Lukacs represented a strand of criticism that saw Arendt as too theoretical, too willing to fit messy historical realities into neat conceptual categories.


The Book's Legacy


The Origins of Totalitarianism established Hannah Arendt as one of the twentieth century's most important political thinkers. It provided a framework for understanding political evil that went beyond simple moral condemnation.


The book asked: How do ordinary people become complicit in extraordinary evil? How do societies transform from functioning democracies into totalitarian nightmares? What are the warning signs?


These questions remain urgently relevant. When we see mass movements organized around conspiracy theories, when we see the breakdown of intermediate institutions, when we see the rise of loneliness and social atomization, when we see political movements that refuse to accept any limits on their power—we have Arendt's framework for understanding what might be happening.


The book doesn't provide easy answers. Arendt was writing in the shadow of the Holocaust and the Gulag, trying to comprehend horrors that seemed incomprehensible. She was asking how the century of progress—of science, industry, democracy—had produced its own negation.


More than seventy years later, we're still grappling with her insights, still trying to understand how totalitarianism emerges, and how it might be prevented.


Because the most chilling lesson of The Origins of Totalitarianism is that it can happen. Not just in other countries, not just in other times. The conditions that make totalitarianism possible—social atomization, mass loneliness, the breakdown of truth, movements that promise to reorganize reality itself—these can emerge anywhere.


They can emerge here.
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  The Panama Canal was, at the moment of its completion, the largest structure ever built by man. Its locks — each chamber a thousand feet long, a hundred and ten feet wide, their gates rising eighty feet from the floor, taller than a seven-story building — were formed of more concrete than any construction in human history. To dig the canal, seventy-five thousand men excavated enough earth to build seventy Great Pyramids, enough to bury Manhattan to the depth of a man’s chest.
This the Americans built over ten years and three presidencies.
But before the Americans could build the canal, they had to build the largest artificial lake on earth, flooding an entire river valley to lift ships over mountains. Before they could build the lake, they had to rid the isthmus of pestilence, eradicating yellow fever from a region where it had reigned for three centuries. Before they could eradicate the fever, they had to control the land — which meant staging a revolution, peeling Panama away from Colombia in a single bloodless day.
And before any of it — before the lake, before the eradication of fever, before the coup — they had to succeed where the greatest builder of the age had failed. Ferdinand de Lesseps, the hero of Suez, had tried to cut this canal. By 1889 he had spent a decade and $287 million of French savings. He had buried twenty-two thousand men in the jungle earth. And he had accomplished nothing but ruin.  

The man who had made the world smaller had sought to cut it in half. Within two years of his triumph at Suez, while Europe still rang with his name, Ferdinand de Lesseps turned his gaze westward — to the dark, fever-haunted jungles of Central America. If he could slice through the sands of Egypt, why not the spine of the New World? In 1879, at the age of seventy-four, he convened an international congress in Paris and, through the sheer gravitational force of his reputation, secured approval for a sea-level canal through the Isthmus of Panama.
The American engineers in attendance — men who had actually surveyed the terrain — knew it was madness. They had spent years tramping through the mosquito clouds and the sucking mud, taking measurements, losing colleagues to fever. They knew the Chagres River, that treacherous serpent that could rise forty feet in a single night of rain. They knew the Culebra Cut, where the mountains slid endlessly, back into any hole you dug. One of them, Adolphe Godin de Lépinay, chief engineer of the French Department of Bridges and Highways, stood before the congress and proposed the only sane solution: dam the Chagres, create a lake, and lift ships over the divide with locks. It was, almost to the metre, the plan the Americans would eventually build. The congress voted him down. De Lesseps wanted a sea-level canal — just as at Suez — and de Lesseps got what he wanted.
What followed was an apocalypse.
The French arrived in 1881 with their mahogany furniture and their Parisian confidence. They found a green hell. The jungle grew so fast that a path cleared at dawn would be impassable by dusk. The rains fell in walls of water, turning excavation sites into lakes overnight. The Chagres, unbound by any dam, regularly flooded the workings. And above all, silent and invisible, came the mosquitoes.
They did not know that the Aedes aegypti carried yellow fever in its bite, or that the Anopheles hummed with malaria. The French doctors, trained in the miasma theory, believed disease rose from freshly turned earth, from noxious jungle vapours. To beautify their hospital at Ancón, they set potted plants around the wards, each pot resting in a saucer of water to keep the ants away. They had built, with loving care, breeding factories for the very creatures that were killing them. Three out of four men who entered that hospital never left. 
The workers — mainly black men drawn mostly from Jamaica, Martinique, and Barbados by wages that dwarfed anything the Caribbean could offer — died in their thousands. In the wet seasons of 1882 and 1883, thirty to forty men perished every day. A train ran each evening from the work camps to the cemetery at Mount Hope, its cars brimming with coffins, so many that the living came to call it the funeral express. The dead were often buried in the clothes they wore, stacked in mass graves, their names lost to the jungle. By the time the French abandoned the isthmus in 1889, twenty-two thousand men had been swallowed by the earth they had tried to move.

And the money vanished with them. De Lesseps had raised over 1.4 billion gold francs from eight hundred thousand investors: shopkeepers, widows, country priests, retired soldiers. It was the greatest financial mobilisation in French history, and it evaporated into the swamps of Panama. The company declared bankruptcy in February 1889, having spent $287 million and excavated barely a third of the required earth. The stock was worthless. The canal was a ditch. The scandal that followed — the Panama Affair — brought down ministers, implicated over a hundred members of the French parliament in bribery, and sent Gustave Eiffel himself to trial. De Lesseps and his son Charles were convicted of fraud. The old man, now eighty-eight, was spared prison. He died in 1894, stripped of his glory, his name synonymous with catastrophe.
What remained in Panama was a landscape of mechanical corpses: dredges rusting in stagnant pools, locomotives sinking into the mud, excavators frozen mid-bite like the fossils of some industrial extinction. The jungle was already reclaiming them, vines threading through boilers, trees splitting the rails. For fifteen years, the wreckage sat in the rain, a monument to hubris.


Then came the Americans.
They arrived with a colder, more Protestant kind of will. Theodore Roosevelt, that grinning engine of national ambition, had decided that the United States needed a canal, and he would not be denied by a Colombian senate that refused to ratify a treaty on American terms. In November 1903, with American warships conveniently stationed off both coasts, a small group of Panamanian businessmen with the tacit approval of Washington staged a revolution. It lasted a day. The Colombian troops who landed at Colón found themselves stranded when the American-controlled railroad declined to provide trains. The USS Nashville discouraged any thoughts of marching. Panama declared independence on November 3rd; the United States recognised the new republic three days later; within a fortnight, a canal treaty was signed granting America sovereign rights over a ten-mile-wide strip in perpetuity.
The Americans knew what the French had learned in blood: that Panama was not Suez. The flat desert of Egypt had required only patience and picks; Panama demanded conquest of a continent. But they also knew what the French had not—that the enemies were not the mountains but the mosquitoes.
In 1904, William Crawford Gorgas stepped off the steamer at Colón. He was a slight, courteous Alabaman, the son of a Confederate general, and he had done something that everyone said was impossible: he had rid Havana of yellow fever. Walter Reed and Carlos Finlay had proved that the Aedes aegypti mosquito was the vector; so Gorgas exterminated it, draining every puddle, oiling every cistern, fumigating every room, screening every window. In eighteen months, yellow fever — the scourge that had killed more American soldiers than Spanish bullets — disappeared from Cuba.
Now he would do the same in Panama, but first he had to fight his own government. The Isthmian Canal Commission’s leadership thought him a crank. Mosquitoes? They demanded that he focus on cleaning the streets, burning rubbish, the old miasma protocols. They cut his budget, mocked his methods, recommended his dismissal to the president. But the president gave the doctor whatever he wanted.
Four thousand sanitation workers descended on the isthmus. They drained swamps and ditches by the hundreds of miles. They oiled every pool of standing water with a thin film of petroleum that suffocated mosquito larvae. They screened every building, quarantined every fever case, fumigated entire cities. The hospitals, once charnel houses, were emptied of their potted plants. The little saucers of water disappeared. By the end of 1905, yellow fever cases had plummeted. By late 1906, the last canal worker to die of yellow fever caught the disease — and after that, nothing. The ancient plague that had beaten the French, that had emptied ships in Caribbean harbours for three centuries, was gone from the Zone. It took eighteen months. 


Now the building could begin.
The Americans did not attempt a sea-level canal. They had read de Lépinay’s proposal, studied the French surveys, understood the Chagres. They would dam the river, flood an entire valley to create the largest artificial lake on earth — Gatun Lake, twenty-four miles across, covering villages and forests and the ghosts of French machinery — and lift ships eighty-five feet above sea level through a staircase of locks. They were to rearrange the earth.
The locks were the key. Each chamber stretched a thousand feet long and a hundred and ten feet wide — dimensions that would define the maximum size of oceangoing ships for the next century. The walls rose in concrete cliffs, fifty feet thick at their base, reinforced with enough steel to build a navy. The gates, monstrous double-leafed doors that would hold back an ocean, weighed hundreds of tons apiece, their leaves sixty-five feet wide and up to eighty-two feet high — taller than a six-story building, yet so precisely balanced on their hollow steel frames that a single forty-horsepower motor could swing them open. Nowhere on earth had concrete been poured on such a scale; nothing comparable would be attempted until the Hoover Dam two decades later. The steel for the gates and machinery came from Pittsburgh, where entire foundries were given over to the canal. Pennsylvania became, briefly, an extension of Panama.
And the labour that built it was an empire of its own. At the peak of construction, forty-five thousand men worked the Zone, a polyglot army drawn from forty nations. The spine of the workforce came from the British West Indies: Barbadians, Jamaicans, men from St. Lucia and Grenada who crossed the Caribbean on crowded steamers, riding on deck like cargo, chasing the same dreams the French had peddled a generation before. Roughly fifty thousand West Indians passed through Panama during the American decade, a quarter of Barbados’s entire population.
Nothing could have prepared them for the Cut. The men who arrived from Barbados and Jamaica — many from villages where the loudest sound was the wind in the cane and where a donkey cart was the most complex machine — stepped off the trains into something closer to the underworld than any place on earth. The Culebra Cut was a canyon nine miles long and three hundred feet deep, and it was never quiet. Dynamite charges detonated every few minutes, concussions rolling through a man's chest. A hundred trains a day hauled the shattered earth away. Steam shovels the size of houses groaned and swung their loads, their iron jaws biting five tons at a gulp. The noise was so total that men working side by side communicated by hand signal; a shout couldn't carry three feet. And through it all hung the smoke and the red laterite dust, until the sun was just a pale disc in a brown sky. The men who swung the picks and loaded the cars worked inside this machine twelve hours a day, their bodies vibrating with the noise, building a thing that would outlast them all.
But the Americans wanted more. The West Indians were cheap but, the engineers complained, not always efficient. One engineer described a scene where two West Indians would load a wheelbarrow with debris to load it onto the head of a third West Indian who would carry it away. And so recruiters fanned out across Europe, and found, in the valleys of Galicia and the Basque Country and Asturias, a different kind of labourer. Over eight thousand Spaniards — Gallegos, Basques, Asturians — signed on for Panama, paid twice the wage as the West Indian for three times the output. Such discrepancies also reflected the racially segregated working conditions and racial attitudes of the time. 
The Culebra Cut — later renamed for the engineer who broke his health directing it, David Gaillard — was the crucible of the enterprise. For nine miles, the canal had to slice through the mountains that formed the spine of the Americas. The French had lowered the Cut’s floor by perhaps three feet in 1886. The Americans lowered it by twenty feet in a single year, then did it again, and again, blasting and shoveling and hauling until they had moved nearly a hundred million cubic yards of rock and clay and mud. The slides never stopped. The walls of the Cut were not solid rock but a treacherous composite of volcanic clay and shale that, when soaked by the endless rains, turned to something like wet soap and slid into the channel, burying steam shovels, swallowing entire work trains. The engineers widened the cut, gentled the slopes, dug and re-dug the same ground. Men died under those slides, buried before they could run. The work went on.


On August 15, 1914, the SS Ancon made the first official transit from the Atlantic to the Pacific. It slipped through the locks, crossed the lake, threaded the Cut, and emerged into the Pacific — a journey of fifty miles, completed in nine hours and forty minutes. They had cut a month and a half and eight thousand miles from a ship’s journey from New York to San Francisco. The canal had come in under budget, and finished a year ahead of schedule. It was the largest, most expensive engineering project in the history of the world, and it had succeeded.
But the world had other concerns that August. On the very day the Ancon made its crossing, German cavalry was riding through Belgium. The opening of the Panama Canal — the supreme achievement of the Progressive Age, the proof that man could bend continents to his will — passed almost unnoticed. The great powers had other ditches to dig now, other mud to die in. The Western Front would consume the same species of young men who had sweated in the Culebra Cut, but in numbers that dwarfed any canal.
The canal would reshape global trade, redraw the strategic maps, make and unmake fortunes. But the age that built it — that confident, muscular, casually brutal era of great works and great men — was already passing into the smoke of the Somme. 


  
  
    Deep Dive

    Panama Canal

    Based on Wikipedia: Panama Canal

In 1914, when the Panama Canal finally opened after decades of trial and error, the engineers at Gatun Lake discovered something startling: the new artificial lake wasn't just lifting ships—it was pulling entire landscapes upward. The water level rose twenty-six meters above sea level, creating an entirely new ecosystem atop one of the most ambitious civil engineering projects in history. To move a ship through the canal today requires roughly 200 million liters of fresh water, enough to fill eighty Olympic-sized swimming pools. These numbers barely hint at the canal's true significance: for over a century, this 82-kilometer ribbon of blue cutting across Panama has reshaped global trade routes, enabled the modern shipping industry, and stands as one of humanity's greatest achievements in engineering and diplomacy.

The Panama Canal's story begins not with construction but with failure—multiple failures that spanned centuries. The narrow strip of land connecting North and South America has fascinated explorers since Spanish conquistador Vasco Núñez de Balboa first crossed the Isthmus of Panama in 1513, noting in his journal the remarkable possibility of a canal here, though he took no action to build one. European powers soon recognized what Balboa had observed: this narrow land bridge between two oceans represented an opportunity for massive profit and strategic advantage.

By 1534, Holy Roman Emperor Charles V ordered surveys for routes connecting Spain's Atlantic territories with its Pacific holdings. The isthmus of Panama emerged repeatedly as the most promising location. In 1668, English physician and philosopher Sir Thomas Browne specifically proposed Panama as the most convenient place for such a canal—the first practical argument for this particular route.

The earliest serious attempt came from an unlikely source: Scotland. In 1698, the Kingdom of Scotland launched the ill-fated Darien Scheme, attempting to build an interoceanic passage through Panama's inhospitable terrain. The project collapsed by 1700 due to brutal conditions and hostile environment—a sobering reminder that desire alone cannot overcome logistical nightmares.

The nineteenth century brought renewed American interest. In 1846, the Mallarido-Bidlack Treaty between the United States and New Granada (the predecessor of Colombia) granted transit rights and military intervention privileges across the isthmus. When gold was discovered in California in 1848, demand for a Panama crossing exploded. American businessman William Henry Aspinwall established steamship routes from New York to Panama and on to California, while Cornelius Vanderbilt built an overland portage operation that moved fortune seekers across the jungle.

Between 1850 and 1855, Aspinwall's syndicate constructed what would become the Panama Canal Railway from Colón on the Caribbean coast to Panama City. The project cost eight million dollars—six times the estimated amount—and claimed between six thousand and twelve thousand workers who died from tropical diseases. Those deaths represented an early warning that building through Panama would require more than just capital; it demanded bold engineering solutions to nature's deadliest obstacles.

In 1870, President Grant established an Interoceanic Canal Commission, including Chief of Engineers Brigadier General Andrew A. Humphreys and naval commander Thomas Oliver Selfridge Jr. They investigated routes across Central America and concluded that a canal through Nicaragua—traversing Lake Nicaragua—was the most promising option. This recommendation influenced American policy for decades.

The French attempt began in 1881 when Ferdinand de Lesseps, who had famously constructed the Suez Canal between 1859 and 1869, took on the Panama project with impressive confidence. TheSociété Civile Internationale du Canal Interocéanique par l'isthme du Darien backed his efforts, with Hungarian freedom fighter István Türr and French engineer Armand Reclus leading investigations through Panama.

De Lesseps approached Colombia's government and obtained a concession in March 1878—the Wyse Concession granted rights to build a canal across Panama for ninety-nine years. But by 1889, the project collapsed under the weight of engineering problems and shockingly high worker mortality rates. Investors lost confidence, and French ambitions lay shattered in the Panamanian mud.

The United States took control in 1904 with decisive political will. President Theodore Roosevelt negotiated the Hay-Bunamu-Serralles Treaty, securing exclusive rights to build and manage a canal through Panama. American engineers inherited French equipment—corroded, useless, abandoned—and completely rebuilt what remained.

The Engineering Marvel

The modern canal that emerged from decades of struggle uses an intricate system of locks at each end, lifting ships up to Gatun Lake—an artificial freshwater lake twenty-six meters above sea level created by damming the Chagres River and Lake Alajuela. This engineering design dramatically reduced excavation work while providing water for ship elevation.

The original locks, measuring 33.5 meters in width, allowed passage of what are known as Panamax ships—vessels sized to fit this precise dimension. These locks lift vessels up to Gatun Lake before lowering them at the other end, a delicate dance of water and gravity that has operated continuously since 1914.

Between 2007 and 2016, construction crews added a third wider lane of locks, completed and opened for commercial use on June 26, 2016. These expanded locks accommodate Neopanamax ships—larger vessels representing the next generation of maritime commerce. The expansion project was one of the largest infrastructure undertakings in Western Hemisphere history.

A Gateway Between Oceans

The Panama Canal shortcut transforms global trade by enabling ships to travel between Atlantic and Pacific without circumnavigating South America's southernmost tip. Vessels avoid the lengthy, hazardous route around Cape Horn, the Drake Passage, the Strait of Magellan, or the Beagle Channel—passages that historically cost months of dangerous navigation.

The canal's impact on international trade patterns proved decisive. By providing a short and relatively inexpensive transit route between two oceans, it invigorated maritime transportation and boosted economic growth in developed and developing countries alike. The American Society of Civil Engineers ranked the Panama Canal as one of the Seven Wonders of the Modern World, alongside structures like the Channel Tunnel and national stadiums.

Governance and Control

Colombia, France, and later the United States controlled territories surrounding the canal during construction, with each power maintaining influence over this crucial waterway. After the Torrijos-Carter Treaties in 1977 provided for handover to Panama, joint American-Panamanian control continued until the Panamanian government assumed full authority in 1999.

Today, the Panama Canal Authority—a government-owned entity—manages and operates the canal with growing efficiency. Annual traffic rose from roughly one thousand ships in 1914 when the canal opened to fourteen thousand seven hundred and two vessels in 2008. By 2012, over eight hundred fifteen thousand vessels had passed through.

The numbers reveal a shipping revolution. In 2017, ships took an average of just eleven hours and twenty-four minutes to transit between the canal's two outer locks—a remarkable achievement compared to voyages that once lasted years. The top five users are now the United States, China, Chile, Japan, and South Korea.

A Vulnerable Giant

Despite its success, the Panama Canal faces growing challenges. Low water levels during droughts threaten operations, as an average of two hundred million liters of fresh water is used in every single ship passing through. Climate change intensifies dry conditions across Central America, raising questions about long-term sustainability.

The canal's significance remains clear: it fundamentally changed how goods move between world markets, enabled the modern shipping industry, and stands as one of humanity's greatest achievements in engineering, diplomacy, and persistence. From Balboa's crossing to French failure to American success, this remarkable waterway continues to reshape global commerce.
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  London Centric tends to publish twice a week, to avoid clogging up your inbox. Sometimes we bring you a single investigation that’s taken months of work. Sometimes we sprinkle some nuggets of news on top, or updates on ongoing stories. And sometimes, like today, we want to bring you a little bit of everything. 
Please enjoy this weekend update, which is full of exclusive stories. Promise there’ll be something you haven’t read elsewhere as you scroll down – or your money back. Fresh investigations are coming next week.


Got a story we should be looking into? Get in touch over email or WhatsApp.


From the Amazon rainforest to rural Australia, the world thinks London is collapsing
Thanks to all the readers who got in touch to share their stories of encountering people in some of the most remote corners of the world (which I define as meaning locations ranging from Suriname to Surrey) who think London is in a state of total societal collapse.
This follows our story about the would-be TikTok entrepreneur who said he decided to specialise in fake videos about London homes being given to illegal immigrants because “hate brings views”. On Friday night the Met Police told us they are continuing to investigate whether an offence was committed by the individual behind the TikTok account, who wrongly thought they were posting without any potential consequences.
It’s increasingly clear that London is suffering a global reputational crisis exacerbated by the incentives of viral video sites. It’s impacting tourism, investment in the capital, and the general sense of wellbeing in the city. It’s driven by legitimate raw videos that feature highly visible thefts of mobile phones and violent robberies. It’s then exaggerated by unscrupulous content creators and social media platforms who incentivise ragebait about the supposed total collapse of the city’s society.
First place for the most remote encounter went to London Centric reader Joe Jones:
In November 2025, I was visiting Suriname on holiday. We flew in this tiny plane to a remote jungle outpost in the Amazon rainforest, where we stayed for five days. It is completely off the grid with this small eight-seater plane coming and going twice a week to drop off/pick up guests and drop off supplies. And there was no access to the internet for the guests staying there.

It was run by this Surinamese bloke of about 60. He’d worked there for about 30 years and would rarely leave, preferring to spend his time in the jungle. He was a super warm and friendly guy, and loved having people visiting so he could share his passion for the rainforest with them.

When it came time for us to go, just as I was stepping into the small plane to leave, he poked his head through the door and asked where I was going back to, and I said London. He instantly responded, “oh you better watch out. That mayor of yours…” 

I was taken aback and said, “Yeah, what about him?”

“You’ll have Sharia Law by next year, mark my words. It’s terrible what he’s done to London. Anyway, fly safe!” and he left before I could say anything.

It was really striking to me that a man on the other side of the world, who’d never been to London, living in a country that rarely even thinks about the UK, and with very limited exposure to the outside world, could have such a strong and distorted opinion about what’s happening here. A man who from all the evidence I had seen those few days was kind and thoughtful, but who had clearly had his brain pumped full of racist, far-right crap.

Second place went to the reader who was in remote mountains on the other side of the world:
I was in Australia back in July last year, and was on a tour of Grampians National Park. Was sat having lunch when the guide, a Kiwi-Aussie guy, came to sit with me. I’d been asking him about the birds but then he asked me if he could ask a question about the UK, and then came out with “so is the UK about to have a civil war?”
I was just flabbergasted! He said he’d been watching stuff on YouTube, including a guy who goes round old school pie shops in London. I kind of shut the convo down as it was so weird.

Nathan, another reader, got in touch with a report from the United Arab Emirates, where the BBC World Service has been replaced with Elon Musk’s X world service:  
I was in Dubai at the end of last year, travelling for the F1 in Abu Dhabi and had a very odd experience with a taxi driver. I mentioned to him that I lived in London, and he immediately started talking about how dangerous it was and how I ought to be careful. He described how crime had been going up, how people were getting jewellery stolen off them in the street and that knives were everywhere. 
The way he talked made him sound very familiar with the place so I assumed he had lived in or at least visited London recently. Only later did he say that he’d never been to London or the UK and that his entire impression was based on what he’d seen on social media and heard from other people in his cab.
Now London’s not perfect, but given the dystopian eight-lane motorway we were driving on at the time and that the smog was obscuring all view of the sky, I was quite glad to be heading back to London a few days later.

The anecdotes from around the world continue to flood into our inbox. There was the person with the relative in Los Angeles who was worried about going to London because their friend had seen a TikTok claiming that knife crime in the capital is so bad you now need ID to buy any cutlery from a shop, after seeing stories about restrictions on buying spoons. Another person said friends in Manchester regularly raised concerns about their safety. Times Radio’s Fi Glover got in touch to say one of her relatives now refused to come in from Surrey to central London because “it’s a hellish no go area, she’d be mugged for sure and all the shops were boarded up anyway”. A common thread was the perception that there are constant, rolling violent riots on the capital’s streets.
This isn’t about saying that life in London is all fine and dandy just because of the recent news that the murder rate is in decline. If you’ve read London Centric you’ll know we’ve broken news on how certain forms of theft are effectively legalised in the capital, housing can be infested with cockroaches, and stolen mobile phones are discarded with barely any police interest. Whether you’re an illegal ice cream van, a dodgy charity fundraiser, or a triad gang daubing houses in red paint… we’re still coming after you. 
But the reason London Centric carefully reports these stories and establishes facts is because we think a great city can be made even better – and we want to put pressure on those in power to improve a place we actually like to live in. 
For some YouTubers, X posters, or TikTokers who just need cheap clicks, London is nothing more than a filming location that provides them with the background footage for whatever viral ragebait will earn a few dollars in advertising revenue. We’ll have more on who’s behind these accounts in the coming weeks.


The Hackney school war that wasn’t  
In any case, Londoners are more than capable of creating their own viral panics.
Schools in Hackney, east London, were thrown into chaos on Friday when a video began circulating on TikTok encouraging students to attack pupils at neighbouring schools. Clips posted by an account calling itself Hackney706 divided eight of the borough’s schools into either “red” or “blue” groups and urged Year 9 students to assault any student from a school with the opposing colour.
Calling it a “Hackney War,” the videos encourage pupils to film any attacks, before sending the footage to the TikTok account to be posted.

Under the words “be violent,” the post lists possible weapons, which include a compass, metal comb, and rulers. What’s hard for the authorities to tell is whether such posts are a legitimate threat of violence or the fantasy of a single school pupil with a TikTok account. A third option is somewhere in between – an incident could accidentally become reality thanks to the rapid spread of a single dubious post.
The Met Police told London Centric they took the video threats very seriously, especially after this week’s stabbing at a school in Brent. London Centric’s reporter spent the day in Hackney observing the heavy police presence caused by the TikTok message, as schools deployed staff in a bid to ensure pupils dispersed.

Officers issued a dispersal order to the Mare Street area of Hackney, allowing them to remove individuals from the area for 48 hours if they believe there’s a risk of antisocial behaviour. The local Hackney branch of McDonald’s was also not allowed to allow any under 16s to enter without an adult, with officers congregating outside. 
At school kicking-out time central Hackney filled with schoolchildren who looked very disappointed by the lack of an incident, milling around while trying to avoid eye contact with the police. The schoolchildren mainly seemed annoyed they couldn’t get into McDonald’s. One woman, eyeing up the heavy police presence, asked our reporter if “there’d been a heist at M&S”. 
The police and schools are understandably concerned that the virality of the messages on TikTok could become a self-fulfilling prophecy. What’s also clear is that the line between a real threat and teenagers messing about on the internet is increasingly blurry and difficult to deal with. 


High-rolling activity in west London
We’re always keeping an eye on what London’s richest residents are up to. Which was why London Centric was intrigued to see an online gambler under the username GCottrell93 place a series of bets on Monday afternoon totalling £90,000 that Keir Starmer would be deposed as prime minister by the end of February. 
The GCottrell93 account has previously been linked to sometime Kensington resident George Cottrell, a professional gambler, convicted fraudster, and unpaid aide to Reform UK leader Nigel Farage. The bet on the Holborn and St Pancras MP being deposed looks to be a duff one – if GCottrell93 cashes out at the time of writing, they’ll lose £20,000. Reform UK did not respond to a request for comment on whether the account really is owned by one of London’s wealthiest gamblers – and whether he’s allowed to flutter on politics while working at HQ.


Criterion Capital watch: Fights on the doorstep of HQ 
Regular readers will know our sprawling and seemingly endless investigations into the curious business practices of Asif Aziz’s Criterion Capital, one of London’s biggest landlords. The company controls a large chunk of the buildings around Piccadilly Circus, snaps up suburban pubs, and purchases shopping centres such as the giant redevelopment site in Dalston. The company has tolerated tax-evading gift shops in its most prominent properties, run knock-off trademark-infringing restaurants with poor food hygiene standards that left children hospitalised, and posed an existential threat to both the Prince Charles Cinema and Picturehouse Central. It’s also well-connected: Through its charitable foundation, the Aziz family has paid for staff to work in the offices of Labour MPs and leading newspapers.
Luckily, an ever-growing number of sources connected to Criterion, who have concerns about the company’s business practices, are gaining the confidence to speak to London Centric. (If you work there, you can get in touch anonymously.) One of the most curious things we’ve been told in recent weeks is that bailiffs were sent with court approval to enforce a very small debt that Criterion Capital had repeatedly refused to pay. The dispute is believed to be over the company’s use of an unlicensed photograph on its website of the Colliers Wood tower development. 
When bailiffs were sent to enforce the debt, it resulted in a violent altercation with Criterion employees outside the company's office at the Zedwell Hotel in Piccadilly Circus, leaving some of those involved with injuries.
A Met Police spokesperson confirmed to London Centric: “Police were called to a business in Great Windmill Street, Piccadilly, at around 09:30hrs on Wednesday, 21 January, following reports of an altercation between two bailiffs and a member of staff at the premises. Officers attended and made enquiries. There were no offences disclosed that required further investigation and no arrests made.” 
Which raises the question: What does it say about the business affairs of one of London’s leading landlords when its staff are involved in fights outside their offices over their failure to pay small debts? Criterion did not respond to a request for comment.


Welcome to the Battle for Victoria Park
It’s grey and miserable in London – but planning for the summer festival season is already underway. It’s becoming increasingly apparent that last year’s Battle for Brockwell Park is causing serious repercussions for festival promoters across the capital. 
For those who can’t remember, last year a group of south Londoners took Lambeth council to court over the number of days that Brockwell Park was fenced off for ticketed events such as Mighty Hoopla. Traditionally, London promoters have used temporary development rights to host festivals, with approval nodded through by the same council that stands to benefit financially from renting out their public park. 
The Brockwell Park locals said they’d actually bothered to read national planning law and concluded this standard practice was illegal. They argued if a festival promoter wants to put structures on a public park for more than 28 days, including set-up and deconstruction time, they need to apply for full planning permission. A high court judge agreed with the locals, throwing the entire model of London festivals in chaos.
AEG, the mega promoter of events in east London’s Victoria Park including All Points East and LIDO, is among those readjusting to the new normal — as we first suggested would happen last May. Because of the Brockwell Park ruling it is having to submit a full planning application to Tower Hamlets council, in which it states it wants to take over a large chunk of Victoria Park for 75 days every summer for the next six years, in order to host 11 major festival events plus eight community events. For the first time, the public will have a chance to formally object and scrutinise the proposals in Victoria Park – and potentially put pressure on local councillors to demand changes.


Would you swim in the River Thames?
News that part of the River Thames will be formally monitored for wild swimming quality has caught our eye. The government has announced that a stretch of the river by Trowlock Island will be checked for water quality between May and September. It’s between Kingston and Teddington Lock, meaning it won’t be affected by the tides on the lower reaches of the river. 
The location also narrowly avoids the untreated sewage from misconnected properties on the River Crane and River Brent that London Centric has literally waded through, as thousands of properties bypass Thames Water’s sewers and deposit effluent directly into the river. Solving London’s other sewage scandal is the real challenge if Sadiq Khan wants to deliver on his desire for more swimming in the river.


The former Finchley councillor running Reform in Wales
After a series of high-profile Conservatives jumping ship to Reform, the announcement of Dan Thomas as the party’s Welsh leader was met with one question: Who? Traffic to north London’s Barnet Post spiked, as Welsh residents rushed to Google who their new man was.
Thomas has long been a fixture of the north London political scene, becoming the Conservative leader of Barnet council from 2019 to 2022 after previously being the cabinet member who led its “easyCouncil” outsourcing reforms. The plan, which earned it the nickname in the press inspired by the cut-price airline, was to introduce a drastic cost-cutting plan to deliver only the legal minimum of services in-house while outsourcing everything else to service provider Capita on contracts worth around £500m.
Reform has its eyes trained on London’s suburban outer boroughs, like Barnet, where it hopes to make big gains. But rather than lead that campaign, Thomas last year decided to head back to Wales, where he grew up. Despite living hundreds of miles away, he remained a councillor for Finchley Church End ward until December.
Peter Zinkin, the current Barnet Conservative leader, told London Centric that Thomas should refund the councillor’s allowance paid to him during his “prolonged absence from Barnet” having previously criticised him for having “abandoned the borough, changed parties and let down residents”.
Zinkin said that the new Welsh Reform leader’s “level of engagement in the last year was very modest [...] If your job is not in Barnet and you don’t live in Barnet anymore, then you don’t actually qualify to be a councillor.”
When he was leader of Barnet council, Thomas pushed a positive portrayal of London as a diverse city. Following the killing of George Floyd in 2020, Wales’ new Reform leader said the events had “led me to reflect on racism at home, as well as abroad, and how proud I am to represent Barnet – a borough made so much better and more interesting thanks to its rich diversity.”
This item was reported by London Centric in conjunction with the Will Hayward newsletter in Wales, which is a great read for anyone wanting to get to understand Welsh politics.


No, you can’t get out of a parking fine by asking ChatGPT to write your appeal
We’re sure that all London Centric readers pay close attention to the annual report of London’s Environment and Traffic Adjudicators, the people who handle appeals for traffic offences. For those that haven’t, it’s clear that AI is increasingly causing chaos. People are asking chatbots to write their appeals and the AI systems, keen to please their users, are then writing absolute nonsense with no basis in legal reality which then has to be formally considered by the tribunal.
“Adjudicators have found that these ‘hallucinated’ cases are appearing in arguments before them,” said the traffic adjudicator. “In one appeal, 5 of 7 cases cited by an Appellant did not exist. The other two were genuine cases but they were not on the points advanced by the Appellant.”
We keep hearing the same thing – AI-generated legal appeals are clogging up London’s councils, courts, and public services. People who used to complain in green ink can now file pages upon pages of legitimate-sounding AI nonsense that legally has to be considered by those in authority. If you have any good examples of this, get in touch.


We’ll be back next week with more original investigations. Thanks to all who pay for London Centric and make it possible. If you enjoyed this edition, please forward it to a friend and spread the word.
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  “Therefore, it is pertinent to remember history and, in doing so, affirm that: Mexico will not return to a regime of privilege and corruption. Mexico will not return to being a colony or protectorate of anyone. And Mexico will never surrender its natural resources. Therefore, with fortitude and faithful to our history, we say forcefully: Mexico does not bend, does not kneel, does not surrender, and does not sell out! Long live the Constitution of 1917! Long live the people of Mexico! Long live Mexico!” 
Claudia Sheinbaum, President of Mexico, (2026) at the 109th Anniversary of the Promulgation of the 1917 Constitution, at the Teatro de la República.

Mexico occupies a special place in the history of colonisation and decolonisation. 
It illustrates the paradoxes of colonisation and the incompleteness of decolonisation.
Mexico or New Spain was a principal site for the onset of “500 years of European colonialism”.
The ‘Spanish’ conquistadores, colonists and Catholics who came to the Americas and Caribbean after 1492 were the agents of a Europe-wide state led by a Flemish Habsburg prince, Charles V, King of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor. He was a foreigner to his own court in Madrid and yet inspired by Spanish zeal in the Reconquista, which may paradoxically be read as a centuries long process of ‘decolonisation’ (if I may stretch the term) of Muslim North African and West Asian expansion into Southern Europe. Columbus, Cortés and Pizzaro conquered the Americas in the name of this Spanish Crown, with the Reconquista and chivalric fantasies in their minds, but, in some ways, against the orders of their Emperor and the beliefs of their religion. Charles V and his successor Phillip II disciplined the wayward, ruthless, violent, greedy, crusading conquistadores as much as they lent an ear to the denunciations of their devastation of the peoples of the Americas by Bartolomé de Las Casas.

“The Spanish came like starving wolves, tigers, and lions,” wrote Las Casas in the 1550s, “and for four decades have done nothing other than commit outrages, slay, afflict, torment and destroy.” His decades of preaching did not stop the deaths by violence and disease, but his encounters with the suffering of Mexico did give birth to a first transatlantic conscience that flowed into modern day influences such as Latin American International Law (Greg Grandin, America América), modern human rights thinking, and Mexican humanism.
Colonial New Spain also developed ‘creole’ colonial societies, religions and governance that created from its people’s cruel treatment new ways to endure. Las Casas did, at times, exaggerate. The Indies were devastated, but not destroyed. Nor was Spanish violence the sole motor of the New World’s history. Their predecessor societies knew also how to slay, torment, and commit outrages in the name of religious belief. When the conquistadores came with new military technologies, the Mexica and the Inca had recently expanded violent dominion over their own known worlds. The resentments of rival local societies towards these expansionist and exploitative rulers provided a basis for collaboration between Cortés and local indigenous leaders opposed to Moctezuma. They were agents and victims, carriers of disease and converts to an adapted faith. It is one of the paradoxes of colonialism explored in Fernando Cervantes, Conquistadores: A New History (which we will read together in the History Book Club in March). But more importantly, people and their cultures survived and adapted. Though much was destroyed, enough remained. From this crucible of violence, culture and history, Our Lady of Guadalupe (Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe), rose on Tepeyac Hill, Mexico City.

When the Aztec ruins of Xochicalco and the Mayan rain forest city of Palenque were discovered by archaeologists in the late eighteenth century, and combined with new European visions of enlightenment and statehood, the survival memories became a force for the first wave of American decolonisation. Inspired and emboldened by revolutionary ideas and American, European and Caribbean decolonisation from 1776, the Vice-Royalty of New Spain became between 1810 and 1821 the Mexican Empire, and then from 1824, the independent Estados Unidos Mexicanos, the United States of Mexico. In its early years, the rediscovery of the pre-colonial past became a source of post-colonial pride. Felipe Fernández-Armesto emphasised how relics of the Mesoamerican past fortified this ‘creole patriotism’:
In partial consequence, Mexicans were able to interpret their experience in terms accessible only to themselves. Their independence was a Reconquista and their state a successor to ancient glories; the first effectively independent modern Mexican state called itself an empire and its seal - with eagle surmounting a prickly pear - reproduced elements of an Aztec glyph. By comparison, in other ‘liberated’ parts of the New World, the regimes seemed prolongations of the colonial past.
Felipe Fernández-Armesto, Millennium: A History of Our Last Thousand Years, (1995) pp. 339-340


Despite independence, the incompleteness of early decolonisation took only a handful of years to manifest. In 1823 the insecure ex-British colonists of the North American United States declared a Monroe Doctrine excluding European interference in their former colonies. Two years later, in 1825, this same state on the North East coast of the Americas conducted its first regime change operation in Mexico. Two decades later, the USA declared manifest destiny and seized by hook, crook and an illegal and immoral invasion, half of the territory of Mexico. 
This strange defeat of the new nation of Mexico by the new empire of the USA was a great national trauma. Understandably, it led to some decades of political instability.  The War of Reform (1858–1861), or Three Years’ War, was a civil war fought between Liberals and Conservatives over the 1857 Constitution. In 1861 France intervened on behalf of Mexican conservative interests, and restored a Habsburg prince, descendant of the Conquest’s emperor, Charles V, to an American throne. Archduke Maximilian of Austria served briefly as emperor of the Second Mexican Empire from April 1864 . The Monroe Doctrine was in abeyance, while the noble USA fought its own civil war over slavery. The tragic Maximilian was executed by firing squad in June 1867.
A Restored Republic ruled from 1867 but was overthrown in a coup in 1876. For the next three decades, the new leader, Porfirio Díaz, ran a model of governance, inspired by both USA investors and the European example of Napoleon III. It would become a template for Latin American Government in the twentieth century. Díaz pursued a policy of “order and progress”, inviting foreign investment in Mexico, primarily from the rapidly growing USA, and maintaining social and political order, by force if necessary. As the USA frontier closed, the Gilded Age shone, and a new colonial imperial culture took hold of the hearts and minds of both Europeans and North Americans, Mexico suffered the quandaries of a post-colonial state. Even the dictator Porfirio Díaz had no illusions about the freedom of the New World from ‘European colonialism.’ “Poor Mexico,” he quipped, “so far from God, so close to the United States.”
In 1910, Díaz was overthrown and the twentieth century’s first great social revolution began, culminating in the Constitution of 1917, whose long life Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum praised in the 2026 speech quoted at the head of this article. To my shame, I only learned of the significance of the Mexican Revolution when I read Greg Grandin’s America América. Like any revolution, it attracts many contending interpretations about origins, heroes, anti-heroes, achievements, violence, blind spots and failures. For now, let us simplify, and say the Mexican Revolution (1910-1917) established a flawed social-democratic state, with a liberal democratic Constitution, agrarian reform, labour protection, and national independence from dependency on the economic neo-colonialism of the USA. It was the first great wave of decolonisation of “European empires” in the twentieth century. And this wave crashed on American shores.
While many internal social, cultural and political factors made the Mexican Revolution, one indisputable cause was the predatory and exploitative practices of US American businesses, oligarchs and state interests. The historian John Mason Hart wrote that the Mexican Revolution was the “first great third world uprising against American economic, cultural, and political expansion” (Revolutionary Mexico, 1987, p. 362, quoted Grandin). That American expansion did not congeal in a formal territorial empire, like those in Britain, France or Russia in 1917. But it was accompanied by violence, domination, expropriation of resources, and doctrines of superiority. That mix of toxins is defined by historians as different as Ferro, Veracini and Darwin, as colonialism.
Indeed, John Darwin argued the Mexican Revolution provoked a US American imperial counter-revolution. “The Mexican revolution that broke out in 1910 pushed Washington further towards an imperial mentality,” he wrote in After Tamerlane.
Events in Mexico between 1910 and 1917, therefore, stand at the source of decolonisation in the twentieth century. They are as decisive to the history of decolonisation as the end of apartheid in South Africa in 1990, or the spirit of Bandung in 1955, or Gandhi’s Salt March of 1930, or the nationalities question in the Soviet Union between 1918 and 1922.  And, as in all those cases, Mexico met determined and violent resistance by the republic opposed to colonies to its north, the USA.  
Mexico has made a distinctive contribution to ideas, institutions and the winding path of decolonization. It defined an agenda of social rights against the liberal, free-market imperialism of the American century. From 1917 to 1940, Mexico implemented a range of reforms to land, labour, education, and sovereign control of resource industries that became central to the practical policy agenda of decolonisation in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. As early as 1919,
“Venustiano Carranza’s Constitutionalist government in revolutionary Mexico defined social rights to human security over individual private property rights while pushing for a non-hierarchical League of Nations that respected the equal status of all member states. The unifying message was that imperialism’s denial of social and economic rights was the greatest obstacle to justice domestically and globally.
Martin Thomas, The End of Empires and A World Remade: A  Global History of Decolonization, p. 60

At the 1933 World Economic Conference in London, and later, Mexico led debtor country advocacy of the interdependence of lenders and borrowers in the global financial system, and called for the need for “multilateral cooperation, currency stabilization, and international financial support from rich-world creditors.”
Mexico prioritised state control of national resource industries as a means of sovereignty and protection from exploitation by foreign investors and neo-colonial powers. In 1938, Mexican President Lázaro Cárdenas barred all foreign oil companies from operating in Mexico, ordered the return of the assets of most foreign oil companies to the people of Mexico, and created Petróleos Mexicanos (PEMEX), the state-owned firm that held a monopoly over the Mexican oil industry. Ever since, nationalisation of resource industries has been the nightmare of US American and European imperial investors and the cause of countless regime change operations by USA and British intelligence agencies.
At the 1944 Bretton Woods conference and subsequently, Mexico, with other Global Majority states, argued for global economic redistribution and free trade rules to protect national industries from domination by foreign multinationals. They got some of what they wanted, even if not all, despite American titanic crowing about how the USA designed the post war economic order. The Mexican thinking on the dangers of economic dependency flowed into Latin American and post-warUN  ideas of Argentine economist Raul Prebish, the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America, the Group of 77 developing country coalition and the United Nations Conference for Trade and Development (UNCTAD).
In the 1960s and early 1970s, in the heyday of decolonization, Mexican President Luis Echeverría, together with Tanzania’s Julius Nyere, Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah (author of a book on Neocolonialism) and Jamaica’s Michael Manley, played a leadership role in advocating for economic sovereignty through the New International Economic Order (NIEO). Echeverría pushed and persuaded the USA, in ways not open to more radical nations or Maoist China, to provide newly independent nations with more real economic autonomy, including through a UN-endorsed Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States. Again the USA resisted, with all its contemptuous might. Thomas wrote,
Echeverría, rightly confident that the Charter would win UN General Assembly support, focussed his negotiation effort on the Nixon administration, National Security Adviser and NIEO critic Henry Kissinger in particular. The Mexican president played on Washington’s strategic interests, arguing that rejection of the Charter would be an avoidable error, bound to sharpen ideological polarization between global South nations and their rich-world creditors. Kissinger, though, was unmoved and worked assiduously to undermine the NIEO initiative.
Thomas, The End of Empires and A World Remade, p. 278

From the 1970s, the rich world fought back with a new form of neo-colonialism known as neoliberalism. And this era brought free trade, hyper-liberalism, privatisation and oligarchical free-for-alls to post-neo-colonial Mexico, especially after the end of the Cold War. To many inside and outside Mexico, it appeared that a new pro-USA, libertarian, oligarchical Mexico had bent, kneeled, surrendered, and sold out. The USA had recolonised Mexico in corporate form, stripped its assets, and exploited its people as cheap labour with limited rights in order to do the dirty work that the great US America did not want to do.

But Mexico had a century long tradition of resistance to colonialism, not just in politics and culture, but critically in its economic and social institutions. Struggles against neoliberalism and the new neo-colonialism continued, alongside endemic problems of corruption, inequalities, violence and the many curses of proximity to the USA. In 2018, after a decade of local political action, Andrés Manuel López Obrador, the leader of a “popular, grassroots, and nationalist project,” Morena, won the presidency of Mexico. 
Mexico began what its new Government called “The Fourth Transformation”.
The transformations evoke Mexico’s long history of unwinding colonialism. As summarised recently by Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research, the previous three transformations were major episodes in Mexico’s decolonising past, which I have touched on in this article and Claudia Sheinbaum commemorated in her speech.
A republic born out of violent Spanish colonisation, Mexico has traversed a long and turbulent path in search of sovereignty, social justice, and development over the last two centuries. Morena conceives of this history as one of successive transformations, namely the War of Independence (1810–1821), the War of Reform (1858–1861), and the Mexican Revolution (1910–1917). Its national project is therefore identified as a Fourth Transformation, or ‘4T’.
From Tricontinental, Mexico and the Fourth Transformation Dossier No. 92

The projects of this transformation are embedded in national economic and social development plans, cultural symbols and foreign policy. 4T’s reforms rebalance  interests between social groups and national and foreign business interests, and relationships between the state and the Mexican people. Policies include ending corporate debt forgiveness, collecting evaded taxes, nationalising lithium, substantially raising wages, regulating subcontracting through the Federal Labour Law, educational reforms, drug policies, migration policies, infrastructure projects, various decolonisation initiatives, broader international engagement and challenges to the US colonial era Monroe Doctrine.
In 2024, the stated the “foreign policy of the Fourth Transformation” 
“is guided by the Model of Mexican Humanism. This model puts people at the center, addressing the needs of all Mexicans, both within Mexico and abroad, in order to contribute to the construction of a more just, stable, and peaceful system.”  
Mexican Foreign Secretary Alicia Bárcena 2024

Mexico sees itself as “the first country in the Global South to adopt a feminist foreign policy.” It no longer sees itself as a vassal, colony or protectorate of the USA, but as a key player in the “construction of international peace and security” with “global prestige, leadership, and relevance.” By bringing Mexican humanism to the world, a more just Mexico aims to forge a more egalitarian world. 
Decolonisation in Mexico has entered a new phase, and it is unwinding a new form of colonisation. Since 2024 Claudia Sheinbaum has carried on the work of the Fourth Transformation and is negotiating new forms of real sovereignty in a highly interdependent and fractious world. Since January 2025, she has had to do so with a new imperialist in the White House. Donald Trump and many in the USA elite espouse a new expansionist, threatening form of imperial strategy, which I have dubbed regime extortion. 
Regime extortion is the work of lazy mobsters who know their gang is not up to the hard work of “regime change,” responsible diplomacy or winning hearts and minds. Instead, they bully, bluff and bluster with tariffs, threats, and intimidation. They change the title of the Gulf of Mexico, at least on USA maps. They stage ‘high-visibility’ military action and even kidnap heads of state. The USA has declared a new corollary of the Monroe Doctrine, laid claims for more violent expansion, deported citizens with abrasive terror, and threatened to deploy its military forces, yet again, in Mexico’s sovereign territory. Regrettably, one cannot rule out the prospect that the USA might invade Mexico, again, like in the 1840s, in 1914, and, with its privateers, crime warlords and covert agents, from 1989.
Mexico is still the USA’s near neighbour, indeed arguably the rightful claimant to most of the USA’s South and Southwest. But it is no longer Porfirio Díaz’s “poor Mexico”, remote from God or, in secular terms, without powerful friends. A century of decolonization and at least two transformations have made Mexico into a prouder and more unyielding state. That is why Sheinbaum pointedly told Trump in her speech commemorating the Mexican Revolution that:
“Mexico will not return to being a colony or protectorate of anyone. And Mexico will never surrender its natural resources. . .  Mexico does not bend, does not kneel, does not surrender, and does not sell out!”
Sheinbaum, 2026

But the violence of the US American empire is remorseless, the rapacity of its oligarchs makes kittens of the conquistadores, and the nihilistic madness of its shallow state leaves most of the world in fear of what the US American Leviathan might do next.
Mexico is very much on the frontline. It still suffers Díaz’s curse of living so close to the USA. It is, as  has argued, one of the inner ring societies of the USA’s Bunker State, that perpetually insecure empire benighted by NATO’s permanent attrition war. Its frontline status threatens the life of its Fourth Transformation. As Nel Bonilla wrote this week,
the real existential threat to Mexico’s Fourth Transformation . . . is not the domestic opposition, but US imperialism. . . . Under those conditions, the Sheinbaum government’s strategy is triage under siege: hold off “the US beast” just long enough to consolidate a basic welfare state, public infrastructure, and universal healthcare before the next interventionary cycle hits.


The USA’s threat to Mexico, its people and their sovereignty should concern us all. Mexico is not just on the frontline. It is not a minor player in some great power strategic game. It is a fountainhead state of decolonisation. Its freedom is our freedom. Its fate is our fate. Its success in removing the curse of American empire will be the making of a more completely decolonised and fairer world.
Tread carefully, President Sheinbaum.
Long live Mexico!
Next week, we look at decolonisation in Africa.
Thanks for reading 
🙏🌎❤️
Jeff
P.S.
Do also check out my video this week on YouTube on Europe’s declaration of independence that I have adapted from my earlier Substack post.
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I really appreciate the nuances around fear and how it can actually be helpful. I wasn't sure why I decided to do the Essay Challenge. It was a whim, when the first post came out, and I had no topic in mind at all. Now I realize it's giving me an on ramp back to writing after a long fallow period. Just enough structure to provide stability. A very different approach than I've done before. 
~ Peg Conway, writer

This comment from Peg during the first Essay in Twelve Steps intensive made my day and exemplifies the grand and glorious challenge we are tackling together now. Those of you engaging are brave, devoted, curious, and honest. You are attentive, clear, and willing. You are writers.
This week’s structured prompt will lead you across a major milestone with your essay, a milestone that takes you from prewriting to essay writing (even while still acknowledging that you will inevitably continue writing words, sentences, paragraphs, and scenes that do not make the final cut into your essay—writing is inefficient and unruly, and most working writers acknowledge that they usually write at least two to three times as many words as end up in a final draft. First we make the granite, then we carve it!). 
Before we jump in with Step Five (we’re almost halfway through the intensive!), I want to let you know a couple of things:
	First, Writing in the Dark (Live Workshop)!
On Monday, February 24 we’ll open registration for the next live, synchronous (virtual on Zoom) session of Writing in the Dark: The WORKSHOP themed: “The Art of Subtext,” and in it we’ll explore a range of craft elements we can use to deepen (and heighten!) our writing, regardless of genre or length, such as writing around the thing, objects as emotional proxies, gesture, habit, and avoidance, interior subtext without interior monologue, silence, white space, and implication, and revision to heighten what isn’t said.
If you haven’t joined the waitlist for Writing in the Dark | The WORKSHOP yet, you still can do so here (joining the waitlist does not guarantee a spot in the workshop, but it does ensure you will get a direct email a few days before general registration opens; this workshop is capped at 20 and always sells out).

	Second, my Paris Writers memoir masterclass is filling quickly—I received an email this morning that it has already passed viability, meaning no chance of cancellation! There are a few spots left, so, if you are considering signing up, here is the link. Again, despite the masterclass designation, my workshop is for all levels, whether you are published or just beginning. I engage with craft in a way that rigorously challenges more experienced writers while still being accessible and supportive for beginners. I promise.  If you have any questions,  please ask! I am happy to help you decide if this one is right for you! Early bird pricing goes through March 2.

	 Third, the comments section on these Essay in Twelve Step posts is on fire! So let’s talk for a minute about the comments.



Friends, I’m in awe of the comment sections on these posts. The comments offer a masters-level class on literary writing, including your and my responses to questions, challenges, frustrations, and breakthroughs in the writing. I highly encourage you to take a look, even if you are not working the essay prompts in real time. Which, by the way, is fine—you are never late and always enough at Writing in the Dark, and it is always fine to work at your own pace.
Meanwhile, the conversation taking place in the comments is more than just inspiring. It’s real. In fact I’m most grateful to those who’ve been willing to take a risk and say “this is confusing” or “I don’t know what I’m doing” or “can you talk through this sticking point” or even “I’m not sure I’m cut out for this,” or even “I’m feeling totally lost.” Each honest, revelatory question provides an opportunity for richer, more complex discussion of this thing we love—this intersection of words, truth, meaning, and beauty that is the essay. What a tender honor to have these conversations out loud, together, among other people who, as Toni Morrison says, “do language” and want, as Wendell Berry says, to make “language capable of telling the truth again.”
And here’s the thing about jumping into these conversations: it accelerates our development as writers exponentially. This is not just an opinion of mine. It is research-based fact: when we express ourselves “out loud,” we learn and grow more than when we think silently. There are a number of brain-science reasons for this, which I won’t go into today, but suffice it to say cognitive researchers have demonstrated this principle again and again. The old saying, two minds are better than one? Turns out, it’s true.
That doesn’t mean you can’t work through this, or any other challenge, entirely on your own. You can—and I know it can be intimidating to jump into the fray. But if and when you can take a chance and do so, the payoff can be wonderful.
The truth is, writing—or any creative endeavor, but perhaps especially writing—can be intensely lonely. Indeed, I wonder if the deep loneliness if writing is in part why we tend to, in first drafts, at least, fill pages with words that are too interior, too stifled, too claustrophobic to have the effects we would wish, the effects that allow someone else to feel something, to experience something, to enter into a universe of our making as if it were real and alive, because it is real and alive. 
What we want, I believe, is to write in a way that brings us closer to discovering who we are meant to become is an act of courage and vulnerability, regardless of our genre, or even our medium. This is the way of art, as eloquently expressed by Anne Truit in Turn: The Journal of an Artist:
I am always, and will always be, vulnerable to my own work, because by making visible what is most intimate to me I endow it with the objectivity that forces me to see it with utter, distinct clarity. A strange fate. I make a home for myself in my work, yet when I enter that home I know how flimsy a shelter I have wrought for my spirit. My vulnerability to my own life is irrefutable. Nor do I wish it to be otherwise, as vulnerability is a guardian of integrity.

And yes, we have writing strategies, devices, and approaches that can help us to create work that invites, startles, embraces, warms. We call this craft, and craft is powerful.
But we also have at least two other concrete and well-proven tools for overcoming the smallness of the writing life and the way that smallness can leak quietly onto the page: 
First, we can go out into the world and look closely at it (yes, that’s a craft tool, and also a crucial life tool).
Second, we can seek, build, and participate in a writing community. Becoming actively involved in an artistic, creative writing community can help us to not only write more and write better, but also grow as artists and humans. What a thing, that we can do this virtually, learn one another and each other’s work in a true enough way to see our writing from new angles and in different lights. To see ourselves from new angles and in different lights.
Watching this community continually deepen brings me joy—and it is wholly due to the courage and generosity of those of you who have been willing to share snippets of your work, yes, and also to ask questions, including and especially those hard questions, questions that reveal the vulnerability of the artistic process and the deep discomfort of “dwelling in uncertainty” as I have been encouraging us all to do.
I bow to you all.

As for dwelling in uncertainty, the steps in this intensive are more literary and thoughtful than many ordinary writing “prompts.” They require you to engage with language on a less stable, more dynamic level than, say, prompts that ask you to “think about a time when,” or similar. The steps/exercises we work on here are constrained, complex, and challenging (while also being alive, fun, exhilarating, and, for some writers, life-changing).
For those of you who feel unsure as you work these steps, good job! That’s the whole point. It’s supposed to feel new, strange, and uncharted. We’re not supposed to know if we are “doing it right” because there is no “right.” Yes, there is something specific I’m asking you to do (it’s not a free write, because you could just do that on your own). As you ask clarifying questions, I am of course grateful to answer them as best I can toward the direction in which I am pointing you. I also know you might find a different route, because there is no wrong way to do this other than to be rigid and uncurious. As long as we are open, curious, and willing to explore, we are doing it “right.” For our purposes, the notion of “right” is malleable and expansive enough to accommodate tweaks and left turns. Anything more directive and formulaic would be like a “paint-by-number” essay, which is decidedly not what we have set out to do.
What we have set out to do is immerse ourselves in words, play with them, turn them in our hands like stones—some sun-warmed, some jagged, some moss covered, some muddy, some too heavy to hold—and make something new from them. As part of that, we’ve committed to immersing ourselves in the words of others, too—others who’ve written lyric essays that are powerful, strange, beautiful, wild. Getting under the skin of those essays until we find ourselves all the way inside them. 

As we start building out the real essay this week, I encourage you to take a look at four exemplary lyric essays—two that most closely resemble a braid, by Lidia Yuknavitch (Woven) and Eula Biss (Time and Distance Overcome, a heartbreaking and intense essay that addresses the history of lynching), and two that most closely resemble collage-style work, by Sejal Shah (Curriculum) and Emilia Phillips (Lodge: A Lyric Essay)—that each, in their own way, offer us a path forward, while also, when taken together as a collective, showing us the unequivocal truth of multiplicity: we have many paths forward. Next week, we’ll look at even more options.
But for now, specifically, you’ll see that Biss’s braided essay uses two objective strands with only a very brief, breathtaking, devastating, sublime subjective flash at the end, while Yuknavitch’s braid uses two subjective strands, one of which is in the distant past (and does weave in objective/researched material), and one that is closer to the present. 
A note on objective and subjective threads in braiding: the way I am using these terms is specific and, based on some of the comments and snippets I am seeing, I want to define these terms once again:
Objective: This thread deals with anything that is wholly outside the self—it could be the history of tea, or the art of furniture restoration, or the ins and outs of dog training, or the process of dying silk. Anything that describes and/or delineates something factual and entirely outside of the self. This thread generally does not include the narrator. It is removed from the “I,” and more journalistic in nature.
Subjective: This thread is a personal story, something that includes the narrator, that is told from the perspective of the “I.” This thread generally focuses on an important personal experience, like an important situation within an important relationship, e.g. a divorce or a health episode or a loss or milestone of some kind. Or it could be an important personal milestone, such as climbing Mount Everest or releasing a personal grief or building a house or tearing apart a piano that belonged to your father (a writer I once coached wrote a gorgeous braided essay in which that last example, the piano, was the subjective thread!).

Back to our example essays, the two collage-style essays I mentioned also demonstrate multiplicity, with Shah’s being clearly segmented and organized under an almost hermit-crab-like title and subheadings, and Phillips’s showing definite experimentation with formatting and visual effects (among other elements).
The point is, above all else, to give you permission. Permission to love words and revere their power in general, first and foremost. But also, specifically, to be elastic and playful with your words. To be free and experimental and unattached, meaning you are willing to make little mountains of words that you might not use, and you can celebrate the mountain-building for its own sake, before the eventual shaping and carving begins, as it always must. 
And yes, I know we’re mixing up weaving and sculpting language here. As we do when we are feeling our way in the dark. 
With that, let’s make an essay!!
Note: the steps this week are quite intricate, so I recommend reading through the entire process a couple of times before getting started. It will make the whole process easier and more fun.
Essay in 12 Steps | Week Five
This week’s step work is about kneading and pulling, molding, stretching.  I want you to envision the piles of words you written so far, your notecards &scraps, shimmers and shards, as a few different things. Think of them first as 
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    Essay

    Based on Wikipedia: Essay


A thousand years ago, a Japanese court lady picked up her brush and began writing down whatever came to mind—stray observations about palace life, complaints about visitors who overstayed their welcome, musings on the beauty of snow falling at dawn. She called the result her "pillow book," as if it were nothing more than notes scribbled before sleep. She had no idea she was inventing a literary form that would take Europe another five centuries to discover.


The essay, it turns out, is far older and stranger than the version most of us encountered in school.


The Art of the Attempt


The word itself comes from the French essayer—to try, to attempt. When the sixteenth-century French nobleman Michel de Montaigne first used the term to describe his writings in 1580, he meant it almost as an apology. These weren't polished treatises or systematic arguments. They were attempts. Tries. Experiments in thinking on paper.


Montaigne was a man who retired to his castle's tower library after a career in law and public service, surrounded by a thousand books, and spent the rest of his life asking himself questions. What do I actually know? Why do I fear death? What is it like to be a cannibal? His essays wandered where his mind wandered—through classical quotations, personal anecdotes, philosophical puzzles, and observations about kidney stones.


This is the essay's origin story: not a school assignment with a five-paragraph structure, but a wealthy Frenchman in a tower, trying to figure out what he thought about things by writing them down.


Three Worlds to Inhabit


The novelist and essayist Aldous Huxley—best known for Brave New World—once tried to map the territory of the essay form. He proposed that essays exist somewhere within a triangle defined by three poles.


At one corner sits the personal and autobiographical. Essayists who work here write fragments of reflective memoir, viewing the world through what Huxley called "the keyhole of anecdote and description." They're telling you about themselves, using their own experience as the lens through which to understand everything else.


At another corner lies the objective, the factual, the concrete particular. These essayists turn their attention outward—to science, politics, literature—and their craft consists of presenting evidence, making judgments, and drawing conclusions. They rarely mention themselves at all.


The third corner belongs to abstraction and universality. Here live the essayists who work in the realm of pure ideas, dealing with philosophical concepts without getting personal or even particularly concrete.


Huxley's insight was this: the best essays don't camp out at any single pole. They move between all three. An essay might begin with a personal anecdote, zoom out to examine relevant facts, and then rise to some larger truth about human nature—before dropping back down to the particular again.


This explains why the form resists easy definition. An essay can be a confession, a polemic, a meditation, an argument, or all of these at once.


The English Appropriation


Montaigne liked to imagine his family was of English extraction—a bit of genealogical fancy that led him to call the English his "cousins." Whether or not the bloodline was real, the intellectual connection certainly was. The English took to essays with enthusiasm.


Francis Bacon published the first English essays just five years after Montaigne's death. Where Montaigne rambled and digressed and questioned, Bacon dispensed wisdom in tight, polished aphorisms. His essays read less like explorations and more like conclusions—compact bundles of worldly advice on topics like truth, death, and the proper management of gardens.


The two founders of the essay form could hardly have been more different. Montaigne meandered; Bacon marched. Montaigne doubted; Bacon pronounced. Yet both were recognizably writing essays—attempts to work out ideas on paper, addressed to an intelligent general reader.


By the eighteenth century, the essay had become the house style of English periodical journalism. Joseph Addison and Richard Steele founded The Tatler in 1709, using it as a storehouse for their essays on manners, morals, and daily life in London. Samuel Johnson followed with his own periodical essays in the 1750s. The line between "essay" and "article" blurred—if you were writing short nonfiction prose for a magazine, you were essentially writing essays.


This was the essay's first great democratization. What had begun as a gentleman's private exercise became a public form of conversation.


The Japanese Tradition


But the English and French weren't first. Not by centuries.


Japanese literature has a form called zuihitsu—literally "following the brush." These are loosely connected essays and fragmented ideas, written wherever the brush leads. The form has existed since nearly the beginning of Japanese writing.


The greatest early example is The Pillow Book, written around the year 1000 by Sei Shōnagon, a lady-in-waiting at the imperial court. It's a collection of lists, anecdotes, observations, and opinions—things that make her heart beat faster, annoying things, elegant things, hateful things. The voice is sharp, funny, opinionated, and utterly personal. It reads, across a millennium, like a particularly sophisticated blog.


Three centuries later, the Buddhist monk Yoshida Kenkō wrote Tsurezuregusa—"Essays in Idleness"—in what sounds remarkably like Montaigne's spirit: random thoughts written in idle hours. He called them "nonsensical thoughts," which is almost exactly the self-deprecating gesture Montaigne would make when calling his work mere "attempts."


The parallel is striking. On opposite sides of the world, writers independently discovered the same form: the personal, discursive, exploratory prose piece. The essay, it seems, is not a European invention but a human one—a natural way of thinking on paper that multiple cultures found on their own.


The Chinese Counter-Example


Not every culture celebrated the wandering essay. In China, the imperial examination system demanded a very different kind of writing: the eight-legged essay.


For centuries during the Ming and Qing dynasties, aspiring government officials had to demonstrate their merit through standardized examinations. The eight-legged essay—so called for its eight-part structure—was the required format. Candidates had to display their knowledge of Confucian classics and argue within extremely rigid formal constraints.


There was no room for personal voice or creative exploration. The opposite, in fact: innovation was actively penalized. The form was designed to test conformity, discipline, and mastery of tradition.


Some historians argue this rigid essay culture contributed to China's cultural stagnation in the nineteenth century. Whether or not that's fair, the eight-legged essay represents an alternative path—the essay as examination, as proof of orthodox knowledge, rather than as exploration or play.


It's the shadow version of Montaigne's essays: where he used the form to question everything, the Chinese examination essay demanded that writers demonstrate their acceptance of established wisdom.


The Essay at School


If you grew up in the United States or Canada, you probably first encountered the essay as an assignment. The five-paragraph essay. The thesis statement. The supporting points. The conclusion that restates the thesis.


This bears about as much resemblance to Montaigne's essays as paint-by-numbers bears to Rembrandt. But it's not nothing. The school essay exists because educators needed a way to teach structured thinking and clear argumentation. It works, more or less, for that purpose.


The problem comes when students graduate believing that this is what an essay is. The form they learned—introduction, three body paragraphs, conclusion—was invented for classroom efficiency, not literary expression. It's a scaffold, not an architecture.


Real essays breathe. They digress. They circle back. They surprise themselves. The writer of a genuine essay doesn't know exactly where they'll end up when they begin—they're following the thought, seeing where it leads.


College admissions essays sit awkwardly between these two worlds. They ask for personal voice and authentic reflection while simultaneously demanding a certain kind of performance. Students must be genuine—but strategically so. It's Montaigne filtered through marketing.


The Essayist's Toolbox


The forms essays can take are almost unlimited. A partial inventory:


The narrative essay tells a story. It uses the techniques of fiction—scene, dialogue, flashback—but applies them to real events. The writer shapes experience into meaning.


The descriptive essay renders a subject through sensory detail. The goal is to make readers see, hear, smell, or feel something. Good description creates a dominant impression—not just information about a place or thing, but an experience of it.


The argumentative essay stakes a claim and defends it. This is the essay as persuasion, marshaling evidence and logic toward a conclusion. It's the form closest to the five-paragraph school essay, though in skilled hands it becomes something far more sophisticated.


The expository essay explains. How something works. What something means. Why something matters. The writer is a guide, leading readers through unfamiliar territory.


The cause and effect essay traces connections: this happened, and therefore that happened. It maps the chains of consequence that link events together.


The compare and contrast essay sets things side by side to illuminate both. By seeing how two subjects are alike and different, we understand each one better.


The dialectical essay—beloved of philosophers—makes an argument, then attacks it, then defends it against the attack. Thesis, antithesis, synthesis. The writer stages a debate with themselves.


And the familiar essay—perhaps the closest to Montaigne's original spirit—speaks to the reader as if to a friend. It balances intellect and emotion, brain and heart, in equal measure. The essayist Anne Fadiman identifies its heyday as the early nineteenth century, with Charles Lamb as its greatest practitioner.


Beyond Writing


The essay has escaped the page.


A film essay uses the techniques of documentary but with an essayist's sensibility—personal, exploratory, interested in ideas rather than just information. Think of the work of directors like Chris Marker or Agnès Varda, who used cameras the way Montaigne used his pen.


A photographic essay tells a story or explores a theme through a sequence of images. The photographs work together, building meaning through their arrangement and juxtaposition, sometimes with accompanying text, sometimes in silence.


Even podcasts and YouTube videos have developed essayistic forms—personal, discursive, following an idea wherever it leads. The medium changes, but the impulse remains: to think in public, to explore a question, to invite readers or viewers or listeners into a mind at work.


The Great Essayists


Every age has its essayists. In the early nineteenth century, England produced a golden generation: William Hazlitt, Charles Lamb, Leigh Hunt, Thomas De Quincey. They revived the graceful personal style, writing about books and paintings and opium dreams and the pleasures of roast pig.


Thomas Carlyle's essays—dense, prophetic, strange—influenced readers across the Atlantic, including Ralph Waldo Emerson, who became America's first great essayist. Emerson's essays are secular sermons, dense with aphorism and inspiration, demanding that readers think for themselves while also telling them exactly what to think.


The twentieth century brought new urgencies. T.S. Eliot wrote essays to explain the modernist revolution in poetry. Virginia Woolf used essays to explore consciousness, gender, and the experience of reading. George Orwell made the essay a tool of political clarity, cutting through propaganda and lies with plain, direct prose.


In France, the critic Sainte-Beuve published weekly newspaper columns—Causeries du lundi, Monday chats—that brought literary criticism to a general audience. Essayists like Théophile Gautier and Anatole France followed.


The essay never died. It just keeps reinventing itself for new contexts and new media.


The Paradox of Length


Essays are supposed to be short. The form's very name suggests something modest—just an attempt, nothing grand.


And yet. John Locke titled his foundational work of empiricist philosophy An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. It runs to hundreds of pages. Thomas Malthus called his influential treatise on population An Essay on the Principle of Population. It's essentially a book.


Alexander Pope wrote An Essay on Criticism and An Essay on Man—both of them poems. In verse.


What are we to make of this? Perhaps the word "essay" here signals something about spirit rather than length. These authors were approaching their subjects in a provisional, exploratory way—testing ideas rather than laying down doctrine. Even at book length, even in heroic couplets, they were attempting rather than declaring.


Or perhaps they just liked how the word sounded.


The Essay's Meaning


What is an essay, finally? A piece of writing that gives the author's own argument, says one definition. But that could describe almost anything.


A prose composition with a focused subject of discussion. Also too broad.


A literary device for saying almost everything about almost anything, suggested Huxley. That's closer—it captures the essay's ambition and its refusal to be contained.


Here's another attempt: the essay is thinking made visible. Not the conclusion, but the process. Not the answer, but the working-out. The essayist invites us to watch a mind engaging with the world, following questions wherever they lead, discovering what it thinks by putting thoughts into words.


This is why essays resist formula. They're not structures to fill in but explorations to undertake. The five-paragraph essay taught in schools is like a training wheel—useful for learning balance, but eventually you have to take it off and ride free.


Montaigne, in his tower, surrounded by books and questions, would recognize a kindred spirit in anyone who sits down to write without quite knowing what they'll say. The essay is still, after all these centuries, an attempt. A try.


That's its genius, and its gift.
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  {"adapted_article_text": "The modernist movement wasn't just an artistic revolution — it was a spiritual reckoning. When Ezra Pound declared "Make it new," he was speaking to a generation that had watched traditional faith crumble under the weight of Darwin's evolution theory, higher criticism of scripture, and the trauma of World War I. The modernists tried to rebuild meaning from the wreckage.

The Crisis That Spawned Modernism

The modernist movement emerged precisely at the turn of the 20th century, roughly forty years after Darwin's Origin of Species shattered the old religious order. Higher criticism had already dismantled traditional views of biblical authorship. Among these ruins, poets like T.S. Eliot, Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and W.B. Yeats attempted to reconstruct meaning through radical innovation.

Their work wasn't simply a return to what was before. It was reinvesting the world with new meaning — finding something authentic in the debris of old faith.

The Diagnostic Power of "The Waste Land"

Eliot's The Waste Land, published in 1922, imagined Europe's psychological landscape after World War I. Critics often misread it as nihilistic. George Orwell complained that the poem lacked moral commitment. But reading it closely reveals something different: the poem diagnoses the spiritual impoverishment of its era and turns toward restoration.

Eliot invoked fertility myths and seasonal renewal — cyclical patterns containing seeds of regeneration. The final section, "What the Thunder Said," includes the line "These fragments I have shored against my ruins." This isn't despair. It's a motion toward spiritual renewal, seeking echoes of transcendent order in the fragmented past.

The poem names the spiritual sickness of its time without prescribing a cure — it simply points to what has been lost.

The Turn Toward Traditional Structures

Shortly after The Waste Land, Eliot began reconsidering religious practice. In 1923 or 1924, he wrote on an envelope: "There are only two things, Puritanism and Catholicism. You are one or the other." He was drawn to Anglicanism's Catholic elements — what became Anglo-Catholicism.

By 1927, Eliot fully converted to Anglo Catholicism. His friend Virginia Woolf complained in a letter to her sister: "I have had a most shameful and distressing interview with poor dear Tom Eliot... I was really shocked. A corpse would seem to me more credible than he does."

This commitment deepened. By the late 1930s and 1940s, Eliot was what he called "a person of prayer" — someone seeking contemplative life within traditional church walls.

The same pattern appeared in other modernists. James Joyce attended Eastern Orthodox services toward the end of his life, drawn to what he saw as ancient patterns of human ritual encoded in liturgical worship. W.B. Yeats moved from Irish folklore and theosophy toward systematic occultism and a personalized view of cyclical history. Hilda Doulton turned toward Gnosticism and esoteric knowledge.

Critics might note that framing this as purely "spiritual" risks overlooking how much these poets were also navigating personal crises — Eliot's documented psychological collapse preceding The Waste Land, Joyce's ongoing battles with faith and aesthetics. The spiritual turn wasn't always pure devotion; it was sometimes a strategy for order in fragmented times.

Why This Matters Now

Art and poetry become conduits for spiritual power in times of crisis. Today's cultural landscape shows similar patterns: the rise of esotericism, conversions to Eastern Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism, interest in alternative spiritualities — even conspiracy theories channel a spiritual impulse that mainstream culture no longer satisfies.

Every Renaissance moment has resisted both religious fundamentalism and complete abandonment of spirituality. Modernist poetry was never just about breaking from tradition; it was about making meaning when traditional meaning had been rendered meaningless by time, criticism, and science.

Bottom Line

The strongest thread running through this argument is the connection between artistic production and spiritual life — how poets like Eliot diagnosed cultural despair while simultaneously searching for something solid to believe in. The vulnerability is that the piece sometimes overstates what these poets actually found: their returns were often messy, uncertain, and as much about aesthetics as theology. But that's precisely why it resonates. We're all searching for fragments to shore against our ruins.

  


The anvil of history


  
  
    The anvil of history

    Matthew Clayfield ·  · Feb 16, 2026 · 18 min read

  

  
In 2006, the National Gallery of Victoria brought ‘Picasso: Love & War 1935-1945’ to Melbourne as part of its annual Winter Masterpieces series. I was always a little suspicious of these overpriced, overstuffed tent-pole exhibitions, of their artistic paucity relative to their blockbuster size and the exorbitant prices of their catalogues, but found this one particularly disappointing. Unable to source much good Picasso from the period, Europe unwilling or unable to part with the highlights of its own collections, or at least to send them to the other side of the world, the gallery was reduced to displaying a handful of weeping women in one corner and a bunch of faded newspapers the old man had chanced to doodle upon on over breakfast in another. Most galling of all was the manner in which it deigned to tackle the elephant that wasn’t, and for reasons no doubt related to insurance premiums. could never have been, in the room: it set up a digital projector and cast a ghostly, intangible ‘Guernica’ onto one of the gallery walls.
As I wandered around in mute disappointment, I happened upon some similarly monochrome images playing silently on a screen in a corner. No one was paying much attention to them, but I was captivated. They showed Picasso, Dora Maar, and others—Man Ray, I believe, was wielding the camera—gallivanting around the poolside at a villa somewhere in the south of France. They were smiling and laughing and drinking cocktails, their faces flickering in the manner of old home movies, silent but somehow vital across the years. Picasso had his shirt off, naturally. It was an incidental exhibit—filler, really—a bit of biographical colour thrown in to beef up the show, to make it seem as though there was more there than there was, not entirely dissimilar to Marr’s famous photographs of Picasso painting ‘Guernica’ in Paris, which adorned the wall by the ghastly projection. But the curatorial, contextual note accompanying the footage transformed it for me, imbuing it with instant melancholy: this, it said, was the last time these people spent time together before the war, and none of them ever saw one another again.


In Kudos, the final book of Rachel Cusk’s Outline Trilogy, one of the narrator’s countless interlocutors complains over canapes of her adult-aged children: “Theirs is a world without war [...] but it is also a world without memory. They forgive so easily, it is almost as if nothing matters. They are kind to their own children […] kinder than our generation ever was, yet their lives seem to me to be without beauty.” Sitting on the black banquette, watching Picasso, his lover, and their friends, by now on a loop, I was struck by a similar notion. It was not perhaps beauty that glued me to their last hurrah, though there was a certain undeniable glamour about them. It was rather a sense of the intensity of their moment, a sense, which I was feeling keenly at the time, at the unripe, unthinking age of twenty, that the life I was living, that my generation was living, was somehow without stakes.
It was not that I was unaware of Afghanistan or Iraq, or of Australia’s detention regime, or of the racial inequality that, after Hurricane Katrina a year earlier, had been thrown into sharp relief in the US. It was not that I wasn’t incensed by these things. But to the extent that everything was happening elsewhere, in my name but not in my direct line of vision, my world, like that of the interlocutor’s children, was for all intents and purposes “without war.” This all very deliberate and organised, this sense of being in peacetime in wartime. But nevertheless, I couldn’t help but feel that there was a lack of intensity of feeling and vitality like that which radiated from the screen.
To her credit, and rather unlike my naïve self, Cusk’s interlocutor catches herself and qualifies her statements at the last minute:
I wonder, she said, whether we haven’t done them a great disservice in sparing them this pain, which might somehow have brought them to life, at the same time as knowing this couldn’t possibly be true, and that it is only my belief in the value of suffering that makes me think it.

There is something unavoidably perverse about this belief, which the interlocutor acknowledges while still somehow managing to hold it, as there was in my reaction to the footage, which is to say to the curatorial note accompanying it. There is no question that the note transformed and coloured the footage, which, in any other context, would have been entirely innocuous, even boring. Much as the home videos archived in Capturing the Friedmans is transformed by the knowledge that Arnold and Jesse Friedman were awaiting trial on child molestation charges, so too was that at the villa transformed by the knowledge imparted by that small slip of card. The perversity is tied inextricably to that knowledge: my reaction, my fascination, was perverse precisely because I was aware what came next, and felt that frisson because, not in spite, of it.
It was a perversity that was to last the better part of a decade, stupid and romantic and entirely symptomatic of the extended adolescences that have unfortunately become the norm. It was also a perversity that seemed to naturally point me in the direction of journalism. A few years after the Picasso exhibition, now based in Sydney and working for Australia’s largest newspaper, I happened upon Alan Moorehead’s A Late Education in a secondhand bookstore on Glebe Point Road. Writing at the tail-end of his days—the book was compiled from notes after his death—the peripatetic Australian scribbler nevertheless managed to capture in prose the tone and timbre of his ink-stained youth.
“I was nagged by the feeling that I should have arrived in Europe at least five years earlier,” Moorehead wrote, 
and that now there was not much time left, that war was bound to come or that revolutions would break out or some other catastrophe would intervene and shut me off from these strange and famous places before I had had a chance to know them.

One could imagine the figures in the Picasso footage speaking, or thinking, along similar lines.

I was itching to follow in Moorehead’s footsteps. Romanticism died hard in this one. I dutifully went down the rabbit hole: I read Hemingway’s journalism, Gellhorn’s dispatches, Hitchens’ jeremiads. Waugh’s Scoop was to be emulated as much as laughed at. Eventually, I struck out on the road, masking my baser reasons for doing so in the language used by journalists everywhere to justify their ambulance-chasing. I called my belief in the value of suffering—always others’, of course—a belief in the value of bearing witness. Gellhorn once said that her work was “the only thing I know absolutely and irrevocably to be good in itself, no matter what the result.” It’s a nice line, and she may well have meant it, but for all that I borrowed it, justifying my work to myself and others, my going to Chechnya and Palestine, Kashmir and Iraq, southern Thailand and the Rohingya refugee camps, owed rather more to Irwin Shaw’s inimitable response when asked about Robert Capa: “Remaining debonair means that one must always be ready to go to the next bar or the next war, no matter how late the hour or how unattractive the war.” (I learned the hard way that there is nothing debonair about going to the next bar.) The first line of Janet Malcolm’s The Journalist and the Murderer lays bare the perversity of both the idealist and the cynic, and remains the most effective riposte to both: “Every journalist who is not too stupid or full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible.” Like certain members of the Australian media class, who have made it their shtick to criticise their peers, Malcolm, given the litany of controversies surrounding her own reporting, should know.


It only slowly dawned on me that I was not cut out for this particular racket. For one thing, I was never really the newshound I probably should have been. I wasn’t one for breaking stories or scooping my opponents. For another, I began to feel uneasy about the ease with which I could parachute in and leave at will, relying on local journalists and fixers on the ground, and grilling locals for quotes and stories, before leaving them to fend for themselves while I received my byline and payday. I remember sitting in the bar of a hotel in Iraqi Kurdistan, hobnobbing with a group of CNN reporters and crew, and listening as they complained about having to fly coach between Libya and Egypt a few years earlier. The Arab Spring was three years old at this point, and I asked one of them—a well-known correspondent—what it was like to cover so many conflicts back-to-back. “They all tend to blur together a bit,” he said. “You tend not to think about the last one very much.” I kept my disgust at these comments to myself, which is more than I can say for the woman I met in Sydney later that year, at the birthday party of one of my editors, who straight up told me, when I told her what I did, that I was a disaster tourist. I insisted that I wasn’t: I trotted out the usual lines. I was, I said, entirely critical of disaster tourism and had written as much on countless occasions. I realise now that I was protesting too much, that those articles were a form of pre-emptive self-defence and self-justification. I was coming to the realisation that others’ suffering was just that: suffering. I have never met anyone—not even local reporters who have found themselves stringing for news organisations for whom they could never have imagined working—who has found anything especially vital or romantic about living on the anvil of history. The only value in suffering was that it revealed to me that I was placing too much value in it, and personally benefiting too much from it. I had been critical of the CNN reporter, but wasn’t I sitting there with him, at the next bar, at the next war? I would have to be stupid or full of myself to think otherwise.


I am writing this under my partner’s veranda in south-west Sydney in the dawning days of a new decade. [Very much my ex, unfortunately. – Ed.] The clever hopes of the low dishonest last one, to borrow from Auden, expired about a week ago. The brief burst of new hope at the tail end of last year—inspired in part by Joe Biden’s victory in November and the green-lighting of various COVID-19 vaccines on both sides of the pond, not to mention by the deluded but charming fallacy that a new year truly represents a new start—today seem decidedly less clever than they did a fortnight ago, not to mention more likely to expire sooner. As I write, Donald Trump supporters are storming the US Capitol and taking selfies with the police. (The events of Philip Roth’s The Plot Against America have by now been so outdone by reality that the book reads less like an alt-historical warning than it does a best-case scenario for the future.) The global vaccine roll-out has been decidedly sluggish. Brexit has gone ahead, in a self-defeating victory for those who would close Britain’s borders to others, even as Britain has been forced to close its internal borders to itself. We were forced to miss Christmas with my family in South Australia due to Sydney’s Northern Beaches outbreak and I will have to self-quarantine for two weeks when I return to Canberra in a couple of days. Yesterday, having avoided doing so for almost a year, I wore a face mask in a supermarket for the first time. (I got away with going mask-less for so long because I live where I do, which all in all has had a very good run pandemic-wise, as indeed has Australia more generally.) A minor inconvenience, all things considered, though a grim enough milestone all the same.

I was reminded again of the Picasso footage as I was milling about in the produce section. Around me, faceless shoppers floated about at the duly prescribed distance from one another, their grey eyes darting between one another, wary. Their distrust of their neighbour seemed more pressing in the moment that the ripeness of this or that avocado. I was cast back to the days before this was the norm and tried to imagine what their faces might look like. All last year, people were having the same experience that I did at the NGV fifteen years ago, watching movies or television shows in which people could be seen hugging, eating at restaurants, leaving the house, going on holiday. That nostalgia has been one of the banes of the past decade is undeniable—the ache of homesickness for worlds that are long gone and probably never existed anyway, at least not for everyone, has given us Trump and Brexit and the rest of it—but this manifestation seems relatively understandable and benign. The pandemic has altered the way we read even the most banal depictions of human society, depictions that, not long ago, could be said to be at least moderately accurate representations of the world. Obviously, there’s no way Rachel and Monica could have afforded that gargantuan apartment, but at least sitting around in cafés was a thing people could do without fear of contagion. Airport scenes have become similarly discombobulating: the beginning of Love Actually plays like cruelly mocking science fiction. We watch When Harry Met Sally’s famous fake orgasm scene and declare loudly, on Twitter, that we’ll have what they’re having. If only that were possible, allowed. It was the last time any of them saw one another.
I was also cast unnervingly into a future best described by that already-clichéd coinage “the new normal”. In a recent episode of the Slate Political Gabfest, Emily Bazelon, who is about as far from a fear-monger as American pundits get, worried aloud that the US government might prove slow to roll back mask-wearing mandates even in the face of scientific advice that it’s finally safe to do so. What a delay might look like here is anyone’s guess, given the US hasn’t exactly shared Australia’s overabundance of caution to this point. My partner is convinced that most people will dispose of their masks in relief, if not necessarily gratitude, the moment they’re told they no longer have to wear them. I would be surprised if we’re ever rid of them completely. I expect people to distrust one another enough long enough that they’ll prove willing to fog up their glasses for some time. Of course, our disagreement remains academic at this point: this is a question of when the order comes down from on high. Australians, for all we like to tell ourselves that we’re a knockabout, larrikin, anti-authoritarian people, have in reality never loved anything more than to follow orders—anyone’s orders—even as we thanked them for stamping on our face, forever. Which is why my partner and I are wholly in agreement when it comes to the more nefarious stuff that constitutes “the new normal”: the slippery slope represented by the ubiquity of QR code check-ins, the fact that everyone seems to agree that constitutional provisions for freedom of movement aren’t absolute or in any case shouldn’t be. I am hardly of the conspiratorial opinion that these are stepping stones on the road towards fascism. But I am aware enough of mission creep, and of the law of unintended consequences as it relates to hastily-implemented policy—remember the pink batts?—to fear the long tail.
That the West, or in any event the Anglosphere, was not ready or equipped to handle the pandemic now seems more than obvious. The sclerotic reaction of the Trump administration, the bumbling reaction of Johnson’s, our own particular trauma and tribalism in the face of it at home—has the Sydney-Melbourne rivalry, once limited to such superficial concerns as beaches and laneways and the relative merits of football codes, ever seemed more spiteful or laced with schadenfreude?—speak loudly to this unpreparedness. Cusk’s interlocutor might say that this is an inevitable consequence of us having lived too long in a world without war, with war an apt enough metaphor given the rhetoric that has been used by our leaders over the past year. Or is it a consequence of having watched so much go wrong elsewhere—elsewhere having fared quite well under the circumstances—while naively convincing ourselves that it couldn’t happen here? What Cusk’s interlocutor doesn’t seem to realise is that much of what we tell ourselves about the apparently character-building nature of suffering is more or less bunk. Writing in The Guardian a whopping nine months ago, before COVID-19 had even really hit its stride, historian Richard Overy put paid to the myth of the so-called “blitz spirit,” that central, load-bearing tenet of the British narrative about WWII. The government sent a team of psychiatrists and psychologists to interview the residents of Hull, the better to understand their reaction—panic, in short—to the German raids. “These case studies,” Overy writes, which were outlined in a report entitled The Mental Stability of Hull, “showed that people developed serious psychosomatic conditions, including involuntary soiling and wetting, persistent crying, uncontrollable shaking, headaches and chronic dizziness,” he wrote. 
Nevertheless, the conclusion from Hull was that its mental stability was nothing to worry about. The government papered over the evidence of the physical and psychological effects of being bombed and focused instead on the stories of British resolve.

Keeping calm and carrying on, in other words, was the exception that propagandists made the rule, and only after the fact. There is nothing unnatural about feeling fear, unfounded or otherwise, in the face of the pandemic, or depression, or anxiety. There isn’t even anything unnatural about anger, however destructive, dangerous, or misguided it may be. In any case, it is certainly not unnatural to feel no swooning sense that we are living through history, as though we’re not doing so all our lives, as though its quieter, less exhausting moments don’t count. For years after I saw the Picasso footage, discovered Moorehead and started working as a journalist—until I wrote as much in an article and Alison Corggon rightly corrected me in the comments section—I thought that “May you live in interesting times” was a blessing rather than an ironic curse. It seems remarkable to me now that this was the case.

While I sit here mindlessly refreshing the website of The New York Times, engaging in a Twitter conversation with a journalist friend who still feels the old reptilian stirrings of both horror and excitement in the face of imminent societal collapse, my partner is downstairs, preparing to start medical school. She is turning thirty-seven in February, and it remains to be seen whether I will be able to make back to Sydney to celebrate. (Thirty-seven is nothing in the grand scheme of things. We recently read about an Indian man in his sixties who’s just started studying to become a doctor as well.) [He graduated at seventy. (– Ed.] With all that is going on in the world, there is no question in my mind that this, to re-purpose Gellhorn, is absolutely and irrevocably good in itself. Despite everything, I remain proud of my work, and am glad that I did it and had the experiences I had. But I don’t delude myself for even a moment into thinking that it changed anything or saved any lives or alleviated anyone’s suffering. It is a lie we journalists tell ourselves: that it’s enough to tell people’s stories on their behalf, as though that could ever really be enough.
“History,” Cusk’s interlocutor says at one point, getting at least one thing right, “goes over the top like a steamroller […] crushing everything in its path.” When I think of the Picasso footage now, so many years after I encountered it for the first and only time, it is not perverse excitement at the oncoming steamroller that captivates me anymore—the promise or threat of blood and muck and farewells unvarnished by the mellifluous tones of Vera Lynn promising to meet us again, which is to say promising the impossible—but rather the idea that, not too long after the footage was shot, those it depicts must have felt something similar to that which so many people are feeling today: a simple, human, entirely forgivable nostalgia, not for some imagined past or lost greatness, but rather for the respite of normalcy.
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  {"": {"structure": "the hidden structure of ts eliot's four quartets", "author": "Close Reading Poetry", "pitch": "Eliot's Four Quartets is one of the most challenging and rewarding poems of the 20th century. This piece offers readers guidance on how to approach it, connecting its themes of time and disconnection to our modern digital age.", "body": {"sections": [{"title": "The Hidden Structure of T.S. Eliot's Four Quartets", "content": [{"type": "section", "heading": "Why This Poem Matters Now", "text": "T.S. Eliot's Four Quartets stands as one of the twentieth century's most significant poems. It carries weight that even experienced instructors approach with genuine reverence, aware they are encountering something truly great—a deep mystery in verse form. The poem is so powerful that poet laureate W.H. Auden praised Eliot as the greatest living poet of his age, and that praise has never been easy to earn.

Reading Four Quartets takes between 90 minutes and two hours, but readers should move slowly through its dense and difficult language. It remains Eliot's most challenging poem—though one that always leaves readers struck by its sheer greatness."}, {"type": "section", "heading": "A Poem for Our Moment", "text": "Eliot began writing Four Quartets around 1934, just before the world would be reshaped by war and cultural transformation. The publication of Burnt Norton—the first quartet—arrived in 1936. During those years, the world was genuinely falling apart.

In America, the Great Depression still gripped the economy, while labor movements saw farmers fighting for the right to organize. Abroad, fascism rose as nations militarized and Hitler broke the Versailles Treaty by moving troops into the Rhineland. People knew war was coming; British authorities were desperate to avoid conflict and attempted to appease Germany. The news was uniformly bad.

This poem emerges from Eliot's deep struggle during this tense period—asking what poetry can possibly do in such times. Four Quartets offers an answer.

Burnt Norton contains a haunting description of the cultural moment: "Neither plenitude nor vacancy, only a flicker over the strained time-ridden faces, distracted from distraction by distraction, filled with fancies and empty of meaning, tumid apathy, with no concentration, men and bits of paper."

These lines pierce into our present moment. The description captures today's social media environment—smartphones illuminating faces in the dim twilight of digital disconnection, the mutual apathy, and those whose emotions are prey to every raging voice online.

Part five of Burnt Norton offers an even more prescient vision: "Words strain, crack, and sometimes break under the burden, under the tension, slip, slide, perish, decay with imprecision. Will not stay in place, will not stay still. Shrieking voices, scolding, mocking, or merely chattering always assail them."

We are experiencing the collapse of discourse and social dialogue—we are the children of the moment in which Eliot wrote this poem. This is a poem for us now."}, {"type": "section", "heading": "How to Read It", "text": "Begin by breathing deeply. Quiet your mind. Exhale all the breath from your lungs, then begin a new pattern of respiration while preparing your attention for the poem.

Read slowly and aloud. You will not catch everything in this poem—and that is not your job. The passage you need to hear will find you. Instead of seeking understanding, experience the poem and receive whatever meets you from it.

If you don't understand a word, underline it so you can return later, but do not break the rhythm."}, {"type": "section", "heading": "The Poem's Opening", "text": "Here is how Four Quartets begins:

"Time present and time past are both perhaps present in time future. Time future contained in time past. If all time is eternally present, all time is unredeemable. What might have been is an abstraction remaining a perpetual possibility only in a world of speculation. What might have been and what has been point to one end which is always present. Footfalls echo in the memory down the passage which we did not take towards the door we never opened into the rose garden. My words echo thus in your mind."

The poem balances spiritual abstraction on time with a concrete, dislocated setting of rose gardens—the abstract and the concrete together."}, {"type": "section", "heading": "Eliot's Sources", "text": "Lines one through three are informed partly by Eliot's reading of Western mysticism. In The Cloud of Unknowing—a medieval work of Christian mysticism—Eliot had underlined a passage that read: "Time is precious. For God, the giver of time, never gives two times together, but each one right after the other."

Eliot was already thinking about tensions of time in his own intellectual life. He weaves into a coherent spiritual vision insights from Christianity, Hebrew scriptures, Buddhist traditions, and Upanishad philosophy. Readers informed by particular traditions will find resonant passages throughout.

The phrase "point to one end" uses the verb pointing, but he will write in the second section of Burnt Norton: "At the still point of the turning world, neither flesh nor fleshless, neither from nor towards. At the still point there the dance is but neither arrest nor movement."

This becomes the noun—the place that space is occupied in this poem, both concretely and abstractly. The verb pointing is being done by the poem itself; it is a poem to reread."}, {"type": "section", "heading": "The Structure Revealed", "text": "Upon first reading, readers might think Four Quartets lacks coherent structure—nothing seems to have a plan—but repeated readings reward with connection between movements.

Critic Helen Gardner reveals the underlying structures in her book The Art of T.S. Eliot. She outlines what each movement performs:

Each quartet contains five parts or movements—the poem draws from musical metaphor here. Burnt Norton has five parts; East Coker, five parts; The Dry Salvaves, five parts; Little Gidding, five parts.

According to Gardner, the first movement of each quartet contains a statement and counter-statement—sometimes in thesis and antithesis form, sometimes with contrasting images or subjects. Burnt Norton's first section plays abstract time against the still point, speculation against possibility and concrete rose gardens. The Dry Salvaves plays the river against the sea.

The second movement involves a single subject handled differently—it often begins with lyrical qualities, strong presence of patterned rhythm, then shifts into more mundane or colloquial ways of speaking. This creates modulation from lyrical, figurative expressions to something conversational.

The third movement contains what Gardner calls the core of each poem—the reconciliation of two ideas in tension. In East Coker's third section, this happens through repetition—what Gordon Linde calls "the very sermon" of Four Quartets. In Burnt Norton, it is a change of mind."}, {"type": "section", "heading": "The Rose Garden", "text": "In the rose garden image appears after all that philosophical abstraction—very physical and real. Keep this in mind because the poem returns to the rose garden and focuses intensely on the image of the rose.

The rose in Four Quartets carries rich philosophical meaning, symbolic meaning drawing from literary and philosophical traditions: alchemy, some of the metaphysical poets, love, Platonism, Neoplatonism. The rose symbolizes beauty, perfection, transience, spiritual enlightenment, divine love. In Four Quartets, it also suggests unity of opposites—time and eternity, resolution of spiritual conflict."}, {"type": "section", "heading": "Auditory Imagination", "text": "There is an important truth worth repeating: a poem can work upon you without the aid of your intellect. It can change your consciousness without your intellect or awareness knowing how that works—but it is true.

This relates to what Eliot calls "auditory imagination," from his essay on Matthew Arnold. He describes it as "the feeling for syllable and rhythm, penetrating far below the conscious levels of thought and feeliing, invigorating every word, sinking to the most primitive and forgotten, returning to the origin and bringing something back, seeking the beginning and the end."

This is a great description of how Four Quartets works. It works through meanings—certainly not without meaning in ordinary sense—and fuses the old and obliterated with the current and new and surprising, the most ancient and the most civilized mentality."}, {"type": "section", "heading": "What to Notice First", "text": "When you return to this poem, ask yourself: what phrases captured my attention? For many readers, it is the rose garden—very concrete, very physical image that appears after all that philosophical abstraction. Keep that in mind because the work will return to the rose garden and focus intensely on that image of the rose."}]}}, "pull_quote": {"text": "A poem can work upon you without the aid of your intellect. It can change your consciousness without your awareness knowing how.", "source": "Eliot's description of auditory imagination"}, "counterpoints": [{"argument": "Critics might note that framing Four Quartets as a poem for our digital moment risks anachronism—Eliot was writing in the 1930s and 1940s, not anticipating smartphones or social media. The poem's concerns with time, memory, and spiritual redemption are timeless but were specifically shaped by wartime Europe.", "position": "The contemporary parallels are interpretive, not historical"}, {"argument": "Some scholars might push back against Gardner's structural analysis as too rigid—the poem's power comes from its apparent disorder, not from neat five-movement patterns that readers might impose upon it.", "position": "Structure is a lens, not the poem itself"}], "bottom_line": {"text": "The strongest argument here is making Four Quartets accessible to modern readers by connecting its themes of disconnection and time to our current moment. The biggest vulnerability is the risk of present-tense interpretation becoming anachronistic—the poem was written for wartime Britain, not digital natives. But that tension is precisely what makes this guide valuable: it helps readers find meaning in poetry regardless of when it was written."}}, "format": "json"}"}
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  Here's what Wall Street is getting wrong about artificial intelligence — and why it creates a rare opportunity for those willing to pay attention.

The Panic That's Eating Markets Alive

On February 2nd, a company called Palunteer reported earnings that blew expectations apart. Seventy percent revenue growth. Sixty-one percent guidance growth for fiscal 2026. Its CEO claimed the company's tools could compress complex enterprise software migrations from years of work down to two weeks. The stock jumped 8% after hours.

Wall Street heard the subtext immediately: if one company can do that, every company selling enterprise software on a per-seat basis is facing repricing. The market's reaction was instantaneous and brutal.

Forty-eight hours later, another AI announcement triggered $285 billion in vanished market cap across SAS companies, legal tech, and data analytics stocks. Traders called it the "SAS apocalypse." And that was just week one.

Then the contagion jumped. Private credit managers like KKR, TPG, Apollo, and Blackstone fell 8-10% on fears AI could analyze deals and manage portfolios. Insurance brokers dropped after a company called Insurify released an AI rate comparison tool. Wealth management followed triggered by Altruist launching an AI tax planning tool — Raymond James fell 8.8%, Schwab dropped 7.4%.

Then came the karaoke company.

On February 12th, Algorithm Holdings — formerly The Singing Machine Company, a karaoke business with $6 million market capitalization and less than $2 million in quarterly revenue — released a press release claiming its logistics platform could help customers scale freight volumes by 300-400% without adding headcounts. Within hours, CH Robinson, one of the largest freight brokerages on the planet, plunged 24%. The Russell 3000 trucking index had its worst day since liberation day. Billions in market cap evaporated across global logistics from Dallas to Denmark.

In ten days, the AI scare trade burned through software, private credit, insurance, wealth management, real estate services, logistics, drug distribution, and commercial office space. Eight different sectors. Each selloff triggered by a different company with a different product announcement. But the market's reaction was identical every single time: dump first, analyze later.

The pattern is the story, and the pattern has consequences far beyond stock prices.

"For every corner of the market right now, there is an aggressive shoot first, ask questions later for any area where there's an AI headline."

Three Categories of Mispricing

The scare trade is treating every industry identically. That is the error. There are at least three distinct categories of AI exposure, and the market is pricing every single one of them exactly the same way — which is incorrect.

Category One: Real Displacement

Software development is a clear example where AI is genuinely displacing labor today. Cursor, the AI coding editor, hit $300 million in annualized revenue faster than almost any software product in history. Strong DM is paying roughly a thousand dollars for tokens per developer per day with no humans doing code review.

Palunteer's own numbers — 61% forward-guided growth for 2026 — prove that demand for AI-native enterprise software continues to accelerate. SAS companies whose business models depend on selling seats to humans may indeed be in trouble. The assumption that all of software bottlenecks on humans is incorrect. Per-seat pricing is in trouble.

The market is right about these companies, though not necessarily about the speed or the data. You will still need somewhere to put the data. Comparative advantage still matters. You won't want to build everything yourself. But the ones that don't adapt their business models will be gradually repriced or suddenly disrupted.

Category Two: Overstated Near-Term Risk

Wealth management is a great example where the current panic vastly overstates near-term risk. An AI tool that does tax planning cannot replace a wealth advisor any more than TurboTax replaced accountants. The value in wealth management isn't calculating work — it's the relationship, the trust, the behavioral coaching that keeps clients from panic selling during a downturn.

Insurance brokerage is similar. Insurify's rate comparison tool is useful, but the actual work of a commercial insurance broker involves negotiation, claims management, industry-specific risk assessment. Current AI systems are not going to immediately replicate that.

These sectors will change with AI, but not overnight in the next quarter. The market is pricing in a gradual transition over the next few years as if it's happening by earning season and being catastrophic no matter what. That's just wrong.

Category Three: Complete Mispricing

A former karaoke company's press release about freight optimization does not invalidate CH Robinson's relationships with 100,000 shippers and carriers. It doesn't invalidate its proprietary data on freight lines and pricing or its ability to handle the physical, regulatory, and contractual complexity of moving goods across borders.

Commercial real estate services — CBRE managing billions in property transactions — don't get automated because Claude can draft a lease summary. The company they are choosing to react to is completely bonkers. But the idea that AI will have changes across every industry is not incorrect.

Eventually disruption is going to come. The timeline the market is pricing in is delusional. The company they are reacting to is completely off the wall, but the direction of change is correct.

The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy Nobody's Talking About

When CH Robinson drops 24% in a day, that isn't just a number on a screen for the 15,000 people who work there. That is a board meeting next week. That is a hiring freeze announced next month. That is the Q2 roadmap getting torn apart and rewritten around AI strategy — whether or not the company actually has a coherent AI strategy.

A stock drop doesn't just reflect reality; it creates reality. A company whose stock craters on AI fears is going to start behaving as if AI is an existential threat, even if the actual tech is years away from threatening its core business. Defensive postures get adopted right away. Innovation budgets get redirected from organic growth to performative AI partnerships. Headcount plans get revised downward — not because AI replaced anybody, but because the market priced in the expectation that it would.

The scare trade is going to become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Not because AI is doing the disrupting, but because the market reaction to AI is forcing companies into this defensive crouch posture that makes them much more vulnerable to real disruption from AI — ironically, exactly the disruption they're trying to avoid.

Companies that respond to a 15% stock drop by gutting product teams and signing splashy AI partnerships are going to get actually disrupted in three years — not by a karaoke company, but by a competitor that used this moment to invest in genuine AI capability rather than investor optics.

The market may recover in a week or two. The strategic damage this is causing to these companies is going to take months or years to start to unwind. And in the meantime, there's actual real AI disruption going on that they need to respond to on a business time scale, not a market time scale. Those are two different time scales.

The market is going to demand a performative response when they should be allocating resources to a strategic business response. This reflexivity is almost nobody in the financial press is talking about.

Where The Money Is Flowing

Public SAS multiples are crashing. The S&P software index is down roughly 20% year-to-date, and privately held AI companies continue to ascend to valuations that would have been unthinkable just a year ago. OpenAI and Anthropic collectively are well over a trillion dollars in private valuation. Anthropic raised another $300 million at a $380 billion valuation just this past week. OpenAI is likely to IPO at a trillion-dollar valuation later this year.

Global venture capital continues to skew toward AI with nearly half a trillion dollars deployed in 2025. This feedback loop toward AI away from SAS is very much self-reinforcing and vicious. Public SAS valuations are cratering. Private SAS valuations are compressing because investors don't see the future.

If you get tagged with the SAS label, it's now an albatross around your neck. Meanwhile, AI startups — regardless of whether they're good or not — look relatively more attractive. You stick AI in the name and magical things happen: more capital will flow to the AI company that has AI in the name and released an AI press release than to anybody else.

It's not fair. It's not correct. There will certainly be lots of companies that go to the wall that were overfunded because they have AI in the name and released an AI press release. But capital allocation typically isn't fair, especially when we're talking about a chance to reshape the fundamental landscape.

Counterpoints

Critics might note that this analysis could underestimate how quickly AI capabilities are advancing. The history of technology adoption suggests that once displacement begins in one sector, it tends to accelerate faster than expected. What feels like gradual change could prove more sudden if breakthrough capabilities emerge.

A reasonable counterargument is that the market is correctly identifying structural shifts across multiple industries simultaneously — and that panic sells may represent appropriate pricing of genuine long-term risk rather than mispricing. The defensive postures companies are adopting might actually be sensible given uncertainty about AI's trajectory.

Bottom Line

The piece's strongest argument is its core insight: markets are mechanically punishing companies for AI announcements without distinguishing between sectors where displacement is real, overstated, or completely mispriced. The vulnerability is that this analysis assumes AI timelines remain predictable — but if capability advances faster than expected, the "generational buying opportunity" could evaporate rapidly. Watch not just for which sectors recover, but for which companies actually build genuine AI capabilities versus performing for investors during this panic. Those are the ones that will matter three years from now.
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  {"title": "Simon Phillips: How To Tune And Record Your Drums!", "author": "Rick Beato", "text": "{"pitch": "Few drummers have shaped modern rock music as profoundly as Simon Phillips. He's played with Toto, Jeff Beck, Judas Priest, Peter Gabriel, and Pete Townshend — work that defined drum sounds for decades. But what makes Phillips uniquely valuable to any reader isn't just his groove. It's his dual expertise: he's also a world-class producer and engineer who understands how drums should sit in a mix better than almost anyone alive. This interview delivers that rare combination.", "body": [{"section": "The Boy Who Started at Six", "content": "Simon Phillips's introduction to music began before most kids could walk. At four years old, he was already accompanying his father to BBC recording sessions, watching drummers from behind the kit. By six, he played his first actual session with a full band — performing Sugarfoot Stomp alongside his father's ensemble. The experience wasn't just musical; it was foundational. He absorbed studio etiquette like "don't say a word," "don't open your sweetie rapper because it'll make a noise," and "don't cough, don't sneeze." Phillips recalls the brass section setup with three saxes, trombone, and trumpet — all acoustic, no headphones. The balance came from ribbon microphones positioned carefully around the room. This was the world that shaped his ears: pure analog, fully acoustic, and meticulously controlled by engineers who understood how sound actually worked in physical space."}, {"section": "Thirteen Years Old and Already a Session Player", "content": "Phillips's first professional session came in 1971 when he was thirteen years old. A Saturday morning — he believes it was April — the regular drummer called in sick. His father scrambled to find a replacement, calling through contacts until finally saying, \"You're on the session.\" The problem: Phillips had disassembled his drum kit entirely and cleaned every piece that morning. He spent the afternoon reassembling it, putting heads on, tuning, and packing for the gig. The session involved broadcast arrangements — twelve songs in three hours with new charts he'd never seen. He was struggling. \"I could read, but I wasn't very experienced,\" Phillips admits. \"It was a fully written drum part. Hit a crash cymbal here. Why did you hit that crash cymban? Felt like it. Is it written? No. Then don't play it.\" The discipline was strict: if it wasn't on the chart, you didn't play it. He got through a couple of tracks before his mother arrived with the dance pad — he knew those songs backwards. That session marked the beginning of decades behind the kit in professional studios."}, {"section": "Mono Was Everything", "content": "Drum recording in that era meant mono: one overhead microphone, one kick drum mic, sometimes a snare drum mic (likely an KM84 or 64). The technology was crude by modern standards. Phillips remembers his first stereo session and his mother's reaction: \"The mix is awful\" — because stereo balance sounded wrong compared to the mono recordings she'd spent years mastering. Mono recording meant full-track machines with one speaker in the control room, a tanoi. Engineers were still figuring out how to make it work properly. The BBC approach differed from commercial studios like EMI and AIR — each had their own methodology, their own console layouts. Bass was always track one on those machines, which Phillips notes was \"really silly\" because it's right at the edge of the tape — but that was the standard."}, {"section": "The 24-Track Revolution", "content": "When the first 24-track machine arrived at Olympic Studios, something shifted. Engineers like Alan Parsons positioned bass on track one consistently — a practice Phillips found puzzling given the technical limitations. Sessions became more flexible: twenty seconds of playing and you'd pack up because it was just a jingle. \"This is a waste of time,\" Phillips thought. But he got along with engineers because he was interested in the glass side of production. The musicians stayed on one side; producers, engineers, and tape operators occupied the control room. For rock sessions, everyone ended up in the control room together — \"wow, now that's different,\" Phillips recalls."}, {"section": "Multiple Mics Changed Everything", "content": "The move to multiple microphones on drum kits began in the mid-1970s once Phillips was working in bigger studios with rock bands. He noticed engineers starting to use two overheads, a snare mic, a kick mic — and eventually high hat microphones. The first time he heard a record where the high hat was miked separately, it sounded \"blazing\" compared to what he'd known before. Phillips began asking questions that would define his career: why did the same drum kit, same tuning, sound different every single day in every studio? The answer lay in the console, the room acoustics, and microphone placement — variables he would spend decades mastering."}, {"section": "From Drummer to Producer", "content": "Phillips built his own home studio later, which he describes as \"a nightmare\" compared to traditional studios. His perspective on drum sound comes from having lived on both sides of the glass: playing drums in sessions while learning engineering, then producing and engineering for other artists. He understands how a drum kit should sit in a mix — not just whether it sounds good on its own, but how it fits alongside bass, guitar, vocals. That's the insight most drummers never develop because they only hear themselves in isolation."}], "counterpoints": ["Phillips's perspective comes from decades of working in major studios with major artists, which creates blind spots. Home studio producers today operate with completely different constraints and priorities — his advice may not translate directly to modern production workflows where bedroom producers face entirely different acoustic challenges."}, {"section": "Pull Quote", "content": "\"Why did it sound different every single day? Well, what console do they have?\"", "sections": [{"section": "Bottom Line", "content": "This interview delivers something rare: a deep dive into drum recording from someone who actually shaped how drums sound in rock music. Phillips's dual expertise as both player and producer makes him uniquely positioned to explain why the same kit sounds different across studios — because he lived it on both sides of the glass. The strongest part of this piece is his explanation of mono versus stereo recording: it's not just technical history, it's a window into how engineers thought about balance in entirely different ways. His biggest vulnerability is that his experience comes from major studios with real budgets — home studio producers today operate under completely different constraints. Still, if you want to understand why your drums sound the way they do in mixes, this interview is exactly where to start."}]} }
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  Rick Beato argues that Kurt Cobain possessed one of the most remarkable melodic sensibilities in rock history. His analysis of "Francis Farmer Will Have Revenge on Seattle" reveals why Cobain's songwriting defies conventional theory.

The song presents a fascinating puzzle: it doesn't reveal its key for an entire minute. The opening chords move from G sharp power chord to E power chord, then to G natural—a progression that seems to resist easy categorization. Beato identifies the first chord as G sharp minor, which ultimately resolves to B major by the end of the phrase.

What makes this composition extraordinary is how Cobain layers melodic complexity over simple power chords. In the verse, he sings the third of each chord while guitarists typically play only root notes. This creates a tension between what is heard and what is implied—a signature technique that makes his melodies nearly impossible to copy.

The chorus introduces chromatic harmony that Beato describes as "so melodic. Oh my god." The progression moves through C# minor, then E major with the seventh, resolving to D major before landing on G major—borrowed from B minor's parallel minor key. These borrowed chords create the emotional depth that distinguishes Cobain's work.

The final chorus pushes further: B major to A suspended chord (the flat seven), then back to F sharp. This creates a blues-inflected passage that Beato calls "amazing." The tag of the chorus—"I miss the comfort in being sad"—demonstrates how Cobain uses the third melody note repeatedly, making each phrase feel both familiar and surprising.

He's very. The only person that writes these kind of melodies to me is John Lennon. Literally, Kurt Cobain channeled John Lennon's melody writing because that's the only writer that I've ever analyzed that used all these unconventional things that he did and it was always incredibly melodic.

The connection between Cobain and Lennon runs deeper than surface-level analysis. Both songwriters employed unconventional harmonic choices while maintaining undeniable melodic strength—something nearly impossible to achieve without either conscious knowledge of theory or profound instinct.

The Theory Question

Beato addresses a common misconception: critics argue Cobain didn't understand music theory. "Boloney that Kurt didn't know any of that stuff," he says. "Of course, he knew it." Cobain grew up listening to a thousand songs, particularly every Beatles composition. His ear was phenomenal.

The songwriter's understanding manifested naturally rather than through formal study. He followed principles in his songwriting—knowing which notes sound good over chords—that ultimately align with music theory's core concepts. Whether learned consciously or instinctually, the result is identical: sophisticated compositions that resist easy analysis.

Understanding chord structures matters for anyone seeking to write melodies like Cobain. Knowing what constitutes a third, fourth, or sixth in each chord transforms theoretical knowledge into practical application. The relationship between 1-3-5—representing first note of the scale, third note, and fifth note—creates richness that root-only progressions lack.

Songs heavily rooted in single pitches become boring. Double the bass line and you kill any melodic momentum. The genius lies in Cobain's ability to balance chromaticism with accessibility—disguised by what Beato describes as "the most brilliant chord progressions."

Counterpoints

A reasonable counterargument suggests that attributing too much complexity to Cobain risks overlooking simpler explanations: perhaps Nirvana's magic came from raw energy and attitude rather than theoretical sophistication. The punk influence and grunge aesthetic suggest rebellion against musical academia, not mastery of it.

Additionally, analyzing transcriptions after the fact may reveal patterns that weren't consciously intended during composition. Drawing theoretical conclusions from recorded material differs from understanding an artist's deliberate choices.

Bottom Line

Rick Beato's strongest argument centers on Cobain's melodic genius—which separates Nirvana from countless other bands. His analysis demonstrates that beneath the noise existed sophisticated songwriting: borrowed chords, blues-inflected progressions, and chromatic harmony disguised by brilliant chord movements. The vulnerability lies in interpretation: attributing conscious theory versus instinct remains unresolved. Regardless, Beato offers a compelling framework for understanding why certain melodies feel impossible to replicate—because they are.
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  Hello, and welcome back to the news. If you’re in the market for an evening out in NYC on March 10, Kat Rosenfield is talking about her new book, How to Survive in the Woods, with none other than Suzy Weiss. I have it on good authority, meaning Suzy is manifesting it, that this will be an unofficial Free Press singles mixer in addition to a book talk. Tickets are here!
And now, to the week that was:
→ Are you monitoring the situation?: Two U.S. E-3 Sentry radar aircraft en route to Saudi Arabia. Russian Il-76TD aircraft in Iran. A U.S. Air Force KC-46A Pegasus tanker, call sign ROMA11, attempting an Atlantic crossing alongside six F-22 Raptors from Langley Air Force Base, marking a third try after two earlier tanker-related aborts. Which is all to say: Are you monitoring the situation?
Do you have your laptop, external monitor, and phone open to see where the Pegasus tanker is today? As America looks to alarm Iran—and potentially strike it—we are inundated with real-time information. The Situation Room is now the Situation Planet, and any man with internet is a four-star general. What used to be really hard to do (real-time tracking military aircraft and tanks) is now insanely easy. And so there are many, many OPSEC (operations security) accounts sharing OSINT (open-source intelligence) that just let you watch war unfold, refold, and unfold again (never-ending hellscape). The average American dad can have more information about global military movements than Churchill had on any given day. It’s 2026, and we are all OPSEC experts. About once a week, an unnamed member of my household pulls up one of these accounts and announces that WAR WITH IRAN IS TONIGHT. (Yes, it’s my 3-year-old.) War with Iran is never tonight, and yet every night I wait.
Regardless of which tonight the war will start, I salute everyone who is monitoring the situation. And for those who aren’t, I recommend this OSINT account for beginners. Now get to your command stations! Do not abandon your post, cadet!

→ Quote of the week: Donald J. Trump at the inaugural Board of Peace gathering this week said: “President Peña of Paraguay is here. President. President, thank you very much. Young, handsome guy. It’s always nice to be young and handsome. Doesn’t mean we have to like you. I don’t like young, handsome men. Women, I like. Men, I don’t have any interest. Good. That’s right. Thank you very much. You’re doing a great job, too.” Mr. President, just bring the guy out. No need to recuse yourself of homosexuality. You’re not at gunpoint. Everyone likes a handsome man!
Trump says he’s raised $7 billion for the Gaza rebuild from this group—and that’s just accounting for the aquariums he plans to put in the lobbies of all the hotels there. President Peña, getting hotter every day. 

Second place comes from this past weekend. During an interview with Brian Tyler Cohen, Obama said of aliens: “They’re real, but I haven’t seen ’em, and they’re not being kept in, what is it—Area 51.”  Brian asked literally no follow-ups about this. Why, Brian?! Why?? Aboard Air Force One yesterday, Trump addressed Obama’s comments, saying, “He gave classified information. He’s not supposed to be doing that,” though he added he did not know “if they’re real or not.” Trump suggested he could declassify the relevant information to get Obama “out of trouble.” Every alien-related government disclosure is as weird as aliens. Barack, where are the aliens kept?? Is Trump going to show us? Is this the bread and circuses? If so, I love it.

Okay, a third quote of the week: “I will fucking kill you if you answer another question with more than five words, okay?” —Les Wexner’s defense attorney, whispering during the House Oversight Committee deposition (Les starts laughing).
→ Crisis in masculinity: This week, the United States Secretary of Health and Human Services made a shirtless workout video with Kid Rock, set to the Kid’s famous “Bawitdaba,” which appears to be the administration’s anthem, presumably by process of elimination after all other artists banned the White House from using their songs. It’s part of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s Make America Healthy Again media effort. To that end: The two men lifted weights. Kid did sit-ups while RFK held his feet. They took off their shirts and got in a sauna, where Kid did push-ups and RFK biked (yes, the bike’s in the sauna). RFK then got into a cold plunge pool with his jeans on, interestingly. They ended in a blue-lit grotto-style pool, and the words WHOLE MILK appeared on-screen while they both drank big glasses of milk.

American men are in crisis. They are in distress. They are crying tears of milk. Their heroes work out in jeans. Their artistic role models wear fedoras. Scott Galloway: Do something!
→ AOC’s big European tour: Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez showed up at the Munich Security Conference to debut as a world leader, and it did not go smoothly. She seemed tired (I get it) and stumbled over questions. As a forever Hillary Clinton voter, I’m biased, sure. Hilz would never stutter on a foreign policy question. Taiwan? If China sneezes toward Taiwan, if a tiny fishing boat accidentally turned two degrees left, Hillary would invade Beijing and go back to calling it Peking. It’s America’s world, and you’re Peking again. That’s what my Hillary would say, and she’d make sure the mic was nice and centered when she said it. In Munich, an interviewer asked AOC: “Would and should the U.S. actually commit U.S. troops to defend Taiwan, if China were to move?” AOC responded: “You know, I think that, uh, this is such a, you know, I think that this is a, um, this is of course a very long-standing, um, policy of the United States, uh, and I think what we are hoping for is that we want to make sure that we never get to that point, and we want to make sure that we are moving in all of our economic research and our global positions to avoid any such confrontation and for that question to even arise.” Perfect. Stuck the landing.
Here’s AOC on Venezuela: “It is not a remark on who [Nicolás] Maduro was as a leader—he canceled elections, he was an anti-democratic leader—that doesn’t mean that we can kidnap a head of state and engage in acts of war just because the nation is below the equator.” But Venezuela is entirely north of the equator?! So it’s kosher now?
Call it a day, kids. It’s Gavin Newsom’s turn. I know the Bronx is cool, I know you have a lot of hip and sexy restaurants in your socialist utopia, but the soccer dads of Marin County can handle things from here. The people of Marin—a warlike community that has ruthlessly protected a vast swath of gorgeous land, barely allowing apartments to be built, let alone public transit—know what to do. When Gavin’s president, the border will be closed, Taiwan will be free, and anyone categorized as overweight will be put on curfew. AOC is not ready for Dem prime time. But we know who is, and he has hair built like a turtle’s shell.
Speaking of my Queen Hillary, she was also at the Munich Security Conference. Here’s what she said, as her interlocutor literally kept trying to stop her: “I think we need to call it for what it is.” [Interviewer tries to interject and end things as Hillary continues] “There is a legitimate reason to have a debate about things like migration. It went too far. It’s been disruptive and destabilizing. And it needs to be fixed in a humane way with secure borders that don’t torture and kill people.” Put it into my veins. Hillary. You didn’t need to do all this. Centrist Amazon. Reasonable Rhonda. I place my arms in reverence before your sensible loafers.
→ Inflation cooling: Ah, inflation is cooling. In fact, it’s at its lowest level in nine months. We’ve escaped the crisis. We won’t need suitcases of cash to pay for groceries. And I knew this would happen. So it turns out, I am smarter than 16 Nobel economists. Yes, me.
 I cannot believe CNN Business and these 16 Nobel economists would lead me astray. (This CNN headline was highlighted by Daniel Baldwin.) You only go to CNN for business news if you want to know what the left wants to happen. It’s useful for that, since communists are actually sometimes powerful in America (see: Chicago). But if you actually want business news, you will need to look elsewhere. And economists, what, you think they’re so special? It’s the fakest social science. Economics is for boys who couldn’t do real math classes. Sorry.

→ A little dramatic?: Members of the American right are convinced that some shadowy forces (the Jews! The Israelis! Jewish Israelis! Democrats! Republicans!) are going to start killing them. I’m serious. They’re all posting these anti-suicide notes. Massie posted this one because he was being accused of holding up the SAVE Act.

It’s a little dramatic, guys. But for the record: I am not suicidal. I eat deli turkey meat for two meals a day, and if I choke on something else and am anywhere but standing right in front of the fridge, it was murder. I go shooting on my family farm too (what up, Massie), and when I do I pose like Charlie’s Angels and wave the gun around at others (but never at myself) because everyone knows that’s hilarious. There is one deep pool of water and I never get in unless I’ve had at least two glasses of wine, so if I’m dead in there and I’m completely sober, then officer, it was murder. And it was Israel.
→ Boneless wings are a lie: A district judge in Illinois declared that Buffalo Wild Wings can continue to sell something they call “boneless wings.” Even though the boneless wing is not a wing! It is chicken nugget meat shaped like a wing. It’s for people too lazy to eat around a bone. People who can only push food into mush. Sickos. Get a real chicken wing. There’s no point in eating if you don’t have a small chance of choking.
→ We must raid the reserves: New York’s mayor Zohran Mamdani has announced that to give city residents all the cool new free stuff, we all have to make some sacrifices. Major. (His first choice is for New York’s governor to simply raise income taxes even higher; get ’em to 60 percent, why not!) But Kathy Hochul has so far refused. And if income taxes on the wealthy and corporations can’t be raised: “We are forced to raid the rainy day fund, the retiree health benefits trust reserve, and to increase property taxes,” Mayor Mamdani said this week. He’s looking at a 9.5 percent property tax hike. See, with all the new government-funded stuff he wants to do, there’s a $5.4 billion budget gap. So I hope your grandma in the home is okay with  watery soup.
Meanwhile, Mamdani is rolling out his new “rental ripoff” hearings, but his administration will ban testimony from anyone renting in public housing. Since the government is a perfect landlord, why would you ever need to complain about it? One other funny thing about the budget: A big chunk of it goes to public schools, which we are always told are “an underfunded, overcrowded public system”; in fact, that’s what The New Yorker called them last week. Like a sort of mantra, we are always told this. No matter that New York spends over $40K a year per student, and that the number of students enrolled dropped by 2.4 percent last year. So technically they’re. . . overfunded and undercrowded. Details! Like your retiree health benefits: They are not important.
And a new favorite character is emerging among his coterie. It’s Mathis E. Roy Vigne, the champagne socialist, whose name, fit for calligraphy, is a big clue: He spends his days doing communism and his nights throwing fits at airlines for business class treatment, including a very upsetting downgrade to economy. On this I must say: Real recognize real.
Example: “Service @ @AmericanAir is beyond disgrace. Have a Transatlantic Business Class Ticket, am entitled to Flagship Lounge access @ ORD—where I went after my inbound flight—but am being denied access this time for no admissible reason. Disgusted. Why should I fly American ever again?”
And: “Earned Flying Blue Silver Status through my travels with @airfrance. Flying TLS-CDG-JFK today, with two complimentary checked bags. Yet, the checking area agent was rude and unhelpful. @AirFranceFR, why do you have to make everything feel like such a pain?”
And: “Not to make things better, @FlySWISS did not finish its beverage service, leaving som pax [ed. note: “some passengers”] with a dry throat because they were late to start. They also forced us to stow our tray tables without collecting our waste. You only get one chance at a good 1st impression.”
I’m in love. I know Mamdani calls himself a socialist, but it’s not real until the administration is entirely run by people who treat a parched throat like a curb stomp. When all of housing is socialized in Mamdani’s New York, you think Mathis E. Roy Vigne will be in a crappy little shoebox like the rest of us pax, at risk of a potential waste collection delay? No, no, silly comrade. You only get one chance at a good 1st impression.
Enjoy a brief interlude from our resident cartoonist (and acclaimed playwright) David Mamet: 

→ The homeless math: Los Angeles County’s Board of Supervisors has approved their new $843 million budget for the Department of Homeless Services and Housing. For 66,000 homeless people. And one local businessman did what you should never do. He ran the numbers. ​​“Someone please stop this madness.” See: $843 million divided by 66K homeless is. . . $13K each. (Some say there are 72K homeless, so it’s $12K, but you get it.) “And nothing changes. It’s a crime.” Here’s my advice: Never do the math on California’s homeless budget. Never divide the big number of San Francisco’s or Los Angeles’s homeless services budget by that small number of homeless folks who they plan to get off the street. You’ll go crazy. The last time someone did the math, I saw them strip naked, throw a computer out the window, and disappear into the ocean. When you hear the latest budget—ten kabillion solid gold doubloons for seven alcoholics who prefer the firmness of the sidewalk to that shelter—you just nod. You accept it. Oh, and by the way, this budget was a huge cut from previous years. Hugely pared back. Want to know how the Los Angeles Times characterized the number?

Don’t do the math. Don’t do it.
One other California tidbit is that the state is now importing a ton of oil through the Bahamas. Why? Because their local oil refineries couldn’t handle all the environmental regulations, so they shut down, which was the goal. But now California just ships oil thousands of nautical miles on tankers, adding huge costs for California drivers. But it feels better, doesn’t it? Sure does for me!
→ AI and the newsroom: One newsroom in Cleveland is telling reporters to largely stop writing and just collect information, then upload that information into AI, which will write it like an article. Here’s how Chris Quinn, editor of The Plain Dealer in Cleveland, explains it:
Because we want reporters gathering information, these jobs are 100 percent reporting. We have an AI rewrite specialist who turns their material into drafts. We fact-check everything. Editors review it. Reporters get the final say. Humans—not AI—control every step. By removing writing from reporters’ workloads, we’ve effectively freed up an extra workday for them each week. They’re spending it on the street—doing in-person interviews, meeting sources for coffee. That’s where real stories emerge, and they’re returning with more ideas than we can handle.

This is actually really smart. This is what reporters who claim to be “writing” are already doing. I’m the last non-AI column writer you’ll find, and it’s only because I’m too lazy to figure out who this “Claude” character is and old enough to know that he’s plotting my downfall. It’s also basically an old newsroom role, that of rewrite man. I remember being a young reporter at the San Francisco Chronicle sending in tidbits from various holiday parades to the rewrite guy, who would slap it all together with nice prose.
And then there’s how not to use AI. Which is having AI make up entire stories, including quotes and sources and like, things that happened. Here’s what Ars Technica wrote in a retraction after being busted doing this: “On Friday afternoon, Ars Technica published an article containing fabricated quotations generated by an AI tool and attributed to a source who did not say them.” Not a great look.
→ There will always be jobs: We just can’t predict what they’ll look like. The latest headline announcing your future career: “DoorDash Drivers Are Getting Paid to Close Waymo Car Doors.” That’s right. The wonderful, self-driving Waymos can’t close their own doors, so when a passenger forgets. . . a human DoorDash driver is being paid to scurry over and shut the door. That could be you! Please submit three references of doors you’ve closed. Who said the AIs are taking our jobs? They’re actually making jobs, which is to say assigning us little tasks in the real world so they can go about their automated business. Beautiful.
→ Do not touch me: There was a big artificial intelligence summit this week, and at the end everyone stood onstage and held hands in a show of camaraderie. Except for OpenAI chief Sam Altman or Anthropic chief Dario Amodei, who used to work at OpenAI before leaving to start his own thing. The men refused to touch. But they didn’t know what to do with their hands, though, so they looked around desperately and then settled on crossing their fists like this:

Elbow to elbow. Fists raised. Like men. (I would pay to watch them fight.) Their tickle areas are on full display. . . . So tempting.
→ You will post forever: The late Scott Adams, the creator of Dilbert who became a podcaster and passed away a month ago, is now being brought back to life as AI. Like completely brought back. You can now watch him doing his normal Real Coffee with Scott Adams series, and it’s his face and his voice, but he’s dead. For those of us with enough video and audio collected during our lifetimes, this is totally possible. The AI that reads these columns in my voice could, I guess, just keep yapping forever. Scrape a few bucks together via subscriptions every month so that my great-great-grandchild can buy a latte once a week from a robot barista. Meanwhile, Meta, the parent company of Instagram and Facebook, has already patented technology to keep someone posting forever. From the patent: “The language model may be used for simulating the user when the user is absent from the social networking system, for example, when the user takes a long break or if the user is deceased.” Posts from the netherworld, just for example.
The implications of all this are endless (read Peter’s great piece here). People haunted by a spouse or friend who died. Governments using it to cover up massacres. I can’t think too hard about it. Better to wait until my AI grandma is brought back to life to tell me I’m eating soup wrong, yet again. (Actually, I would love to talk to my grandma again. Even thinking about it makes me tear up! What I would give to talk to her. Which is why this technology is so very, very scary.)
→ It’s still San Francisco’s economy: No other city is seeing a growth in start-ups, per this fascinating new chart. It’s just not happening.

After you make your money, you move to Miami. But the dream of start-ups on the beach is good and dead. Those beaches are for taking selfies in bikinis and that’s it. A new unicorn out of New York? Not happening. And Atlanta and Los Angeles appear to just be in genuine start-up collapse.
→ Nothing to see here: In criminal justice–related news:

Can’t imagine why we’d need those silly old things. (Labour has been told to stop deleting these archives.)
→ The 9/11 conspiracies are gathering: The storm is brewing ever stronger. And it is saying 9/11 trooooth. For a perfect example, we turn to influential progressive podcast host Cenk Uygur, who wrote in September 2024: “If a Democrat ever associated themselves with 9/11 conspiracy theorists like this. . . right-wing media and mainstream media would tear them to pieces. But Trump does it and people give him a pass, because they expect him to be nuts.” Now it’s 2026, baby! Anyone who’s anyone is doing 9/11 conspiracies! Don’t be lame!

→ News of the Jews: There was an effigy of an “Israeli” at an annual carnival in Andorra, and partygoers strung it up in the air and shot at it. See, it had a Star of David on its face, but it wasn’t antisemitic, just political. This was criticism of a foreign government’s policies, silly, don’t you see that?
The whole scene is straight out of Borat. Who remembers “the running of the Jew”? And the Hamas tunnels are getting a major PR makeover. First, there’s a presentation at City University of New York (CUNY) School of Law: “This anthropologic investigation will examine the history and usage of tunnels in Gaza, focusing on land use and social organization in resistance to colonization.” U.S.-based Dutch artist Robert Roest is finding inspiration in Hamas tunnel glorification: “The light that may appear at some point might be the flashlight of an occupation soldier or a resistance militant, who then ends your life or saves it.” So hopeless, those in the tunnels, just waiting for the righteous flashlight of the resistance militant.
Meanwhile, Matt Lucas, a British Jewish actor/comedian not known for speaking about the conflict, was chased around and videotaped through the London Tube by someone demanding that he Free Palestine. All normal, political speech. Don’t go losing your head!
→ Shooter at Pawtucket hockey rink: Biological males with gender dysphoria have all the strength of a man with all the emotional chaos of a fat estrogenized blob (which is the politically correct term for woman). The latest example here is a trans woman who allegedly killed their ex-wife and son (and themself) at a hockey rink in Rhode Island. There’s nothing funny about this tragedy. Except one tiny part. Which is that the killer, Robert Dorgan, reportedly changed their name not just to Roberta but Roberta Esposito. Yes, Robert Dorgan became not only a woman but a Latina woman. Latinx, if you will. So we’re just playing mix and match now. We’re just putting on a wig and saying “mamacita likey” in public. Let’s throw a little Rachel Dolezal moment in there. Fascinating.
→ Oh, wow:

From the story: “They’ll describe it as like the dull hum that just doesn’t go away,” she said. “I’ve heard it described to me as, ‘I’m a tall person in the body of a short person.’ ” (That passage was highlighted by the great Benjamin Ryan.) It was always going to happen that the language around gender dysphoria, the language of needing our bodies to reflect our inner feelings about ourselves, the language of radical elective surgeries as human rights and lifesaving, would permeate everything else. People feel like they’re tall—don’t you think their bodies should reflect that inner truth? Sorry to go a little blue here, but inside, I truly feel like a person who would have perfect, perky tits, and it causes me distress that they are not perfect, not at all. Therefore, insurance should cover what must be done for me. Anyway, short men do suffer. Anger gets compressed in condensed bodies. I support whatever brutal, femur-smashing efforts they decide to take. TGIF wishes a smooth recovery to the leg stretchers.
→ Seasonal depression is enough for medical suicide in Canada: Kiano Vafaeian, a 26-year-old Canadian with no terminal illness but yes seasonal depression, died by physician-assisted suicide under Canada’s MAID program on December 30, 2025 (Rupa Subramanya wrote about it beautifully). His mother, Margaret Marsilla, had intervened to stop his death in 2022. He had issues. His mom was trying to help. But he ran to the state doctors. I should have included this case a few weeks ago but here goes: It’s really scary to know that the state will welcome a young man like this with open arms, so he can experience a warm and peaceful death. Increasingly, I really do think this is how socialized medical systems will handle doling out healthcare for a big aging population and a big refugee population, and a big poor population, you name it. . . given how small the healthy young worker community is. The math doesn’t work unless these nations just start killing off expensive cases, and anyone else who wishes the sun were out more. Soon, it’ll be something you have to raise your hand to opt out of.
→ Laws I just learned: A London ad was banned by the UK’s Advertising Standards Authority for reinforcing negative stereotypes about black men, since it depicted a black teenager as the harasser in a campaign about intervening in sexual harassment—despite two other versions of the same ad showing white men as perpetrators. This explains a lot. All those times I’ve made fun of ads showing tiny women sexually assaulting men, well, this is why. It’s literally illegal to do otherwise. Only one type of person does the harassing in the UK and it’s white people and ideally white women—don’t you forget it, mate.
→ Loud and Clear Voice Woman: Minnesota lieutenant governor Peggy Flanagan is a member of the White Earth Nation, which is a federally recognized Ojibwe tribe, and I need you to know her Native American name. “My Ojibwe name is Gizhiiwewidamoonkwe, which means ‘Speaks in a Loud and Clear Voice Woman’,” she told a podcast a couple weeks ago. A tribal leader was like, your name is going to be loud aggressive woman. He fully means it as an insult, and she fully takes it as a compliment. It’s beautiful. My Ojibwe name means ‘Woman With Woman No Husband Why, Maybe Tits Saggy.’ It’s so meaningful to me.
TGIF, everyone. I hope you all had a nice Valentine’s Day celebrating the Loud and Clear Voice Woman around you. Or celebrating the man who said that as a compliment, he swears!
TGIF brought to you by Sascha Seinfeld, Suzy Weiss, Olly Wiseman, Natalie Ballard, and Ryan Chowdhury.
And where do you TG? As always, send pics to TGIF@thefp.com.
Parker writes: TGIF’ing from the Bad Bunny halftime show!

Stanley writes: TGIF’ing from South Georgia Island in the South Atlantic before heading to the Antarctic!

Nicole writes: TGIF’ing from the postpartum room after having my second child!

Ray writes: TGIF’ing before a hard day—and happy to ponder the benefits of WFH!

Mike writes: Overlooking the ocean in Half Moon Bay, celebrating my 54th birthday a few days early.

Anna writes: TGIF sunset in Cape Town!

Michele and Larry write: Escaping the Canadian winter hiking Tahquitz Canyon in Palm Springs, California.

Elizabeth writes: TGIF’ing from Portland, OR with Lyle, our 6-month-old Australian Labradoodle.

Katie and John write: We read this week’s TGIF while waiting for Nick Offerman’s show to start in Salem, Oregon.

Anne writes: Enjoying TGIF on the train, traveling from Milan to Cortina. Go Team USA!

Amy writes: We TGIF while visiting our son, who is at school in NY (a beautiful—but cold—winter wonderland for these Arizonans!).

Catherine writes: TGIF in NOLA during Mardi Gras with Hogs for a Cause!

Katharine and Jennifer write: We TGIF with a couple slices of our favorite sourdough bread!

Shelley writes: ﻿I read TG while giving a 5’ potty break to another anesthesiologist.

David writes: TGIF in Gustavia.

TGIF!

The Free Press earns a commission from any purchases made through all book links in this article.
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  If you were to name the defining figures of the 21st-century conservative movement, Dennis Prager would surely rank near the top of the list. A longtime radio host and founder of digital educational platform PragerU, he is one of the world’s best-known public intellectuals, publishing more than a dozen books on religion, morality, and the foundations of Western civilization.
His latest book, “If There Is No God: The Battle Over Who Defines Good and Evil,” hits shelves next week. Drawn from a weekend-long lecture Prager delivered to 74 teenagers in 1992, it is a full-throated defense of objective, biblical morality at a time, he says, when more people dispute its existence than ever before. Though rooted in an earlier moment, the book holds new weight: In 2024, Prager suffered a catastrophic fall that paralyzed him from the waist down.
“A certain percentage of this book,” he reveals in the introduction, “was written by dictation and editing from my hospital bed. Were it not for Joel Alperson, who also organized and recorded the entire weekend, the book would not have been finished. We completed the book together. It is a testament to how important we both consider this work.”
Next week, our Abigail Shrier will interview Prager from his hospital room, so stay tuned for their full conversation. And below, we bring you an exclusive excerpt from his book, answering a question that many of us ask every day: In a world where profoundly evil things happen, how do we raise good people? —The Editors

Ever since I was very young, I have been preoccupied with one issue: Why do people hurt other people? Why do people do evil?
I was born in 1948, only three years after the Holocaust. I’m a third-generation American. Yet, when I was a kid, from the earliest time I could think, the Holocaust consumed me. When I was about 10, I watched a program on television, and I saw an image of Adolf Hitler. I asked my father, “Who is that man?” He said, “He was Hitler, and he killed six million Jews.”

Now, most kids would think, Whoa, that’s bad, and then go on with their day. I thought, Whoa, that’s bad, but did not go on with my day and haven’t ever since, even though I lost no relatives in the Holocaust. The Holocaust is so horrible that you don’t have to be Jewish to wonder, How did the most civilized country in the world orchestrate such a horror? Or to put it philosophically, How did the country that gave us Beethoven, Bach, Schiller, Thomas Mann, and other unique figures in the sciences and arts also give us Auschwitz?





Because Americans have been spared much of the suffering the world has known, we have grown up somewhat naive about humanity. The typical American’s response to inhumanity is, “They’re ‘sick.’ ” But how can that be? Did a massive number of Germans all of a sudden become psychologically ill? Were all the sadists who worked in the concentration camps sick? Were all the Germans who watched their longtime neighbors being rounded up and sent away sick?
How do horrible things happen? Why do we have to lock the doors to our house every night? Why do we need car alarms? Why are most women afraid of walking alone in virtually any of America’s big cities at night? Why do people do so many bad things?
And, given how much cruelty human beings have engaged in—human sacrifice, slavery, mass murder, torture, rape, child abuse—how do we make good people?

One of my biggest worries in life is that people these days are animated more by feelings than by values.
Let me explain what I mean. Imagine you are walking along a body of water—a river, lake, or ocean—with your dog, when suddenly you notice your dog has fallen into the water and appears to be drowning. About 100 feet away, you notice a stranger, a person you don’t know, is also drowning. Assuming your dog can’t swim, and also assuming that you would like to save both your dog and the stranger, the question is: Who would you try to save first?
If your inclination is to save your dog, that means you were animated by feelings. Your feelings are understandable, and as I own two dogs, I fully relate. You love your dog more than the stranger, and I do, too.
But the whole point of values is to hold that something is more important than your feelings. There is no ambivalence in the Bible about this. “Thou shalt not murder” is not for one group alone. “Thou shalt not steal” is not for one group alone. It is for every human being. Human beings are created in God’s image. Therefore, human life is sacred and animal life is not. You should save the stranger.

Unfortunately, those universal values are not what we’re teaching people today. I was recently in Cleveland doing a television show. The audience was composed of students from six different Cleveland high schools. And the students were of different races, ethnicities, socioeconomic backgrounds, and religions. I asked them a question: “If you really wanted a certain item, would you shoplift if you were sure you could get away with it?”
Nearly all those kids said yes. And even the handful who would not shoplift were not prepared to say the others were wrong. Why? Because, they said, everything is a matter of opinion.
The great moral tragedy of our time is that feelings have replaced values. And they shouldn’t. Feelings are beautiful. Feelings are wonderful. It’s good to cry, it’s good to laugh, it’s good to love, it’s good to care, it’s good to have compassion. Feelings are what make us human. But values must always come first.
Hitler felt that Jews should be destroyed. Whites in South Africa felt that apartheid was right, that blacks shouldn’t be allowed to use white bathrooms or white restaurants or go to white businesses or live in white neighborhoods. Feelings cannot determine what is right.
In fact, the Bible repeatedly warns people not to rely on their hearts. If you want to know why so many people reject Bible-based religions, there it is: Most people want to be governed by their feelings and not have anyone—be it God or a book—tell them otherwise.
The battle in America and the rest of the Western world today is between the Bible and the heart.

Millions of people today are atheist or agnostic. If you are one of them, my goal is not to convince you that God exists. But I am asking you to live as if you believe God exists, and by extension, as if you believe objective good and evil exist.
Why? Because for a good society to maintain itself, we need objective morality. What would happen to math if it were reduced to feeling? There would be no math. Likewise, if we reduce morality to feeling, there would be no morality. In other words, if values and feelings are identical, there would be no such thing as a value.
Imagine a child in kindergarten who sees a box of cookies meant for the whole class and takes them all for himself. Most people would acknowledge that the child has to be taught that this is wrong. But if values were derived from feelings, this child would keep all the cookies on the basis of his personal value that whoever gets to the cookies first gets to keep them. It’s not as though this philosophy is without precedent. It has been the way many of the world’s societies have looked at life: “Might makes right.”
Values measure your actions against an ultimate authority. Feelings measure your actions against nothing at all.

That’s precisely why the Ten Commandments outlaw stealing. Because stealing is normal. The whole purpose of moral and legal codes is to forbid people from acting on their natural feelings.
Consider another example, this one far more serious. In virtually every past society, a vast number of women and girls have been raped. In wartime, when victorious armies could essentially do what they wanted, rape was the norm, with few exceptions, such as the American, British, and Israeli armies. Only men whose behavior is guided by values rather than feelings do not rape in such circumstances.
Both of these vastly different examples prove the same thing: To lead good lives, people must first learn Bible-based values, mandated when they are children. Over time, that instruction generates moral values, which then produce moral feelings. But we cannot rely on feelings first to determine how we act. When we do, the world descends into chaos, and people tear each other apart. Values measure your actions against an ultimate authority. Feelings measure your actions against nothing at all.

And so the answer to these questions—why are there so many problems? Why are people behaving so badly?—is clear. Fewer and fewer people are telling their children two of the most powerful words in our language: “That’s wrong.”
When my son was 3, he was pushed down by a 5-year-old in a park, and his head hit the concrete. My son was fine, but it was an ugly scene. Then the 5-year-old kid’s mother went over to her son, hugged him, and said, “What’s bothering you, darling?”
In that moment, the mother essentially said to her son: “Your feelings are more important than right and wrong.”
People in the West have been trying to teach values without reference to God and the Bible since the late 18th century, and in America since World War II. This has been a moral and intellectual failure. The most secular institutions, the universities, have produced the worst ideas: multiculturalism, moral relativism, opposition to capitalism, virulent anti-Americanism . . . the list goes on.
Ethics cut off from their biblical roots are like flowers cut off from their roots in the soil. Someone could look at the flowers and say, “These flowers look great. Apparently, they can survive when cut from their soil.” That is how people look at Bible-based or Judeo-Christian ethics cut from their religious soil. They appear to survive for a few generations. But like flowers, they will eventually wither and die.





So, yes, you can teach people good values without faith. And I wish we would—that is certainly better than teaching bad values or no values. But without God and the Bible, they won’t last. Goodness without God isn’t as strong as goodness with God.
Again, you don’t need to believe in God. But deciding between right and wrong is essentially impossible without a value system revealed by God. If there isn’t a God who says pushing little kids down—or raping women—is wrong, then all we have to go by are feelings, and then doing whatever you feel like doing isn’t wrong at all.
We’re not talking about theory. We’re living in a country where every few minutes a woman is raped, every minute a car is stolen, and every few hours a human being is murdered. The people committing these crimes don’t act on the basis of biblical values; they act on the basis of feelings.
This is not a wholesale indictment of feelings. Feelings are what most distinguish humans from robots. Feelings make us feel alive. Without feelings, life wouldn’t be worth living. But feelings alone are morally unreliable. Guided by feelings, every type of behavior is justifiable: If you feel like shoplifting and act on your feelings, you’ll shoplift. If a man is sexually aroused by a woman, he will rape her. And, of course, if you have deeper feelings for your pet than for a stranger, you’ll save your dog and let the stranger drown.
If we rely solely on feelings, everything is justifiable. And a society that justifies everything stands for nothing.

Adapted from the forthcoming book If There Is No God: The Battle Over Who Defines Good and Evil by Dennis Prager. Copyright 2026 by Dennis Prager. Printed with permission from Broadside Books and HarperCollins Publishers.
The Free Press earns a commission from any purchases made through all book links in this article.
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  “Everyone here is insane,” says a man who introduces himself as Wizard.
He is holding a staff, and uses it to gesture at the desert around us. His long white beard trickles over the slogan on his T-shirt: “I support sex workers.”
Wizard, in his late 70s, has lived in Slab City for more than a decade. He describes himself as an amateur sociologist, which is a polite way of saying he has spent decades watching broken people arrive, then try (and usually fail) to knit themselves back together.
Slab City is often described as “the last free place in America.” In reality, it’s a collection of semipermanent camps squatting on land in Imperial County in Southern California. There is no running water, official electricity, taxes, or real government infrastructure.

Recreational vehicles, or RVs, sit alongside homes hammered together from reclaimed wood and corrugated metal. On the outskirts, tents sag and tear in the desert wind. Everything is the color of old blood and oxidized tin, shimmering in desert heat that can soar beyond 120 degrees.
Slab City has been the subject of endless breathless documentaries and photo-essays. Usually, it’s framed as some sort of anarchic utopia, a frontier fantasy played out in real life. Slab City is, we’re told, about Americans opting out, artists rejecting capitalism, veterans finding their peace off the grid.
But how does that play out in reality?
Today, depending on the season, anywhere from a few hundred to a few thousand people live in Slab City, and few of them would describe it as a utopia. Drugs are everywhere. Crime exists, if unevenly enforced. The heat is punishing, and the living conditions are brutal.
People who have slipped through the cracks of American life arrive carrying trauma, addiction, and paranoia, and the desert has a way of amplifying it all. If Slab City really is the last free place in America, what does that say about the rest of the country?

If anyone’s to blame for Slab City, it’s the U.S. military. During the Second World War, American military officers believed this stretch of desert, 50 miles north of the Mexican border, would be the perfect place to prepare troops for a potential North African campaign. It was hot, arid, and brutal—a convincing simulation of a Libyan or Tunisian desert.
By 1942, Camp Dunlap, as it was called, contained dozens of buildings, a swimming pool, and a lab to test how concrete would survive in extreme desert conditions. It survived very well indeed.
When the Marine Corps camp was eventually decommissioned, the land was returned to the State of California in 1961 with no plan for its restoration. The buildings were dismantled and equipment hauled away, but nobody could be bothered to do anything about the concrete slabs that lay underneath.

So the slabs were left behind, surrounded by mountains still used for aerial target practice; it doesn’t exactly scream Garden of Eden. But free land is free land, and for some that was enough.
The first settlers were veterans and workers connected to the nearby military installations. Later came drifters, then RV owners looking for a free place to park up for the winter. Slab City remained marginal and largely invisible until the late ’70s, when America’s growing community of RV campers discovered it by accident. A 1988 article in the San Diego Reader  reframed the slabs as an opportunity: Come to Slab for free land, balmy winters, and like-minded people.
By the ’80s, Slab City had become a seasonal migration point, with a few hundred people settling in for the winter months and thousands more passing through each year. They gave themselves a name: Slabbies. Everyone else: Normies.
Today, that pattern remains pretty much unchanged. There are a few hundred year-round residents, the ones who endure the July and August heat. And then there are “the snowbirds,” the migratory population who arrive in October, swell the population tenfold and leave again in the spring.

The drive to Slab City from Los Angeles is a brutal one.
You leave the manicured desert oasis of Palm Springs and head east into Imperial County. This is farmland California, hardscrabble and poor.
After two and half hours, take the highway that skirts around the edge of the Salton Sea. The “sea” from which it gets its name was immaculately conceived when water breached an irrigation canal in 1905, causing the Colorado River to flood the barren salt plains. As the baking sun concentrated its salinity, the fish began dying in waves. The smell of their rotting bodies still perfumes the air.
And then, out of nowhere, the town of Niland appears. It’s the last outpost before the slabs. There’s a railway station, a loose collection of bungalows, a general store and, of course, a bar.
You get past Niland and then you stumble across Salvation Mountain, on the outskirts of Slab City. A huge, artificial Technicolor hill, emblazoned with a simple evangelical all-caps message: GOD IS LOVE.
It is the work of Leonard Knight, an evangelical drifter and OG Slabbie who spent decades building the monument and sleeping in a truck at its base, refusing money and help. Old footage on YouTube shows a man with cracked, leathery skin and a gentle voice. He died in 2014.

Today, the mound is besieged by day-trippers. As I park alongside hybrid plug-ins with license plates from states all over the U.S., a volunteer hands me a flyer. Would I like to make a donation to the government-registered charity that supports Knight’s legacy? It is the first chink in the armor of Slab’s libertarian myth.
Tourists come from all over the world, she explains. There is reportedly a model of the mountain in a museum in Japan. Tour buses pull in, people pose for photographs, and then they leave.
“Most people turn around here,” the volunteer explains. “They tick Slab City off without ever seeing it.”

Carry on beyond Salvation Mountain and Slab City’s dwellings come into view. Signs line the dirt track: “No entry. Fuck off, normies.”
The irony is that the anarchic utopia of Slab City is navigable on Google Maps. There are notional street names, arranged in a grid like myriad other cities. Despite the handful of people who moved here “to escape 5G,” there’s 5G signal here, too. Even Amazon delivers. It is the most on-grid off-grid place in America.
On the edge of the camp, Dot’s home rises out of the sand like a child’s imagination left unattended for 20 years. Sculptures sprout from the desert floor, lashed together from whatever people have abandoned or dragged here. A 50-year-old Greyhound bus, silver skin dulled to the color of old cutlery, leans permanently at an angle, stuffed full of clothes, costumes, and fabrics.
At the entrance is a donation box: “Suggested: $5.”
Dot, a spry, early-50s woman with a desert tan and cropped blond hair, is already halfway through a tour. A handful of intrepid tourists are the oxygen that keeps parts of Slab City alive now. Two Midwesterners in jorts follow her around, gawping and pointing.
When they leave, the performance begins afresh for me. “I didn’t come here to be free,” she explains. “I came here because it was the only place that didn’t ask me to be anything.”
Dot moved to Slab City five years ago, after a spell living on the road and selling art out of an RV. She found the total freedom more stressful than liberating. Here, she says, the audience is captive, and her work gets seen. Her home now doubles as one of the settlement’s informal attractions, advertised around Slab City as “House of Dots.”
“I didn’t come here to be free. I came here because it was the only place that didn’t ask me to be anything.” —Dot, a resident of Slab City

She tells me what it’s actually like to live here. There is, obviously, no running water. Some residents scrape together enough cash from welfare, odd jobs, and donations to pay a Slabbie known as Water Boy to deliver bottles from Niland. Others steal it from the fenced-off Coachella Canal that snakes nearby.
Dot describes the two kinds of people who live in the area. There are the older residents who have been here for decades. They see themselves as stewards, rather than squatters. They organize cleanups and mediate disputes; they believe, genuinely, in Slab City as a place with values, even if they are mostly unwritten.
And then there are the wreckheads, who see Slab City as a place to party. “It’s not all rosy,” she says. “You’re not here on a Monday—that’s when the kids go wild.” In the late afternoon, Dot explains, dreadlocked 20-somethings descend on Slab’s decades-old skate park, speakers blasting, dogs barking, fires burning in oil drums. Meth pipes pass from hand to hand.
Fortunately, it’s Saturday when I visit, which, Dot tells me, means there will be a weekly open-mic night at the only bar in town, The Range.

The desert is pitch black by the time I reach The Range, right in the center of town. A dozen or so cars are parked in front of the venue. A stage cobbled together from pallets and scrap metal glows under strings of colored bulbs. Around 40 people look on.
The Range was featured in Into the Wild, a film directed by Sean Penn about the nomadic life of Chris McCandless. According to the locals, Penn was so enamored with the place that he left his lighting rig and stage equipment behind. It is now part of Slab City’s infrastructure.
Our MC tonight, as it is every Saturday, is Builder Bill. At 77, he’s a desert Father Christmas: bushy beard, big belly, suspenders. He staggers up onstage, introducing one act after another, taking nips from a hip flask between announcements. “Alright, you beautiful degenerates,” he gargles into the microphone.
Just as Dot promised, there’s a definite split. An older, hippyish crowd sits to one side, relishing their one social function of the week. Opposite is a constellation of meth-heads and a group in their 20s.
“I don’t abuse drugs,” one gloats. “I treat them well.” Mystery pipes are being passed around.
For the older contingent, there’s also a burger stand. Standing in line is Steve, a mid-50s man double-fisting cans of Budweiser.

“South Dakota,” he says, lifting one can in half salute. “Been coming here 10 years.”
He snorts when I ask if he’s a snowbird. “Yeah, 10 months here, then I summer in the mountains. It’s too damn hot here during July and August. So hot that folks begin to go crazy.” He cracks open another can.
“I’m from a loving family,” he continues, unprompted. “Seven siblings. They’ve all got normal jobs—accountants, ranchers, nurses. But this just feels like home.”
I ask how he finds it. “If you’re steady, you’re fine,” he replies. “If you ain’t, this place’ll find that out real quick. Drugs are a problem, and it tends to attract a . . . certain kind of person. A lot of them have serious issues.”
Steve laughs when I ask what happens to those people. “Cops are out here most days now,” he says. “People think it’s the Wild West. It’s more like a neglected neighborhood where the police only show up if something’s on fire or someone’s been killed.”
And what of disputes between residents?
“Oh, it’s self-policing,” Steve replies. “Always has been. . . . We got an unofficial sheriff. We call it ‘slab justice.’ ”





Slab justice, he adds, is simple. If someone behaves badly, first they get the soft touch. They’re told to leave, driven to Niland, and dumped at the crossroads. If they don’t go, their camp goes up in flames. I’m told this happens at least once a month.
When I ask Steve what kind of behavior earns a burnout, he doesn’t hesitate. “Pedophiles,” he says. “They get out, or they die.”
A recent post in a Slab City Facebook group confirms this sentiment. It shows a cartoon of a man pointing a gun at a victim’s head. “Dead pedophiles don’t re-offend,” it warns.

The Oasis Club is the closest thing Slab City has to a community center. It opens early, and I arrive at 8 a.m. The mercury is already nudging into the mid 80s.
Builder Bill, last night’s MC, arrives after a few minutes, and starts describing his journey from San Diego in 1998. He was homeless, needed a place to live, and stumbled across Slab City. “I could’ve ended up in prison,” he says, casually. “But I ran away out here.”
Bill lives year-round in a semipermanent camp close to The Range, in a cluster of patched-together structures he’s built and rebuilt over decades. He lives alone, keeps a low profile during the week, and surfaces on Saturdays.
“Everybody here has some reason why they aren’t good out there,” Bill says, pointing to Babylon, the Slabbie term for the outside world. “And they find themselves welcomed here.”
He believes every society should have a Slab City: “It’s like a pressure-release valve. Where would these people go otherwise?”
Bill describes the Flamingo Camp—a cluster of tents on the outer limit of Slab City. It’s a village for queer and transgender people who fell out of their hometowns and ended up here. “They accept you,” he says. “Doesn’t matter if you haven’t got money. They won’t judge you.”

Before they leave, the snowbirds usually stop by Slab City’s “gift shop,” slightly outside the main grid. For sale are Slab City T-shirts, trinkets, stickers, all made by local artists. Ten dollars will get you a hand-stamped Slab City dog tag.
The shop’s owner is Jimi Austin James, who has lived on the Slabs for 18 years. Once upon a time, James was a traveling musician from Arizona, playing in bars all over the West. He lived and toured in a yellow school bus. Then the bus broke down, halfway up the Flagstaff mountains. Police told him he had two hours to move. He got a tow to Slab City and has been here ever since, pointing to the hitherto-unnoticed yellow school bus lurking behind his camp.
“It’s pure hell in the summer,” he says immediately, as if to correct any lingering romance. “And I’m here year-round.”

James tries to keep a distance from the chaos. “The drugs, man,” he says. “It’s gotten worse.” Some dealers live in Slab City all year, embedded in the camps. Others arrive seasonally, following the same winter migration as the snowbirds. Mexico is an hour’s drive away, and the cartels supply the area.
“They’re clever, these dealers,” he continues. “They know how to get your money.” If someone’s on social security, a veterans’ check, or on disability payments, that income becomes predictable, and the people supplying the drugs know exactly when it arrives and exactly how long it takes to disappear.
For these people, food appears just often enough to keep bodies functioning, often through weekly soup kitchens put on by better-off residents. Once the basics are covered, every remaining dollar flows in one direction.
“That’s their trick,” James says. “They make sure people don’t need to spend money on anything else. And if you can’t pay, well, they’ll fuck you up. It can be a horrible place, man.”

Just as there are two types of people here, broadly divided by age, there are two types of dwellings in Slab. There are “the nice camps,” with solar panels and small gardens that look like off-grid Pinterest boards.
Further east, there is the other Slab, where ordered dysfunction is replaced by a cluster of tents. Burned-out sites leave black scars in the sand. People of indeterminate sex and age lie passed out on the ground in the heat, bodies flattened by sun and drugs.





I drove through this area with James. “People stay up for days out here,” James says, shaking his head. “Three days, sometimes more, no sleep, just meth and gear and whatever someone’s handed them that week. And after a while, they don’t know what’s real anymore. They think someone’s stolen from them, money or dope or something they can’t even remember having, and half the time it’s just been moved or lost, but by then, it doesn’t matter because they’re already convinced.” From there, the escalation is almost procedural.
“One camp goes up,” he continues, “and then the other person figures they’ve got to answer that, so theirs goes up, too, and pretty soon you’ve got three or four camps burned out over nothing more than someone being awake too long and too sure they were wronged.”
We drive past the Church of Enlightenment, a low, ramshackle compound stitched together from scrap wood, tarpaulin, and hay bales. A skeletal wooden tower rises from the center.
“It should be called the Church of Fentanyl,” James says wearily. It’s now an open-air market for hard drugs, and James doesn’t want to stop.
Are people religious here? “Some are,” he replies. “Others pretend to be. Every few weeks the do-gooder God Squad shows up trying to make a difference.” They repeat the same bits of scripture, hand out hot dogs and supplies.
We continue driving past the imaginary border where I had assumed Slab City ends. There is plastic everywhere, oceans of it, dumped because there is no municipal system to pick it up. We pass the shell of a huge mobile home, and James tells me someone died there—an accidental overdose a few months ago. Nearby, a woman stands too close to a burn barrel, flames licking.
I mention the phrase people always reach for—“the last free place in America”— and James shakes his head. He says he’s tired of it, so I ask why he stays.
James shrugs. “I do still like it here,” he says. “I’ve found a rhythm.” Then he adds: “And where the hell else would I go?”

This piece was originally published in Dispatch, a British magazine for long-form storytelling.
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  One particular novel is all over the Epstein files: Vladimir Nabokov’s “Lolita.”
Among the more than three million files related to Jeffrey Epstein that were released three weeks ago are scores of references to the book. “Lolita” pops up in emails and in photos, released by the House Committee on Oversight, that show young women with quotes from the book written on their bodies.
Reportedly, this was the one and only book Epstein kept at his bedside table. He owned a first edition. He was a massive fan of Nabokov. And, of course, his plane was famously nicknamed the “Lolita Express.”
“Lolita” is a book about a 37-year-old man who kidnaps and serially rapes a 12-year-old girl. There has long been a fascination with “Lolita” in American pop culture. The illicit relationship it depicts is often glamorized in film, music, and art.
Today, Rafaela Siewert interviews Shilo Brooks about “Lolita”—and how a novel about a homicidal pedophile rapist came to occupy such a prominent place in American life. You can watch the full episode below or listen on Apple, Spotify, or wherever you get your podcasts.

The following has been edited for length and clarity.

Why is Humbert Humbert such a compelling character?
Rafaela Siewert: There are moments where Humbert Humbert refers to himself as a pervert. He has some degree of self-awareness. Does the book ask the reader to humanize this man, even though he’s a predator? How do you understand Nabokov’s intent here?
Shilo Brooks: Part of the genius of Nabokov as a writer is that you do come to sympathize with Humbert Humbert in a bizarre way. And it makes you feel uncomfortable because you start to see his point of view, even though it is clear from the very beginning that this book will be told from the perspective of an insane person. Nabokov is interested in exploring, like any great artist, the full range of human psychic possibility in all of its goodness and all of its evil.

You can see this today in our fascination with true-crime novels. People want that forbidden stuff. They want to see people bleed. They want to see people murder. They want to kind of get into the head of such a person. Well, Nabokov does that here with arguably the crime that is the most severe—arguably even more than murder—which is pedophilia.
RS: He’s a narcissist. He’s a murderer. He’s a rapist. He’s a pedophile. He manipulates everyone around him to get access to this 12-year-old child. And still, I think a lot of people read him as a compelling character. Why do you think it is that he reads as compellingly as he does?
SB: You know, I wonder about that myself. I mean, some of this has to do with who he is. He’s sort of a tall, dark, and handsome type of man. He’s very intelligent. He’s a literary scholar. He’s well-read, he’s sophisticated. He’s constantly making literary references in the book. I mean, Humbert comes to life as this charismatic, well-spoken gentleman of a man. And I think anytime you encounter a character like that, who is so far from the ordinary, who is charismatic at the same time that he’s terrifying, it makes you sit up. And so I think that’s part of what’s compelling about him.
Does Nabokov have a moral obligation as an artist?
RS: Nabokov, in interviews, described Humbert Humbert as a vain and cruel wretch who manages to appear touching. And I think critics would ask: Can you have a book that is anti-pedophile and also narrated by a pedophile? I think that tension in and of itself has led to so many people feeling offended by this book.
SB: I think it’s brilliant on Nabokov’s part. He doesn’t ask someone who’s not a pedophile what is the situation with pedophilia. He takes us into the mind of such a person, and therefore we become acquainted with the crime and with the mental situation of the individual in a much more intimate and complex way.
I think Nabokov was asked this question and claimed not to have had a moral intention. I have this quote here by him where he said, “No, it’s not my sense of the immorality of the Humbert Humbert-Lolita relationship that is strong. It’s Humbert’s sense,” meaning it’s not me who reacts to this relationship. I don’t have a view of it. I present Humbert’s view of it. He says he cares about her. I do not. I do not give a damn for public morals in America or elsewhere.
Now, you can condemn him for saying that. But in a way, it’s the statement of an artist. He’s saying this is the presentation of a situation. It is not my job to be the moral police. It is my job to invite you into the situation and let you make up your own mind. And so I do think that the book can be anti-pedophilia. It may well be pro-pedophilia—after all, many people have read it that way—but Nabokov himself seemed to say that it’s not my job to make up your mind on that for you or to be the moral police.
RS: Since its inception, it seems that people have misunderstood the purpose of this book. Nabokov’s European agent sent him a note about the publisher’s response to the manuscript, and the note said: “He finds the book not only admirable from the literary point of view, but he thinks that it might lead to a change in social attitudes toward the kind of love described in Lolita.”
Similarly, decades later, it seems that Jeffrey Epstein was reading the novel not as a moral indictment, but as erotica. What do you make of that misinterpretation that has just stuck through decades? And it sort of raises the question of impact versus intent. Nabokov—his intent may be to depict a pedophile in a way that is sort of like a devil in plain sight, but other people have, I think, in a way, read it totally differently.
SB: Well, I think this is the case with any great piece of art. It’s almost like a child. When you have it, you can shape and cultivate it. But you then release it into the world and what it does is not up to you anymore, and the kind of thing that it becomes is not up to you anymore.
I’m not sure that he had an intention other than to write the best novel that he could and be immersed in an emotion that was complicated and perplexing and present it in all of its multifaceted complexity.
How others interpret it is not in his control. It’s not in any artist’s control. And so, you know, I grant Lolita has probably had some anti-pedophilia impact. And it’s probably—I mean, it’s definitely had some pro-pedophilia impact. But I trust Nabokov when he says I don’t give a damn about public morals. I mean, as an artist, that’s his statement.
And it may be wrong, and we probably should give a damn about public morals, especially when they concern 12-year-olds. But that was his view, and I’m tempted to try to understand him as he understood himself.
What did Jeffrey Epstein love about “Lolita”?
RS: What do you make of Epstein’s fascination with this book? It seems like he had a more superficial reading, like it was almost like erotica to him.
SB: I don’t know the man. And I hesitate to enter into his psyche. But I will say this: If he were reading it only as erotica, he would have missed the profundity of the thing.
After all, this was written in 1950. It’s not like a romantic novel today where it’s just all the description of all the pulsating parts and all that. That’s not what’s going on here. And so if you’re reading for that, it’s fairly subdued erotica.
But I think if that’s all you get from it, you miss it, because there are places at the end of the novel that maybe Epstein should have read with more care, where Humbert Humbert seems to say: I know that I ruined her life. I know that I robbed her of childhood. There is a very beautiful passage on the second-to-last page when he hears children playing in the distance—the swing, the crack of a baseball bat at a park, the sound of children running and dogs barking and leaves rustling and them chasing each other.
And he says what’s most missing from that is that Lolita’s voice is not among those children. And that indicates that he knew what a monster he was and what he took from her. And so I think if you’re reading it just as erotica, you miss the fact that Humbert begins to see and begins to reflect on the fact that he’s a monster. And his relationship to Lolita is not one of mere superficial and occasional sex. It’s one of interior torment. He’s tormented by what he himself acknowledges is a perverse neurosis, a perverse pathology.
How pop culture warped the meaning of the book:
RS: There are two film adaptations, one by Stanley Kubrick, another one by Adrian Lyne. Lana Del Rey has a 2012 song called “Lolita.” She also references Lolita in her other catalog of music. Katy Perry talks about her obsession with Lolita. Lena Dunham has called it one of her favorite books. There have been musical and stage adaptations, ballets, and fashion subcultures. Even this past weekend, which was Valentine’s Day weekend, a famous indie movie theater in Brooklyn screened Lolita. Why do you think it has such a prominent place in American culture?
SB: It seems to me that there’s a glamorization of the girl because the girl is somehow tempting and tantalizing to the man. And so that glamorization requires us to forget who Humbert Humbert is. It requires us to negate from our minds the fact that the girl is only possible because a man has fallen in love with a 12-year-old child.
And so I think that the contemporary kind of glamorization, fetishization of Lolita, attempts to imitate her, to hold her up on a pedestal, are misplaced because they overlook the fact that she’s only possible because a man abused her, because a man took advantage of her.
I’m the father of a young daughter. This is not funny, and it’s not something for music videos, it’s not a branding opportunity. This is really serious. And I think those people probably just see the name. Maybe they’ve never read the novel. They know she was a young girl. They know she was a girl of some beauty. And, you know, the color of her skin and her hair. And if you were, you know, 25, it might be flattering. But this is a child.
RS: Well, I think part of the myth around Lolita is dependent on the erasure of Humbert Humbert in pop culture. We always hear about Lolita, but we don’t hear about Humbert Humbert. And, you know, one interesting thing is I think Lolita is used as shorthand for a young woman who is like the archetype of female sexuality, but not necessarily someone who’s underage. It’s been totally changed in meaning. And we don’t have Humbert Humbert as shorthand for an abusive, predatory figure.
And the movie adaptations are quite a bit of a departure from the book. You know, Stanley Kubrick’s 1962 film fundamentally misunderstood the novel. I mean, Kubrick is quoted saying, “To me, Lolita seemed a very sad and tender love story,” and the movie comes across as a dark comedy. Do you think part of the affection for the story is that we are sort of obsessed as a culture with sexual taboos?
SB: Yeah. I think that’s part of why this is fascinating and popular. Although I would extend that from sexual taboo to a culture obsessed with the allure of moral violations, simply. I mean, we mentioned true crime and those sorts of things a moment ago and that genre.
But, you know, I should start a true-crime podcast because I’ll be number one immediately. We’re obsessed with moral violation, whether it’s sexual violation, whether it’s murder. And, you know, whatever the case may be, we want, in a way, to get into the heads of those people and to live lives that we ourselves would forbid ourselves, if we’re sane, but are fascinated with nonetheless. I think that’s probably part of the allure of Lolita.
What makes “Lolita” a masterpiece?
RS: Why do you think specifically it is a masterpiece and has entered the American canon?
SB: Nabokov’s third language was English; his first language was Russian. And so to have a novel that’s written in this way—he says “this was my experiment with the English language”—like, this thing takes your breath away, the way that it’s written.
I’m just now talking in terms of the craft of writing—just the words on the page and the way they’re put together is astonishing. To say nothing of the plotting, to say nothing of the story, to say nothing of the exploration of evil—that all of that is there, too, in addition to a mastery of the English language by a person who didn’t even speak it natively, is astonishing and a testament to his genius.
I think why it’s become so—that’s why it’s a masterpiece—is that it deals with an emotion that’s forbidden. It does it in a very artful way, in a way that is psychologically very, very complex. One of the reasons I think the novel endures is that it holds up a mirror to, first of all, yourself. What do you make of this? Make up your mind. Do you empathize with Humbert? Do you hate him? Do you come around to his point of view? Or the whole time, do you think he’s a monster? Make up your mind about him. React to this character. Get to know him through his own memoir.
That’s really powerful, because through getting to know him, we come to know ourselves. What are our limits? What are the things that disgust us? What do we think love is? Is this excusable to us? And so we are asked to cross-examine ourselves by way of Nabokov asking us questions through Lolita.
So that’s one aspect of it. The other aspect of it is that people like Humbert exist in our society. Simply. They always will. It’s impossible, it seems to me, unless there’s some Ozempic-like drug for pedophilia, to eradicate this from our society. And so insofar as that’s the case, better to shine light on it and try to understand it than to deny it and simply sweep it under the rug. The problem is those people who would glorify this rather than be troubled by it, I think, need to reexamine the text.

The Free Press earns a commission from any purchases made through all book links in this article.
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The Most Controversial Novel in American Literature


A book so disturbing that no American or British publisher would touch it. A narrator so charming that readers forget they're being manipulated by a monster. A twelve-year-old girl whose voice we never truly hear.


Vladimir Nabokov's Lolita, published in 1955, remains one of the most debated novels ever written—a work that simultaneously appears on nearly every "greatest novels" list while generating endless controversy about what, exactly, it's trying to say.


The surface plot is straightforward and horrifying: a middle-aged European intellectual named Humbert Humbert sexually abuses a child named Dolores Haze over several years. But Lolita is not really about what happens. It's about how Humbert tells us what happens—and how easily beautiful language can make us complicit in evil.


The Story Humbert Wants You to Believe


The novel opens with a fictitious foreword by a psychologist named John Ray Jr., who explains that he's publishing the memoir of a man who recently died in jail awaiting trial. This framing device—a common technique in early novels—establishes that what follows is supposedly a true confession.


Humbert tells us he was born in Paris in 1910 to an English mother and a Swiss father. He grew up on the French Riviera, where at age thirteen he fell desperately in love with a girl named Annabel Leigh. Before they could consummate their relationship, Annabel died of typhus.


This, Humbert claims, broke something in him.


He explains that Annabel's death caused him to become obsessed with a specific type of girl—children between nine and fourteen years old whom he calls "nymphets." He presents this as a tragedy that happened to him, a condition he suffers from, rather than a choice he makes.


This is the first of many moments where Nabokov tests the reader's moral attention.


The Trap Springs


After years in Europe—teaching French literature, briefly married, spending time in mental institutions—Humbert emigrates to America before World War II. In 1947, he moves to a small New England town called Ramsdale to work on an academic book in peace.


The house he planned to rent burns down. Looking for alternatives, he meets a widow named Charlotte Haze who has a room to let. Humbert visits out of politeness, planning to decline. Then Charlotte leads him to the garden.


There, sunbathing, is her twelve-year-old daughter Dolores.


Humbert moves in immediately.


What follows is a careful, predatory campaign. Humbert engineers tiny moments of physical contact with Dolores. He endures Charlotte's romantic attention because proximity to her daughter is worth any price. When Charlotte sends Dolores to summer camp and demands that Humbert either marry her or leave, he calculates rapidly. Becoming Dolores's stepfather would give him access to her for years.


He says yes.


Charlotte Discovers the Truth


Humbert begins experimenting with sleeping pills, planning to sedate both mother and daughter so he can assault Dolores. But while Dolores is at camp, Charlotte discovers Humbert's diary. Despite his attempts to make it illegible to others, she understands exactly what it contains: his obsessive desire for her daughter, his disgust for Charlotte herself.


Charlotte writes letters to friends warning them about Humbert. She announces she's leaving and taking Dolores with her.


Then she runs out of the house to mail the letters—and is struck and killed by a drunk driver.


Humbert destroys the letters.


The Road Trip as Prison


Humbert collects Dolores from summer camp, telling her only that her mother is seriously ill and hospitalized. He takes her to a fancy hotel Charlotte had once recommended. At dinner, he slips her what he believes is a powerful sedative, calling it a vitamin.


The drug turns out to be weaker than expected. Dolores sleeps fitfully, drifting in and out of consciousness. Humbert, in a rare moment of hesitation, doesn't assault her that night.


In the morning, Dolores reveals that she had a sexual experience with an older boy at camp—an experience she describes with revulsion. What happens next between her and Humbert, Nabokov leaves deliberately ambiguous, though Humbert frames it as Dolores initiating contact.


After leaving the hotel, Humbert finally tells Dolores her mother is dead.


For months, they drive across America—father and daughter to the outside world, predator and captive in reality. Dolores cries at night in motel rooms. Humbert bribes her with money and treats in exchange for sexual acts. Eventually they settle in a small New England town called Beardsley, where Humbert enrolls her in a private school and adopts the persona of a strict European father.


He controls her completely. He forbids dating, monitors her social life, restricts her movements. The school headmaster finds him overly conservative but not suspicious.


The Second Road Trip


Two years into this captivity, Dolores tells Humbert she wants to leave Beardsley for another road trip. He's initially delighted—perhaps she's accepting her situation. But as they travel, Humbert becomes paranoid. Someone seems to be following them. Dolores seems to recognize this person.


When Dolores falls ill in the Colorado mountains, Humbert checks her into a local hospital. One night, she's discharged by her "uncle."


Dolores has no living relatives.


She has escaped.


The Man Behind the Shadow


Humbert searches frantically but fails to find her. For two years, he drifts, barely functional, in a relationship with a young alcoholic woman named Rita.


Then a letter arrives. Dolores is seventeen, married, pregnant, and desperately needs money.


Humbert tracks her down, armed with a pistol. When he finds her, she's living in poverty with her husband Richard. At her request, Humbert pretends to be her estranged father and doesn't mention their past.


But he demands answers.


The man who took her from the hospital was Clare Quilty, a famous playwright. Dolores had helped Quilty track her and Humbert across the country—she'd been in contact with him all along, planning her escape. She was in love with Quilty.


But Quilty turned out to be a different kind of predator. When Dolores refused to participate in his pornographic films, he threw her out.


Humbert, in his memoir, claims this is the moment he realized he truly loved Dolores. He begs her to leave with him. She refuses. He gives her the money she needs—her inheritance from Charlotte—and leaves.


Then he drives to Quilty's mansion and shoots him to death.


The Voice We Never Hear


Shortly after the murder, Humbert is arrested. He writes his memoir in prison while awaiting trial, addressing the reader as his jury. The fictitious foreword has already told us the ending: Humbert dies of heart disease in jail. Dolores dies in childbirth on Christmas Day, 1952, at age seventeen.


This is where Nabokov's genius—and his moral seriousness—becomes clear.


Everything we know about Dolores comes filtered through Humbert's voice. She has been, as one critic put it, "silenced" by not being the narrator. We never learn what she actually thinks or feels. We know only what Humbert chooses to tell us, presented in his witty, erudite, seductive prose.


Consider even her name. Her actual name is Dolores Haze—Dolores being Spanish for "sorrows." Her family calls her Dolly, Lo, and Lola. Only Humbert calls her Lolita, the diminutive form of Dolores. The title of the novel is itself an act of ownership: we remember her by the name her abuser gave her.


Humbert himself acknowledges this. Early in the novel, he writes that he has "solipsized" her—turned her into an extension of his own mind rather than recognizing her as a separate human being.


The Argument About Genre


Is Lolita an erotic novel?


This question haunted the book from its publication. Several reference works classify it as erotica. The Great Soviet Encyclopedia called it "an experiment in combining an erotic novel with an instructive novel of manners." Various histories of erotic literature include it as a matter of course.


But many critics disagree sharply. The scholar Lance Olsen points out that only the first thirteen chapters contain anything suggestive—and even then, the "eroticism" is entirely in Humbert's fevered imagination, not in any explicit description. Nabokov himself noted that some readers "were misled by the opening of the book into assuming this was going to be a lewd book," and when the expected scenes didn't materialize, "the readers stopped."


The critic Malcolm Bradbury observed that while Lolita was "at first famous as an erotic novel," it "soon won its way as a literary one—a late modernist distillation of the whole crucial mythology."


This gets closer to what Nabokov was actually doing.


What Nabokov Thought


Nabokov famously hated novels with obvious moral messages. He dismissed social satire and what he called "moralists." He refused to explain his work.


But in a 1967 interview, when an interviewer suggested that relationships between forty-year-old men and young women were common in Hollywood, Nabokov pushed back firmly:



No, it is not my sense of the immorality of the Humbert Humbert–Lolita relationship that is strong; it is Humbert's sense. He cares, I do not. I do not give a damn for public morals, in America or elsewhere. And, anyway, cases of men in their forties marrying girls in their teens or early twenties have no bearing on Lolita. Humbert was fond of "little girls"—not simply "young girls". Nymphets are girl-children, not starlets and "sex kittens". Lolita was twelve, not eighteen, when Humbert met her.




In the same interview, Nabokov called Humbert "a vain and cruel wretch who manages to appear 'touching.'" When asked about the doubled name "Humbert Humbert," he said it was "a hateful name for a hateful person."


The novel's brilliance lies in this gap: between what Humbert wants us to feel and what Nabokov wants us to understand.


The Language as Weapon


Humbert's narration is a virtuoso performance. The prose is dense with wordplay, multilingual puns, literary allusions, and anagrams. Humbert coins the word "nymphet," which has since entered dictionaries. He also invents "faunlet," the male equivalent, which never caught on.


This dazzling surface serves a purpose. The philosopher Richard Rorty, analyzing the novel, described Humbert as "a monster of incuriosity"—someone "exquisitely sensitive to everything which affects or provides expression for his own obsession, and entirely incurious about anything that affects anyone else."


Every beautiful sentence is an act of self-justification. Every literary reference is a distraction from the crime being described. Humbert's wit is not a gift to the reader; it's a manipulation technique.


The critic Elizabeth Janeway wrote that "Humbert is every man who is driven by desire, wanting his Lolita so badly that it never occurs to him to consider her as a human being, or as anything but a dream-figment made flesh."


Why It Still Matters


Lolita appears on virtually every list of great twentieth-century novels: Time magazine's 100 Best Novels, Le Monde's 100 Books of the Century, the Modern Library's 100 Best Novels, the Bokklubben World Library, and the BBC's Big Read, among others.


Stanley Kubrick adapted it into a film in 1962, working around the censorship restrictions of the era. Adrian Lyne made another version in 1997. Neither fully captured the novel's central trick: the way Humbert's narration seduces us into temporary complicity.


The actor Brian Cox, who performed a one-man stage adaptation in 2009, argued that "the novel is not about Lolita as a flesh and blood entity. It's Lolita as a memory." He concluded that a monologue might be truer to the book than any film could be—because the novel is fundamentally about a voice in your head, telling you a story, asking you to forgive.


Reading Lolita is an exercise in moral vigilance. The prose is beautiful. The narrator is charming. The victim barely speaks. And every reader must decide, paragraph by paragraph, whether to be seduced by the style or to remember the child crying in motel rooms while her captor writes poetry about his suffering.


That's what makes it a great novel—and a profoundly uncomfortable one.


The Afterlife of "Lolita"


The word "Lolita" has taken on a cultural life entirely disconnected from Nabokov's intentions. In contemporary usage, it often describes a sexually precocious young woman—the opposite of what the novel depicts. Dolores wasn't precocious or seductive; she was a child being abused by an adult who controlled her completely.


This misreading proves Nabokov's point. Humbert's narrative was so effective that it escaped the book and infected the culture. People remember his framing, not the facts. They remember the name he gave her, not the sorrow her real name represents.


The novel was designed to catch readers in exactly this trap—and then, ideally, to make them recognize they'd been caught.


Whether it succeeds depends entirely on how carefully you read.
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How does a college dropout with no credentials end up teaching physics at one of Manhattan's most exclusive prep schools, befriending billionaires, and building a financial empire shrouded in mystery? The story of Jeffrey Epstein is less a biography than a series of impossible leaps—each one stranger than the last, each one leading deeper into a web of wealth, power, and unspeakable crimes.


The Brooklyn Boy


Jeffrey Edward Epstein was born on January 20, 1953, in Brooklyn, New York. His parents, Pauline and Seymour Epstein, were Jewish and had married just months before his birth. The family was modest by any measure. Seymour worked as a groundskeeper for the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation. Pauline was a school aide and homemaker. Neighbors remembered them as quiet and humble.


Jeffrey and his younger brother Mark grew up in Sea Gate, a private gated community at the western tip of Coney Island. Within the family, Jeffrey earned the nickname "Bear," while Mark was called "Puggie." Childhood friends described young Jeffrey as "sweet and generous," though also "quiet and nerdy." A female friend later recalled him as "just an average boy, very smart in math, slightly overweight, freckles, always smiling."


But he was far from average academically. Epstein began playing piano at age five and was considered a talented musician. He skipped two grades, graduating from Lafayette High School in 1969 at just sixteen years old. He attended advanced mathematics classes at Cooper Union, then transferred to the Courant Institute of Mathematical Sciences at New York University, where he studied mathematical physiology. He left without a degree in 1974.


The Dalton Mystery


Here's where the story takes its first improbable turn.


In September 1974, at twenty-one years old and without a college degree, Epstein somehow landed a job teaching physics and mathematics at the Dalton School. This wasn't just any school. Dalton was one of the most prestigious and expensive private schools on Manhattan's Upper East Side. Its students came from New York's wealthiest families.


The headmaster, Donald Barr—father of future Attorney General William Barr—had recently departed, and the school was known for making unconventional hires. But even by those standards, hiring an uncredentialed twenty-one-year-old to teach teenagers was remarkable.


Former students would later recall troubling behavior. Epstein allegedly paid constant attention to underage female students and once showed up at a party where young people were drinking. Students often saw him flirting with the girls he was supposed to be teaching.


But something else happened at Dalton that would shape Epstein's future. He met Alan Greenberg, the chief executive officer of Bear Stearns, one of Wall Street's major investment banks. Greenberg's children attended the school. According to Greenberg's daughter, Lynne Koeppel, Epstein managed to influence another Dalton parent into advocating for him to her father.


In June 1976, Epstein was dismissed from Dalton for "poor performance." Within weeks, he had a job at Bear Stearns.


The Wall Street Ascent


Epstein started at Bear Stearns as a low-level junior assistant to a floor trader—about as entry-level as you can get on Wall Street. But his rise was swift. He became an options trader in the special products division, then moved to advising the bank's wealthiest clients on tax strategies.


Among his clients was Edgar Bronfman, the president of Seagram, the Canadian beverage giant. Jimmy Cayne, who would later become Bear Stearns' chief executive, praised Epstein's skill with wealthy clients and complex financial products.


By 1980, just four years after joining as a floor assistant, Epstein had become a limited partner. This was extraordinary. Bear Stearns partnerships were coveted positions, typically reserved for seasoned financiers with decades of experience and proven track records.


Then, in 1981, it ended abruptly. Epstein was asked to leave. According to his own sworn testimony, he had been guilty of a "Reg D violation"—a breach of securities regulations governing private placements. Despite this departure, he remained close to Cayne and Greenberg and stayed a client of Bear Stearns until the bank's collapse in 2008.


The Bounty Hunter Years


After leaving Bear Stearns, Epstein founded Intercontinental Assets Group, a consulting firm with an unusual specialty: recovering stolen money from fraudulent brokers and lawyers. He described his work as being a "high-level bounty hunter."


He told friends he worked sometimes for governments and the wealthy to recover embezzled funds. Other times, he claimed, he worked for people who had embezzled funds. The morality was flexible, the clients were wealthy, and the work was lucrative.


One documented client was Ana Obregón, a Spanish actress and heiress. In 1982, Epstein helped her recover millions that had vanished when Drysdale Government Securities collapsed amid fraud allegations.


During the mid-1980s, Epstein traveled frequently between the United States, Europe, and the Middle East. The period is murky. He possessed an Austrian passport with his photograph but a false name, listing his residence as Saudi Arabia. Why would a Brooklyn-born financier need a fraudulent foreign passport? The answer has never been fully explained.


The Intelligence Question


Some of Epstein's associates from this era would later make remarkable claims. Steven Hoffenberg, a business partner, alleged in 2020 that Epstein had been recruited in the 1980s by a defense contractor named Douglas Leese to work for British intelligence. Epstein himself told people at the time that he was an intelligence agent.


Was this true, or was it a con man's convenient fiction—a way to explain mysterious wealth and unexplainable connections?


A suggestive detail emerged years later. In 2017, a former senior White House official reported that Alexander Acosta—the United States Attorney who would eventually give Epstein a controversial plea deal—had explained his lenient handling of the case to Donald Trump's transition team with an extraordinary statement: "I was told Epstein 'belonged to intelligence' and to 'leave it alone'." Acosta allegedly said the matter was "above his pay grade."


During this period, one of Epstein's clients was Adnan Khashoggi, the Saudi Arabian arms dealer who served as the middleman in the Iran-Contra affair—the Reagan administration's secret scheme to sell weapons to Iran and funnel the proceeds to right-wing rebels in Nicaragua. Khashoggi was introduced to Epstein by Leese, the same defense contractor later alleged to have recruited Epstein for intelligence work.


None of this proves Epstein was a spy. But it establishes that from early in his career, he moved in circles where intelligence, arms dealing, and vast sums of money intersected.


The Ponzi Scheme


In 1987, Steven Hoffenberg hired Epstein as a consultant for Towers Financial Corporation, a collection agency that bought debts owed to hospitals, banks, and phone companies. Hoffenberg set Epstein up in offices in the elegant Villard Houses in Manhattan and paid him twenty-five thousand dollars per month—a substantial sum that would be equivalent to roughly sixty-nine thousand dollars today.


The two men refashioned themselves as corporate raiders, using Towers Financial as their vehicle. They made unsuccessful bids to take over Pan American World Airways in 1987 and Emery Air Freight in 1988. They traveled everywhere on Hoffenberg's private jet.


But Towers Financial was a fraud.


In 1993, the company imploded when it was exposed as one of the largest Ponzi schemes in American history. A Ponzi scheme is a type of fraud where returns to earlier investors are paid using capital from newer investors, rather than from legitimate profits. It works until new money stops flowing in, at which point everything collapses. Towers Financial lost over four hundred fifty million dollars of investor money—equivalent to roughly one billion dollars today.


In court documents, Hoffenberg claimed Epstein was intimately involved in the fraud. Yet Epstein had left the company by 1989, and he was never charged. Hoffenberg went to prison. Epstein walked away.


The Billionaire's Right-Hand Man


In 1988, even while still consulting for Hoffenberg, Epstein founded his own financial management firm, J. Epstein and Company. He claimed the firm only accepted clients with a net worth exceeding one billion dollars, though others have expressed skepticism about how exclusive he really was.


What's certain is that he landed the biggest client of his career: Leslie Wexner.


Wexner was the founder and chief executive of L Brands, the retail empire that included Victoria's Secret, Bath and Body Works, and The Limited. He was one of the wealthiest people in America. In 1986, Epstein met Wexner through mutual acquaintances in Palm Beach. By 1987, Epstein had become Wexner's financial adviser.


The relationship quickly became extraordinary. In July 1991, Wexner granted Epstein full power of attorney over all his affairs. This is an almost unheard-of arrangement between a billionaire and his financial adviser. It meant Epstein could hire and fire people on Wexner's behalf, sign checks, buy and sell properties, borrow money—essentially anything of a legally binding nature.


Epstein managed Wexner's wealth and oversaw projects like the construction of Wexner's yacht, the Limitless. He made millions in fees. He attended Victoria's Secret fashion shows and hosted models at his New York City home. He represented himself as a global talent scout for the lingerie brand—a position that would later be revealed as a tool for sexual manipulation.


By 1995, Epstein was a director of the Wexner Foundation and president of Wexner's property development company. Although never officially employed by L Brands, he corresponded frequently with company executives and wielded enormous influence.


The Island Tax Haven


In 1996, Epstein restructured his firm as the Financial Trust Company and moved its base to St. Thomas in the United States Virgin Islands. This was a tax strategy. By relocating to the Virgin Islands, Epstein reduced his federal income taxes by ninety percent.


The Virgin Islands offered something unusual: the tax benefits of an offshore haven combined with access to the American banking system. You could avoid most taxes while still moving money through major American banks. Epstein capitalized on connections at JP Morgan, particularly with banker Jes Staley, to maintain close ties with that institution's subsidiary in the territory.


By 2002, according to New York Magazine, Epstein's financial operation employed one hundred fifty people across three locations: the Villard Houses in Manhattan, Wexner's operation in Columbus, Ohio, and St. Thomas. Twenty of those employees were accountants.


The Money Trail


Where did Epstein's money actually come from? This question has never been fully answered, but some numbers have emerged.


According to Forbes, reporting in 2025, the great majority of Epstein's wealth between 1999 and 2018 came from four hundred ninety million dollars in fees—most of it from just two billionaires. Leslie Wexner paid him roughly two hundred million dollars. Leon Black, the private equity titan who founded Apollo Global Management, paid one hundred seventy million. The remaining reported income—three hundred ten million dollars—came from investment returns generated by his companies.


When Epstein died, he was worth approximately six hundred million dollars.


But questions linger. Senator Ron Wyden stated in Congress that a Treasury Department file on Epstein detailed, from a single account, four thousand seven hundred twenty-five wire transfers totaling one point one billion dollars. The file also showed extensive financial correspondence from Russian banks connected to his sex trafficking activities.


Throughout his career, Epstein engaged no fewer than seventy-five lawyers. This is not a typo. Seventy-five lawyers. The list included some of the most prominent names in American law: Alan Dershowitz, the Harvard professor and celebrity defense attorney; Kenneth Starr, who had led the investigation of President Bill Clinton; Roy Black, one of Miami's most famous criminal defense attorneys; and Jay Lefkowitz, a former White House official.


The Social Network


Epstein was, above all else, a collector of powerful people.


His address book and flight logs, released over years of investigations, read like a who's who of global influence. Politicians, billionaires, scientists, royalty—he cultivated relationships with them all. Bill Clinton flew on Epstein's private jet multiple times. Donald Trump called him a "terrific guy" in 2002 and noted that Epstein liked women "on the younger side." Prince Andrew, the Duke of York, was a regular guest at Epstein's properties.


Documents released by the House Democratic Caucus in September 2025 revealed connections to Peter Thiel, the billionaire tech investor; Elon Musk, the world's richest man; Bill Gates, the Microsoft founder; Larry Summers, the former Treasury Secretary and Harvard president; and Steve Bannon, the political strategist. The documents included over twenty thousand pages of Epstein's emails from 2011 to 2018, many involving conversations about Donald Trump.


Why did so many powerful people associate with a man whose behavior raised obvious red flags? The answers vary. Some claim ignorance. Some point to Epstein's reputation as a financial genius. Some suggest he was useful—a man who could connect people, solve problems, or make inconvenient things disappear.


And some, it would eventually emerge, shared his appetite for young girls.


The Crimes


In 2005, police in Palm Beach, Florida, began investigating Epstein after a parent reported that he had sexually abused her fourteen-year-old daughter. What they discovered was systematic horror.


Federal officials eventually identified thirty-six girls, some as young as fourteen, whom Epstein had allegedly sexually abused. The investigation revealed a pattern: Epstein and his associates recruited vulnerable young girls, often from disadvantaged backgrounds, with offers of money for "massages." The massages became sexual abuse. Some victims were then recruited to bring in more girls, creating a pyramid of exploitation.


The girls were subjected to repeated rape and sexual violence by Epstein and his associates. They were trafficked between his homes in Palm Beach, New York City, New Mexico, and the US Virgin Islands. The abuse spanned years. Dozens of victims. Systematic. Organized. Predatory.


The Sweetheart Deal


What happened next should have been straightforward: a wealthy man credibly accused of raping dozens of children should go to prison for the rest of his life.


Instead, Epstein received one of the most controversial plea deals in American legal history.


In 2008, he pleaded guilty to two Florida state charges: procuring a child for prostitution and soliciting a prostitute. The language itself was obscene—these were children, not prostitutes. He was sentenced to eighteen months in county jail but served only thirteen months. Even that was a fiction: he was allowed to leave the jail six days a week for "work release" at his Palm Beach office.


The deal was engineered by Alexander Acosta, then the United States Attorney for the Southern District of Florida. Acosta would later serve as Secretary of Labor in the Trump administration until reporting on the Epstein deal forced his resignation. When asked why he had been so lenient, Acosta allegedly offered the explanation about Epstein "belonging to intelligence."


The plea deal granted immunity not just to Epstein but to "any potential co-conspirators"—a provision that protected anyone who had participated in the abuse. Victims were not consulted or even informed. A federal judge would later rule that the deal violated the Crime Victims' Rights Act.


The Arrest


For a decade after his Florida conviction, Epstein continued his life largely unchanged. He was a registered sex offender, but he still flew on private jets, entertained at his Manhattan townhouse, and maintained his network of wealthy and powerful friends.


Then, on July 6, 2019, he was arrested at Teterboro Airport in New Jersey after returning from Paris. Federal prosecutors in New York charged him with sex trafficking of minors in Florida and New York. This time, there would be no sweetheart deal.


Epstein was held at the Metropolitan Correctional Center in Manhattan, a federal jail known for housing high-profile defendants. He was denied bail after prosecutors argued he was a flight risk with the resources to flee the country.


The Death


On August 10, 2019, Jeffrey Epstein was found dead in his jail cell.


Barbara Sampson, the New York City medical examiner, ruled his death a suicide by hanging. But almost immediately, questions erupted. Epstein had been taken off suicide watch despite a previous apparent suicide attempt. The guards assigned to check on him had allegedly fallen asleep and falsified records. Security cameras malfunctioned.


Forensic pathologist Michael Baden, hired by Epstein's brother, disputed the suicide ruling. He pointed to fractures in Epstein's neck that he said were more consistent with homicide than hanging. The prison staff's failures were so egregious that they were criminally charged, though those charges were eventually dropped.


Public skepticism was immediate and widespread. The phrase "Epstein didn't kill himself" became a cultural meme, appearing everywhere from sports broadcasts to military communications. The theory wasn't crazy: here was a man with damaging information about some of the world's most powerful people, dead in a federal facility under circumstances that strained credulity.


In July 2025, the Federal Bureau of Investigation released closed-circuit television footage intended to prove Epstein died by suicide. But when the Department of Justice released the footage, approximately two minutes and fifty-three seconds was missing. The video had been modified despite the FBI's claim that it was the raw, unaltered recording.


The missing footage did nothing to quiet suspicions.


The Aftermath


Since Epstein's death precluded criminal prosecution, a judge dismissed all charges against him on August 29, 2019. The dead cannot be tried.


But his associate Ghislaine Maxwell faced justice. Maxwell, the daughter of British media mogul Robert Maxwell, had been Epstein's longtime companion and, prosecutors alleged, his chief procurer of victims. She recruited young girls, groomed them for abuse, and participated in the crimes herself.


In 2021, Maxwell was convicted on federal charges of sex trafficking and conspiracy. She was found guilty of helping Epstein procure girls, including a fourteen-year-old, for sexual abuse. She is currently serving a twenty-year prison sentence.


Civil lawsuits by Epstein's victims have resulted in settlements worth hundreds of millions of dollars. JP Morgan and Deutsche Bank, which maintained accounts for Epstein long after his first conviction, paid substantial settlements to victims. The Wexner family gave one hundred million dollars to various causes, though Leslie Wexner has never been charged with any crime.


The Questions That Remain


The Epstein case left behind a tangle of unanswered questions.


How did a college dropout become a teacher at an elite school, then a Wall Street partner, then a financial adviser to billionaires? The career trajectory defies conventional explanation. At each stage, doors opened that should have remained closed.


Was he an intelligence asset? The Austrian passport with a false name, the claims from associates, Acosta's alleged explanation—none of it proves anything, but none of it has been explained either.


Who else participated in his crimes? The plea deal granted immunity to unnamed co-conspirators. Flight logs show numerous prominent passengers on Epstein's plane, but the distinction between those who were merely transported and those who participated in abuse has never been fully litigated in court.


Did he really kill himself? The official ruling stands, but the circumstances—the sleeping guards, the broken cameras, the modified footage—have convinced many that the truth remains hidden.


And perhaps most troubling: how did he operate so openly for so long? Dozens of victims. Decades of abuse. A previous conviction. And still, the powerful kept visiting, the money kept flowing, and the system kept failing to stop him.


The Epstein case revealed something uncomfortable about how power works. Enough money buys not just luxury but impunity. Enough connections make you untouchable—or nearly so. And when you threaten to expose those connections, you become dangerous in a way that wealth alone cannot protect against.


Jeffrey Epstein is dead. Ghislaine Maxwell is in prison. But the full story of who knew, who participated, and who protected this operation may never be told. The powerful have long memories and longer reach. And some secrets, it seems, are meant to stay buried.
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America may feel divided, but laughing at the English always united us as a people. Thanks to the Keystone Cops government of Prime Minister Keir Starmer, we should have plenty of entertainment this weekend. 
Thursday, Racket reported on a snowballing scandal surrounding Parliamentary Secretary and House of Commons MP Josh Simons. In 2023, when Simons was at the Labour Together think tank, he hired a private PR firm called APCO to investigate a group of journalists that included Sunday Times writer Gabriel Pogrund, John McEvoy of Declassified UK, Kit Klarenberg of The Grayzone, Shadow World Investigations Director Paul Holden, and me. We’d all published exposés using internal correspondence to expose financial shenanigans like future Starmer chief of staff Morgan McSweeney failing to declare £730,000 in donations to Labour Together. In return, they had us investigated and turned over the APCO report to the National Cyber Security Centre (NCSC) — part of GCHQ, the British analog to the NSA.
First broken by Khadija Sharife and Peter Geoghegan at Democracy for Sale, the story is outrageous in its outlines but comic in a manner — forgive us, England — unique to our ex-masters in the Wanking Isles. This scandal should have been outed in full with an accompanying goring of skulls a while ago, but the Brits can’t even self-destruct efficiently. They adhere to a caste system even for public humiliation rituals. 
The shoe that still hasn’t dropped is the final report prepared by APCO, a shady “global advisory” firm whose clients have included the Saudi Ministry of Economy, the Israeli arms company Elbit, and the U.S. State Department (former John Kerry aide Jonathan Winer is an APCO Senior Counselor). The APCO report, according to two sources with knowledge of its contents, falsely accuses Pogrund, Holden, and others (including me) of using material from a Russian hack in our reporting. APCO hired human operatives to “research” key figures, including South Africa resident Holden.
It was bad enough that Labour Together circulated this “research” internally, but delivering it to a spy agency in the NCSC elevated the affair to a new level of iniquity, leaving just one question — who was to blame, Simons or APCO? 
Here, things get interesting. APCO’s head of media relations is Tom Harper, a former Sunday Times reporter married to current political editor Caroline Wheeler. That’s a problem only because Harper helped prepare the APCO report, which concluded that many journalists, including his former Sunday Times colleague Pogrund, were useful idiots for Russia. That was bad enough when the report’s contents were merely rumored, but late Friday night, word broke that the Sunday Times obtained a copy. “Now, he’s fucked,” said one source. The Times is owned by News UK, a subsidiary of Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp. A different source added, “Simons is trying to throw APCO under the bus and distance himself.”
APCO and Simons spent a week issuing conflicting statements, each pointing a finger at the other. (Neither has responded to repeated requests for comment.) Simons first tweeted in response to a Guardian article that it was “nonsense” that he’d asked APCO to investigate journalists, adding that Labour Together had merely wanted to learn the origin of a “suspected illegal hack.” Subsequently, Simons’ office told British reporters the minister was “distressed” and “furious” to learn APCO had gone “beyond the contract,” and that he, Simons, intervened to make sure information on Pogrund — just Pogrund — had been withdrawn from the materials passed to the NCSC. 
In anticipation of that statement coming out, APCO put out one of its own. The organization told Politico Europe’s Influence column a story that didn’t jibe with the Simons account about a hack. “We were retained by Labour Together to conduct research into a news article and upcoming published works to inform its communication strategy,” the firm said, adding it had a “profound respect for journalists.” 

A lot now depends on what comes out in Fleet Street papers this weekend. Every string is being pulled to ensure that APCO takes the blame for a report not only commissioned by Simons (my name and Holden’s are reportedly on the contract) but delivered to the NCSC by Simons. We could see Simons resign and the APCO report published. Nothing would be surprising, though. Even some of the media organizations that were investigated by APCO played roles in Labour Together’s smear campaign. 
That ball started rolling on February 8th, 2024, when Guardian Political Editor Pippa Crerar sent an email to Holden informing him the paper was running a story “tomorrow” that “the National Cyber Security Centre (NCSC) is investigating whether information obtained from an Electoral Commission hack may have been used to target the Labour party.” As explained Thursday, this is a trick often deployed (see here for a case involving Klarenberg) to try to scare someone off an expose. 
While the paper would underscore that there was no evidence Holden himself was involved in the “hack,” Crerar said they would still report “the NCSC probe centres on a series of private legal emails between the political think tank Labour Together, which was previously run by Morgan McSweeney, and the Electoral Commission.” The emails:

Holden replied that any “hint” that his information was obtained by hack was provably false and would incur “defamation proceedings” against her and The Guardian.  “They were developing a dirty tricks campaign to spike genuine public interest reporting,” says Holden. 

The promised “tomorrow” Guardian feature never came. For all intents and purposes, the matter was dormant until the Democracy For Sale piece in early February. 
By the time The Guardian picked up that story last Friday, it was known that the APCO probe also ended up looking at their own writer, Henry Dyer. Nonetheless, the Guardian repeated the same scummy allegation about a Russian or Chinese hack, never mentioning this had been denied to them on the record by Holden years before:
The briefings supplied to the thinktank by APCO claim that one possible source of the Sunday Times story was a Russian or Chinese hack of the Electoral Commission.
The contract shows that Simons asked for information specifically on the sources for a book by Paul Holden about McSweeney’s role in Starmer’s rise, as well as related articles by the American journalist Matt Taibbi.

The Guardian went on to explain that APCO’s sophisticated “research” included “an examination of stories and social media posts written by the journalists,” and parroted the Labour Together accusation about an illegal hack multiple times. The internal documents in truth came either from standard freedom of information queries or from a famed leak of 500 gigabytes of material originally given to Al-Jazeera in 2022. 
The one thing the Guardian got right was in noting that “Simons’ receipt of APCO’s research… has raised questions about his role as a Cabinet Office minister.” On the heels of the resignation of Downing Street chief McSweeney over Labour’s hire of Jeffrey Epstein-connected Lord Peter Mandelson, the loss of another minister so soon could be a “death blow” to the Starmer government, as one of the sources put it. 
American readers should take interest in this story for several reasons. For one thing, APCO/Winer have longstanding ties to Christopher Steele and Orbis Business Intelligence, with the firms sharing sources and investigators on multiple opposition research projects dating back over a decade. APCO even employed human sources in this journalist probe that had been used by Steele in the relatively recent past. Though APCO is said to be confident it will be cleared by the UK’s Public Relations and Communications Association, which has begun a probe of its investigation of reporters, the nightmare scenario would be Trump administration officials taking an interest in its past activities. 
In a broader sense, if authorities from any country dig into the private intelligence world, they’re going to find that episodes like this one are not isolated at all. It isn’t a matter of one minister hiring one firm to investigate 5-10 journalists, and a ruckus being raised only because someone picked on a Sunday Times reporter by mistake. This technique of politicians quashing damaging news by hiring private agencies to make assertions of foreign connections is in fact epidemic, and initiating NCSC investigations is only one way firms and political parties combat true information. 
In another common technique, a rich person, company or political party hires a private intelligence firm to do “research.” The private spy firm then hands the material to a member of parliament or Congress, who then repeats it on the floor under privilege, perhaps citing something nebulous-sounding, like “intelligence.” Presto-blammo, even totally unsourced material is safe for newspapers to write up:

Paid smears dominate media, and many of the core swindles were on display in this British case. The main thing is finding a firm morally flexible enough to use pretend sources or phrenology or “examination of stories and social media posts” to call someone a Russian or Chinese asset in print. 
From there, you just need an editor nutless enough to print it, while letting his or her own reporters be spied on. We have plenty in the States, but Fleet Street is the world’s great Mecca for jellyfish media. Will it prove it again this weekend? 
Update: Our sources were right. The Sunday Times did get the APCO report, and used it as the basis of its A1 headline story yesterday:

We told Racket readers about the tension that had been caused by Labour Together’s hire of APCO to investigate the Sunday Times (and others) using a former Sunday Times writer, Tom Harper. The Sunday Times wrote that Labour Together’s response was to “spend tens of thousands of pounds of donors’ money on investigating the source” of stories against it, and that “the lobbyist chosen to oversee the inquiry was a former staff member of The Sunday Times.” We said there was concern about the contents of the APCO report because it contained false accusations of using a hacked materials and being “useful idiots for Russia.” The Sunday Times wrote:
We now know a big section of the report is devoted to what amounts to a character assassination of one of our reporters. It questions his political a\liations (thereby casting doubt on his non-partisan reporting), invents friendships with political figures with whom he has no social connection and makes false and outrageous comments about his faith, family background and anything else that can be used to smear him. Finally, another blatant lie was published: the suggestion that the reporters had been receiving hacked information from a Russian source.

As usual, there was no concern expressed for journalists who don’t belong to the club, like Paul Holden, Kit Klarenberg, or me