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    Resisting the third wave of democratic backsliding

    Yascha Mounk · Persuasion · Apr 2, 2026 · 13 min read

  

  Yascha Mounk makes a counterintuitive claim that cuts through the noise of current political paralysis: the machinery for global democracy support didn't vanish when the U.S. retreated; it merely went underground, waiting for a coalition that doesn't rely on American leadership. While much of the discourse focuses on the vacuum left by Washington, Mounk offers a rare, granular map of the surviving institutions—from the National Endowment for Democracy to the Community of Democracies—that could form the backbone of a new international order. For the busy professional tracking the erosion of global norms, this is not just an obituary for American foreign policy, but a blueprint for who might pick up the pieces.

The Architecture of Resistance

Mounk begins by dismantling the assumption that the field is dead. He writes, "Despite the Trump administration's closure of USAID and the dismantling and drastic down-sizing of the democracy-support infrastructure that was created over the last four decades, the principal institutions that comprise this field still exist." This is a crucial distinction. The author argues that while the executive branch has pulled back, the ecosystem of practitioners, activists, and NGOs remains intact and mobilizable. The argument lands because it shifts the focus from the whims of a single administration to the resilience of the civil society infrastructure built over forty years.

He points to the Prague-based Forum 2000, established by Vaclav Havel and Elie Wiesel in 1996, as a potential catalyst for a new movement. The organization issued the Prague Appeal for Democratic Renewal in 2017, a statement signed by nearly 500 intellectuals declaring that "liberal democracy is under threat, and all who cherish it must come to its defense." Mounk suggests this non-governmental coalition, the International Coalition for Democratic Renewal (ICDR), could partner with the inter-governmental Community of Democracies (CoD). The CoD, an initiative of Madeleine Albright and Polish Foreign Minister Bronisław Geremek that held its founding assembly in Warsaw in 2000, has historically struggled to fulfill its potential. Yet, Mounk sees a path forward where democratic governments take their own initiative rather than waiting for U.S. direction.

"A regenerated CoD could be one of the possible new coalitions... in which democratic governments would take their own initiative and not follow the United States."

This reframing is the piece's most vital contribution. It acknowledges the reality of American isolationism without succumbing to defeatism. However, critics might note that the CoD has historically been hamstrung by a lack of enforcement power, raising the question of whether a revived version would suffer the same fate without a clear mechanism for accountability.

The Global South and the U.S. Paradox

The author pivots to the most difficult challenge: engaging the Global South. Mounk notes that a recent report by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace warns that larger nations like India and South Africa often view Western democracy assistance as "imperialistic" intervention. This is a sharp observation that many Western strategists ignore. Mounk argues that a new coalition must pivot toward smaller democracies in the Global South and the activists themselves, rather than relying on state-to-state aid that feels patronizing.

He also tackles the elephant in the room: the United States. Mounk writes, "It's very significant that the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) has been able to survive the attempt by the Trump administration and Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE) to destroy it." Despite the administration impounding much of its funding for months in 2025, the NED managed to distribute over $271 million in grants. The author highlights the bipartisan support base in Congress as a critical ally, noting that figures like Senator Dan Sullivan and former National Security Adviser Robert C. O'Brien sit on the boards of key institutes like the International Republican Institute (IRI).

"Aiding democracy abroad, of course, also enjoys great support among Democrats, who voted unanimously in favor of NED's budget."

This section effectively illustrates the disconnect between the executive branch's rhetoric and the legislative branch's commitment. The argument is bolstered by specific examples of on-the-ground success, such as the Center for International Private Enterprise (CIPE) blocking nontransparent deals in Bolivia's lithium industry, and the Solidarity Center helping unions in Guatemala and Honduras. These concrete cases prove that the network is functional even when the White House is hostile. A counterargument worth considering is whether these bipartisan bridges can hold if the ideological pressure from the executive branch intensifies, potentially forcing a more radical split between Congress and the administration.

The Battle of Ideas

Finally, Mounk addresses the ideological dimension. He contrasts the Cold War rivalry with today's struggle, quoting Jørgen Watne Frydnes from the Nobel Peace Prize ceremony: "Democracy is more than a system of government... It is also the basis for lasting peace [and] the most effective system we have to prevent violence and conflict." Mounk expands this by citing scholarship from Maya Tudor, which links democracy to tangible outcomes like better health, education, and economic growth. He points to the stark economic disparity between the two Koreas, where South Korea's per-capita GDP now exceeds North Korea's by more than 55 times, as undeniable proof of democracy's functional advantages.

The author rejects the notion that supporting universal values is a "pretense," even as he notes that a report in Russia Today described a shift in U.S. policy toward Russia as "more pragmatic, stripped of the pretense of universal values." Mounk insists that for Americans, these values are central to their identity. He writes, "It is the principle of freedom and democracy that is being challenged today and needs to be defended."

"When the history of our time is written, it won't be the names of the autocrats that will stand out, but those of fighters like Andrei Sakharov, Nelson Mandela, and Maria Corina Machado who stood tall in the face of danger."

This emotional appeal grounds the policy analysis in human stakes. It reminds the reader that the abstract concepts of "coalitions" and "grants" are ultimately about protecting individuals from repression. The argument holds up well against the cynical view that democracy promotion is merely a tool for geopolitical dominance, as Mounk consistently ties it to universal human benefits.

Bottom Line

Yascha Mounk's strongest move is his refusal to treat the current U.S. withdrawal as the end of the story, instead identifying a resilient, bipartisan network of institutions ready to lead a new global coalition. The argument's biggest vulnerability lies in the practical mechanics of uniting these disparate actors—NGOs, mid-sized democracies, and a skeptical Global South—into a cohesive force without the traditional leverage of American hegemony. Readers should watch to see if the proposed international commission can translate this theoretical framework into a strategy that actually resonates in the Global South. The machinery exists; the question is whether the political will can be found to turn it on.
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    Inside Russian scams in Ukraine.

    Tim Mak · The Counteroffensive · Apr 1, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  Tim Mak's reporting cuts through the noise of battlefield statistics to reveal a quieter, more insidious front in the war: the weaponization of human trust. While the world watches tank movements, the author exposes how Russian hybrid warfare has evolved from massive server crashes to intimate, psychological manipulation of ordinary citizens. This piece is notable because it treats cyberfraud not as a nuisance, but as a deliberate tactic to erode morale and drain resources from a society already under siege.

The Evolution of Hybrid Warfare

Mak anchors his argument in the personal story of Valentyna Dzuba, a retired woman in Dnipro whose routine was shattered by a single click. The author writes, "During wartime, internet scams have become part of broader Russian hybrid attacks aimed at destabilizing society from within, especially when it is already under constant tension." This framing is crucial; it shifts the narrative from individual gullibility to systemic targeting. The piece effectively illustrates how the enemy exploits the very fabric of community—friendships, family bonds, and charitable instincts—to inflict damage.

The author draws a direct line from the early days of the conflict to the present, noting that "Russia began its hybrid attacks in cyberspace against Ukraine long before its full-scale invasion, extending warfare beyond land." Mak provides historical depth by referencing the eight-minute DDoS attack in March 2014, which crippled government websites just days before the Crimea referendum. This context is vital for understanding the sophistication of the current threat. It wasn't an accident; it was a playbook. The evolution from those large-scale, clumsy attempts to delete election files in 2014 to today's surgical strikes on individual Telegram accounts shows a terrifying adaptation by the adversary.

"Scammers don't pick phone numbers at random. They buy your data from brokers."

This observation, while seemingly obvious in the West, carries a different weight in the context of a nation under invasion. The author connects this to the broader ecosystem of data theft, a theme that resonates with the deep dive on data brokers. Just as the 'Fancy Bear' group targeted EU personal accounts in January to steal data, the current operations in Ukraine use similar infrastructure to harvest identities. The damage is identical: stolen personal data, hacked accounts, and financial ruin. The author's ability to weave these disparate threads—historical cyberattacks, modern data brokerage, and personal tragedy—into a cohesive narrative is the piece's greatest strength.

The Mechanics of Deception

The article excels in explaining the technical and psychological mechanisms behind the scams without getting bogged down in jargon. Mak introduces Lieutenant Colonel Oleksandr Ulianenkov, who explains that scammers rely on "social engineering," a manipulation tactic that bypasses security by exploiting human emotion. The author writes, "Scammers call or message potential victims using scripts designed to create emotional pressure: sick children, urgent medical treatment, missing soldiers, or energy shortages."

This is where the commentary becomes most urgent. The author argues that these attacks work because they target the brain's automatic responses. "People often don't realize they're being scammed because scammers exploit how our brains work," Mak notes. "They play on emotions like fear, trust, or greed, emotions that cause the average person to trust authority or friends automatically." This analysis holds up under scrutiny; it explains why even the most intelligent people fall victim. The author also highlights the "optimism bias," where victims believe "it won't happen to me," a psychological blind spot that scammers actively hunt.

The piece also tackles the specific role of Telegram, a platform that has become a double-edged sword. Mak points out that "Telegram is a messenger that had previously been flagged in Ukraine as potentially risky as it has a relatively low level of encryption, which makes it easier for scammers and intelligence services to access personal data." The author details how hackers can steal cookie files to bypass passwords entirely, a technical detail that underscores the severity of the threat. A counterargument worth considering is whether blaming the platform's encryption is fair, given its widespread use for legitimate communication and coordination in a war zone. However, Mak balances this by noting that the app has been used to interrogate prisoners and spread disinformation, suggesting the risk is inherent to its architecture in this specific context.

The Human Cost and Resilience

Despite the grim tactics described, the author finds a thread of resilience in Valentyna's story. After realizing her account was compromised, she didn't retreat; she acted. "Cybercriminals have no limits," Ulianenkov warns, yet the response from the community and local technicians offers a glimmer of hope. The author writes, "When Valentyna returned to the workshop the next day, specialists found that one of the scammers was Russian. The technicians laughed. 'You caused quite a panic,' they told her. 'The scammers realized you were not an easy target and disconnected themselves from your contact list.'"

This moment is powerful because it humanizes the conflict. It shows that while the adversary is sophisticated, they are also opportunistic and willing to cut their losses when faced with resistance. The author concludes by noting that Valentyna now "guards her phone the way people double-check their door locks at night," a metaphor that perfectly captures the new reality of daily life in Ukraine. The piece ends on a defiant note: "Let the scammers know there are no fools left."

Critics might argue that focusing on individual vigilance places too much burden on the victim rather than demanding more robust state-level infrastructure. However, Mak's inclusion of the police's new automated systems to freeze funds and block phishing links suggests a dual approach is emerging. The state is building the shield, but the citizen must learn to hold it.

Bottom Line

Tim Mak's coverage is a masterclass in connecting the dots between high-level hybrid warfare and the intimate reality of a grandmother's garden. Its strongest asset is the refusal to treat cyberfraud as a side story, instead positioning it as a central pillar of the Russian strategy to break Ukrainian morale. The piece's vulnerability lies in the sheer scale of the problem; while individual stories like Valentyna's offer hope, the systemic nature of data brokerage and the speed of technological adaptation mean the threat will persist long after this article is read. Readers should watch for how Ukrainian authorities balance the need for open communication with the imperative to secure digital identities in an increasingly hostile environment.
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    The bus flying into the ditch

    Various · Geopolitical Dispatch · Apr 1, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  In a year where the global order feels less like a steady ship and more like a vehicle careening toward a ditch, Damien of Geopolitical Dispatch offers a rare and necessary diagnosis: the era of prediction is dead, and the age of positioning has begun. Rather than offering another list of failed forecasts, the author reframes the chaos of 2025 and 2026 not as a failure of intelligence, but as a fundamental shift in the nature of power itself. This is a crucial pivot for busy leaders who are tired of betting on single outcomes in a world that refuses to follow a script.

The End of the Predictable Era

The piece opens by dismantling the comforting illusions of the past few years. Damien notes that even to a "modern-day Nostradamus, 2025 was a year full of surprises." The author highlights a stark reversal in global conflict dynamics: the war in Ukraine ground on despite promises of resolution, while the conflict in Gaza halted against all odds. More critically, the executive branch abandoned the language of a "rules-based international order," replacing it with older, harsher concepts of "spheres of influence" and "might makes right."

This shift is not merely rhetorical; it reflects a tangible change in how the United States and other powers are acting. The author observes that threats once dismissed as bluster were executed, while expected interventions never materialized. The result is a geopolitical landscape that feels "vaudevillian, almost burlesque," where the line between serious statecraft and performance art has blurred. This framing is effective because it captures the disorientation felt by institutions that rely on consistent signals from Washington.

The article then turns to the military missteps of the administration, specifically the intervention in Venezuela and the subsequent campaign against Iran. The author writes, "Seemingly emboldened by this military success, President Trump then took on Iran — 'decapitating' its leadership only to find, like the mythological Hydra, two heads regrow for every one chopped off." This reference to the Lernaean Hydra serves as a potent historical anchor, reminding readers that violence often begets complexity rather than resolution. The failure to predict the closure of the Strait of Hormuz following an aerial attack on Iran underscores a deeper institutional blindness.

"When it comes to predicting the nature and location of our next military engagements, since Vietnam, our record has been perfect. We have never once gotten it right."

By quoting former Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, Damien connects current failures to a long, unbroken streak of American strategic miscalculation. The argument here is that the Department of War's planners ignored historical precedents, assuming a level of control that simply does not exist in the modern theater. Critics might note that the article attributes these failures to a specific administration's hubris, but the broader point—that institutional arrogance often blinds planners to second-order effects—remains valid regardless of who is in the Oval Office.

The Staircase of Acceleration

The core of the commentary shifts from specific events to the psychological state of the world. Damien draws on the Georgian novelist and historian Boris Akunin to describe the current mood. The author paraphrases Akunin's powerful metaphor: the world is "standing on a staircase that is not only descending, but becoming steeper with every step." This captures the sensation of acceleration and loss of control that defines the current moment.

The piece argues that previous eras, from the Concert of Europe to the Cold War, possessed a sense of predictability, however illusory. The Concert of Europe, for instance, was a system of Western domination that managed conflicts for a century, creating a false sense of security before the First World War. In contrast, today's world lacks such a stabilizing mechanism. The author writes, "The nineteenth-century Concert of Europe was fundamentally a system of Western domination — when today the collective power of the West and the internal cohesion of its nations are both on the wane."

This comparison is sharp. It suggests that the old analogies no longer fit because the underlying power dynamics have shifted. The West is no longer the undisputed hegemon, and the global system is not defined by a simple bipolar rivalry. Instead, the world is fragmenting. Damien quotes Akunin again to illustrate this fragmentation: "I imagine the world as a huge bus, in which sits a very motley, quarrelsome public, and at the wheel sits an American... He jerks the wheel this way and that. He shouts some strange songs. There is a complete feeling that all of this is about to fly into a ditch."

This image of the erratic driver is the piece's most striking contribution. It moves beyond policy analysis to capture the visceral anxiety of the global public. The driver's behavior is not just a reflection of one leader's personality but a symptom of a system losing its center of gravity. The unpredictability is no longer a temporary glitch; it is the "essential condition of the world in which we live."

Positioning Over Prediction

Faced with this chaos, the natural human instinct is to seek more data and better algorithms. Damien argues that this response is futile. "The question worth sitting with instead is not 'what will happen next' but 'how do you position yourself for a range of outcomes'," the author writes. This distinction is vital. Prediction asks for a single bet; positioning asks for resilience across multiple scenarios.

The article introduces the "RANE World Humility Index of Predictions (WHIP Index)," a collaboration designed to catalog the 194 events of 2025 that no one foresaw. This initiative serves as a training exercise in humility. The author notes, "It documents 194 such moments from 2025 alone, including thirty geopolitical events that nobody called, each of which reshaped something important." By treating these failures as a curriculum rather than a scandal, the piece encourages readers to abandon the search for certainty.

The commentary suggests that the value of Geopolitical Dispatch lies not in its ability to forecast, but in its ability to orient. "In a world where the bus is jerking toward a ditch, knowing roughly where you are matters more than knowing exactly where you're going," Damien concludes. This is a pragmatic approach for leaders who cannot afford to wait for the fog to clear. Instead, they must learn to navigate the fog.

"It's tough to make predictions, especially about the future."

Quoting Yogi Berra, the author encapsulates the entire argument with a touch of wit. The piece acknowledges that while technology and AI promise foresight, they cannot account for the chaotic interplay of human fear, hope, and ambition. The "small data" of individual leaders' thoughts often outweighs the "Big Data" of algorithms.

Bottom Line

Damien's argument is a compelling call to abandon the illusion of control and embrace the reality of chaos. The strongest part of the piece is its reframing of unpredictability not as a problem to be solved, but as a condition to be managed through resilience and humility. The biggest vulnerability is the reliance on the metaphor of the "erratic driver," which, while vivid, risks oversimplifying the complex institutional forces driving US foreign policy. However, the core message remains clear: in an era where the bus is flying into a ditch, the only smart move is to stop trying to predict the crash and start bracing for impact. Leaders should watch for how this shift from prediction to positioning reshapes corporate strategy and risk management in the coming year.
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    Concert of Europe

    Based on Wikipedia: Concert of Europe
The Gentleman's Agreement That Kept Europe From Burning
For nearly a century, Europe's most powerful nations agreed to stop killing each other. Not through binding treaties with ironclad enforcement mechanisms. Not through a supranational body with real authority. Through something far more fragile and, in retrospect, far more remarkable: a shared understanding that wars between great powers had become too expensive, too destructive, and too unpredictable to be worth fighting.
This was the Concert of Europe. It wasn't a formal alliance. It wasn't an organization with a headquarters or a secretary-general. It was closer to an ongoing conversation—sometimes cordial, often tense, occasionally breaking down entirely—between the handful of nations powerful enough to reshape the continent if they chose to.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/concert-of-europe/
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    Cuban Missile Crisis

    Based on Wikipedia: Cuban Missile Crisis
Thirteen Days That Almost Ended the World
In October 1962, humanity came closer to extinction than at any other moment in recorded history. For thirteen days, two men—one in Washington, one in Moscow—held the fate of civilization in their hands while nuclear-armed missiles pointed at each other across ninety miles of Caribbean water.
This wasn't a hypothetical close call. This wasn't a drill that got out of hand. American and Soviet forces were on hair-trigger alert, with orders to launch if given the word. Submarines carrying nuclear torpedoes stalked each other in the Atlantic. Bomber crews sat in their cockpits, engines warm, waiting for the order to fly toward their targets. One wrong move, one miscommunication, one panicked officer—and millions would have died in the first hours, with hundreds of millions more to follow.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/cuban-missile-crisis/

  


  
  
    Midweek update #4: Would love to leave: Iran might not let him

    Phillips P. O'Brien · Phillips P. O'Brien · Apr 1, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  Phillips P. O'Brien cuts through the noise of military metrics to reveal a brutal strategic reality: the administration's ability to declare "victory" is meaningless if it cannot secure the global economy's lifeline. While official briefings boast of thousands of targets struck, O'Brien argues that a single, inexpensive drone strike on a supertanker has achieved more strategic leverage than the entire US air campaign. This is not a story about body counts or bomb tonnage; it is a story about how a non-state actor can hold the world's energy supply hostage while the superpower struggles to define what winning actually looks like.

The Illusion of Metrics

The core of O'Brien's argument challenges the administration's reliance on raw data to signal progress. He notes that Secretary of Defense Hegseth and General Dan Caine have been "boasting about how the US had successfully attacked 11,000 targets since the start of the campaign," using these numbers to suggest an inevitable victory. However, O'Brien dismantles this logic by pointing out that Iran does not need to match the US in volume; it only needs to create enough uncertainty to freeze global trade. "The metrics do not actually tell you what Hegseth and Caine want them to," he writes, highlighting the disconnect between tactical success and strategic paralysis.

This framing is effective because it shifts the focus from the battlefield to the market. The author illustrates that Iran's strategy relies on a single successful hit to shatter insurance markets. As O'Brien puts it, "All Iran needs to do is convince the world's shipping bodies, insurance companies, and markets, that it can successfully launch one bomb—and that alone seems enough for them to fight their war for now." The recent strike on the Al Salmi, a vessel carrying 2 million barrels of fuel, serves as the perfect case study. The economic value of that single ship and its cargo, estimated near $350 million, dwarfs the cost of the drone used to sink it.

Critics might argue that the US has the naval capacity to clear the waterways if it commits the resources, but O'Brien suggests the administration is currently unwilling or unable to make that commitment without a clear exit strategy. The author's point about the sheer scale of the traffic at risk is undeniable: "If that traffic cannot be insured and protected, it cannot sail," creating a stranglehold that air superiority alone cannot break.

The Shifting Goalposts of Victory

The most damning part of the analysis is the exposure of the administration's desperate attempt to rewrite its own victory conditions. O'Brien observes that the State Department has quietly shifted the goalposts to a "minimalist" list that includes destroying the Iranian air force—a capability that was "already functionally destroyed before this campaign started." This redefinition allows officials to claim success while ignoring the administration's original, much more ambitious demands.

As Phillips P. O'Brien writes, "These conditions are not victory ones, in some cases are irrelevant and they actually spell defeat." He contrasts this bureaucratic maneuvering with the original, explicit goals of regime change and the total destruction of Iran's nuclear program. The author highlights the administration's contradictory statements on the nuclear issue, noting how claims have swung from Iran being "two weeks away" from a bomb to the facilities being "so deeply buried it's going to be very hard for anybody (to reach it)." This inconsistency reveals a leader trying to sell a win that hasn't happened.

"He would love to leave but he might not be able to. In war, the enemy gets a vote."

The administration's willingness to abandon the Strait of Hormuz as a victory condition is particularly striking. O'Brien notes that the executive branch has floated the idea of handing the responsibility of reopening the strait to European allies like France and the UK. "There's no reason for us to do this (reopen the strait) That's not for us," the administration's rhetoric suggests. However, O'Brien correctly identifies this as a fatal flaw in the strategy. If the US walks away while the strait remains blocked, the resulting economic shock—impacting everything from fuel prices to food costs via nitrogen fertilizers—will be a "colossal strategic failure" regardless of any press release.

The Fragility of Alliances

The commentary also exposes the deep fractures in the US alliance system in the Gulf. While Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states may privately desire a hardline US campaign against Iran, they are increasingly wary of the administration's transactional nature. O'Brien points out that the administration's recent insults toward Saudi leadership, specifically the claim that the Saudi ruler "didn't think he'd be kissing my ass," have destroyed any remaining trust.

This section is crucial because it highlights the long-term geopolitical cost of short-term political posturing. The author argues that if the US withdraws, the Gulf states will be left with "no recourse but to accept Iranian dictation." O'Brien's assessment that "Trump is only loyal to himself" and that "the USA and US allies are irrelevant" to his personal calculus is a stark reminder of the risks inherent in this approach. The region's stability is now contingent on the whims of a leader who views international relations as a series of personal transactions rather than strategic commitments.

Bottom Line

Phillips P. O'Brien's strongest contribution is his demonstration that military metrics are a dangerous distraction from the true strategic objective: keeping the Strait of Hormuz open. The argument's greatest vulnerability is its assumption that the administration will face immediate, insurmountable pressure from the global economy, though political inertia could delay the reckoning. Readers should watch for whether the administration attempts to redefine "victory" to exclude the opening of the strait, a move that would signal a retreat from global security responsibilities with severe economic consequences. The lesson here echoes the historical dynamics of the Strait of Hormuz crises, where the threat to commerce proved far more potent than the threat to military bases.
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    Goodhart's law

    Based on Wikipedia: Goodhart's law
In March 2026, as we look back at the chaotic policy shifts of the early 2020s, the ghost of a simple economic adage haunts every boardroom, government agency, and research lab: "When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure." This is Goodhart's Law, a principle that sounds almost tautological until you realize it is the primary engine behind the systemic failures of modern accountability. It is not merely a warning; it is a description of the inevitable collapse of any statistical regularity once human beings are pressured to manipulate it for control.
The law is named after Charles Goodhart, a British economist who, in a 1975 article on monetary policy in the United Kingdom, observed a phenomenon that would eventually plague every sector of human organization. Goodhart noted that "any observed statistical regularity will tend to collapse once pressure is placed upon it for control purposes." At the time, he was discussing the British government's attempt to steer the economy by targeting specific money supply aggregates. The logic seemed sound: if you want to control inflation, target the amount of money in the system. But once the central bank declared a specific number as the target, the financial markets, acting with rational expectations, found ways to circumvent the definition of "money" itself. The relationship between the metric and the reality it was supposed to measure shattered.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/goodharts-law-Goodhart's_law/
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    Strait of Hormuz

    Based on Wikipedia: Strait of Hormuz
The Persian Gulf is one of the world's most contested waters, but nowhere along its coastline is the tension more concentrated than at a narrow strip of ocean where great mountains rise like sentinels on either side. Here, between Iran to the north and the Musandam Peninsula to the south—a sliver of Oman jutting into the Arabian Gulf—lies the Strait of Hormuz, a waterway that channels roughly 20 percent of the world's liquefied natural gas and a quarter of all seaborne oil trade through its depths each year. It is one of the most strategically significant choke points on the planet, a place where global energy flows narrow into a bottleneck roughly 167 kilometers long and anywhere from 39 to 97 kilometers wide.
The strait possesses what geographers call a "geographic monopoly": it is the only sea passage from the Persian Gulf to the open ocean. No alternative route exists for nations like Qatar, Kuwait, and Bahrain—all of which depend entirely on this single maritime corridor for their energy exports. If the strait were disrupted for any extended period, Europe and Asia would face severe supply shortages, sending shockwaves through economies already fragile with demand.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/strait-of-hormuz/

  

  
    Deep Dive

    The Manticore Tapes

    Based on Wikipedia: The Manticore Tapes
On August 12, 1976, inside a damp, unassuming Fulham studio that would soon become the stuff of legend, three men strapped on their instruments and began to dismantle the very concept of British rock. There was no safety net, no producer whispering in their ears to smooth out the edges, and certainly no expectation that this session would define a genre. Lemmy Kilmister, "Fast" Eddie Clarke, and Phil "Philthy Animal" Taylor were not yet icons; they were a volatile, garage-bound trio pushing the limits of speed and distortion that the music industry of the mid-70s had never seen. For nearly five decades, the recordings from that specific afternoon vanished into the ether, buried beneath the weight of history and the relentless churn of the band's subsequent catalog. Then, on June 27, 2025, those lost tracks resurfaced, not as a curiosity, but as a seismic event in the rock world: The Manticore Tapes.
The release of this album was not merely a reissue; it was an archaeological dig into the birth of a sonic earthquake. Arriving exactly ten years after Bad Magic, the band's 2015 studio album, The Manticore Tapes shattered the silence that had followed the passing of Lemmy Kilmister in late 2015. The album is a collection of eleven tracks, the very first studio recordings made by the "classic" Motörhead lineup. This specific configuration of Lemmy, Clarke, and Taylor is the bedrock upon which the band's legacy was built, the trio that would go on to record Overkill, Bomber, and the immortal Ace of Spades. Yet, the material on The Manticore Tapes predates those masterpieces. It captures the band in their rawest, most unfiltered state, a moment where the "garage" sound of 1976 was still fighting to be born, before the polished sheen of heavy metal could cover its rough edges.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/the-manticore-tapes/

  


  
  
    Green shoots amid the third wave of democratic backsliding

    Yascha Mounk · Persuasion · Mar 31, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  Yascha Mounk delivers a jarring but necessary correction to the prevailing narrative of democratic despair: the global retreat from freedom is not a terminal decline, but a protracted struggle where the most potent resistance is no longer coming from Washington, but from the streets of Kathmandu and the digital undercurrents of Beijing. He marshals a startling array of evidence—from the economic collapse of Russia's war machine to the decentralized "Gen Z" uprisings in the Global South—to argue that the "third reverse wave" of autocratization is cracking under its own weight, even as the United States steps back from its traditional role as democracy's global sheriff.

The Anatomy of a Reverse Wave

Mounk begins by grounding the current crisis in historical theory, reminding us that the expansion of democracy has never been a straight line. He invokes Samuel P. Huntington's "Third Wave of Democratization," which saw the number of democracies more than double in the late twentieth century, only to warn that Huntington also predicted a "reverse wave." Mounk writes, "V-Dem says that this reversal has 'wiped out' all the advances in global levels of democracy that were made over the last 35 years." This statistic is terrifying, yet Mounk's analysis goes deeper than mere data points; he identifies the structural causes of this regression, from the backlash against U.S. interventionism to the geopolitical resurgence of authoritarian powers.

The author's most provocative claim concerns the United States. For decades, the executive branch was the primary engine of democratic soft power, a role cemented by Ronald Reagan's 1982 Westminster Address. Mounk argues that this leadership has evaporated. "The United States has now abandoned democracy promotion and is dismantling, or trying to dismantle, all the soft-power institutions that have been the bedrock of American assistance to people abroad," he notes. This is a crucial pivot. It suggests that the fight for democracy is no longer a top-down project led by the White House, but a bottom-up phenomenon that must survive without American patronage. Critics might argue that blaming the U.S. for the global decline ignores the agency of local autocrats, but Mounk's point is that the vacuum left by American retrenchment has allowed authoritarianism to consolidate.

The fight is certainly more difficult than it's ever been since the end of the Cold War, but it's crucial to stress that the battle for democracy has by no means ended, even if the U.S. government no longer supports it.

The Gen Z Antidote

Where the article truly shines is in its documentation of the new vanguard of resistance: the "Gen Z" movements that have toppled governments from Nepal to Madagascar. Mounk highlights a pattern of leaderless, decentralized protests driven by specific grievances—from a social media ban in Nepal to the embezzlement of flood relief funds in the Philippines. He cites Erica Chenoweth, suggesting these movements "could be an antidote to global democratic backsliding if they develop the capacity to channel their momentum and influence into formal institutional politics."

This reframing is vital. It moves the conversation away from the hopelessness of institutional decay toward the raw energy of civic mobilization. In Morocco, for instance, crowds chanted "No World Cup, health comes first" after a maternity ward tragedy, prioritizing human life over state spectacle. Mounk observes that "six of the seven countries where these protests occurred score well above their respective regional averages in an index that measures the protection of civil and political rights." This evidence suggests that the "reverse wave" is not monolithic; it is being punctured by localized, intense bursts of democratic will. The author effectively argues that while the "reverse snowballing" Huntington feared is real, a new kind of "snowballing" is occurring, driven by youth rather than established political parties.

The Cracks in the Autocratic Monolith

The article then shifts to the geopolitical front, analyzing how the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East are inadvertently weakening the world's leading autocracies. Mounk argues that the preservation of sovereignty in Ukraine, Israel, and Taiwan is "a matter of global significance," not just for the nations involved but for the stability of the liberal international order. He points to the unintended consequences of conflict, noting that the degradation of Hezbollah and Iran has created "the space necessary for the transformation of the region," leading to the fall of the Assad regime in Syria and a new government in Lebanon.

The analysis of Russia is particularly stark. Mounk draws on Stephen Kotkin's concept of the "debilitating incapacity" of authoritarian regimes, arguing that Putin's overreach in Ukraine has exposed the fragility of his rule. "Russia is paying an extraordinary price for minimal gains," Mounk writes, citing a report that details unsustainable war spending and a shrinking sovereign wealth fund. The human cost is equally staggering: "325,000 Russian soldiers have been killed in the four years of war, a number that exceeds by nearly 22 times the losses suffered by the Soviet Union in its decade of war in Afghanistan." This comparison is powerful, evoking the historical precedent where military failure in Afghanistan precipitated the collapse of the Soviet Union.

However, the most compelling section focuses on China. Mounk warns that the Xi regime faces a "grave vulnerability" in the form of economic stagnation, a danger foreseen by the late Hu Yaobang, who was removed from power in 1987 for warning that modernization without reform would lead to "political convulsions." Mounk connects this historical warning to the 2022 "White Paper Protests," where citizens defied draconian lockdowns. He highlights the role of digital activism, specifically the account "Teacher Li Is Not Your Teacher," which aggregated censored information and became a lifeline for dissent. "He has a kind of power that nobody else has had in the past," Mounk quotes Yaqiu Wang, underscoring how technology is bypassing state censorship.

Conditions in China today are far more volatile than they appear, and another political convulsion like Tiananmen Square is not unthinkable.

Critics might note that the article relies heavily on the assumption that economic stagnation inevitably leads to regime collapse, a historical correlation that is not always a guarantee of democratic transition. Autocracies can be remarkably resilient in the face of economic pain, often doubling down on repression. Yet, Mounk's inclusion of the surge in worker strikes and the underground house church movement suggests that the social contract in China is fraying in ways that go beyond mere economic metrics.

Bottom Line

Mounk's strongest contribution is his refusal to accept the inevitability of democratic decline, replacing it with a granular analysis of where the cracks are forming in the autocratic facade. The argument's greatest vulnerability lies in its optimism regarding the transition from protest to stable democracy; while the "Gen Z" movements are powerful, the leap from street mobilization to institutional reform remains unproven in many of the cited cases. Readers should watch for whether these decentralized movements can successfully coalesce into lasting political forces before the window of opportunity closes.

  
  

  
  
    Confused notes on the war on Iran: Everyone is losing except for surviving irgc officers getting swift promotions

    Brad DeLong · DeLong's Grasping Reality · Mar 30, 2026 · 16 min read

  

  Brad DeLong delivers a stark, unsettling diagnosis of a conflict that defies traditional logic: a war where victory is impossible because the only prize is to lose the least. He argues that the current administration and the Iranian leadership have locked themselves, and the global economy, into a fatal escalation trap within the Strait of Hormuz. For a busy reader tracking the geopolitical fallout, this piece cuts through the noise of daily headlines to expose a strategic vacuum where no one wins, only the surviving officers of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) advance.

The Architecture of a Losing Game

DeLong's central thesis is that this is not a contest for dominance but a slow, grinding competition in which the prize is to lose the most. He suggests that a reckless executive branch and a significant, yet strategically overextended, Iran have trapped themselves in a scenario where retreat is politically impossible for either side. The author leans heavily on the analysis of military historian Bret Devereaux to illustrate how the United States gambled that the Iranian regime would collapse on cue, a gamble that has instead created a situation where "merely by launching a renewed air campaign on Iran, Israel could force the United States into a war with Iran at any time."

This framing is crucial because it shifts the focus from the personality of the leader to the structural failure of the strategy. DeLong points out that the administration's initial hope for a quick regime change has evaporated, replaced by a chaotic reality where objectives shift daily. He notes that the administration has offered a "bewildering range of proposed objectives," swinging from regime collapse to simply reopening the strait, without a coherent path between them. This lack of a stable plan means the US is fighting a war without a clear end state, a dangerous position for a superpower.

"It is not possible for two sides to both win a war. But it is absolutely possible for both sides to lose."

The author's use of Devereaux's historical context adds weight to this argument. He reminds us that the Middle East's strategic value to the US hinges entirely on two arteries: the Suez Canal and the Persian Gulf oil shipping system. When the administration decided to scrap the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2017 without a viable replacement, they removed the "lid" that kept costs low. Now, the administration faces the consequences of that decision. As DeLong writes, "The current war is best understood as the product of a fairly extreme gamble, although it is unclear to me if the current administration understood..." This highlights a terrifying possibility: that the people making these decisions may not fully grasp the magnitude of the escalation they have triggered.

Critics might argue that the administration's aggressive posture is a necessary signal of resolve to prevent further nuclear proliferation. However, DeLong counters that the cost of this resolve is a global economic supply shock that historically has not been politically survivable for the party in power. The stakes are simply too high for a strategy based on hope rather than calculation.

The Strait of Hormuz as an Escalation Trap

The heart of the conflict lies in the Strait of Hormuz, a chokepoint where 20% of the world's liquid natural gas and a significant portion of fertilizer pass through. DeLong argues that once the strait is effectively closed, the United States cannot back off without suffering catastrophic political and economic damage. He describes this as a "classic escalation trap" where every day the war continues makes both nations weaker, yet neither can back down.

The author paints a grim picture of the military reality on the ground. He questions the operational readiness of US forces, noting reports that "everyone's working from home" at some bases, a "striking image of a great power supposedly in theater, yet trying to run a war partly over Zoom." This suggests a severe degradation of operational confidence. Furthermore, he warns that any attempt to escort tankers through the strait would be disastrous, comparing it to the sinking of the Russian warship Moskva. "Iran possesses modern anti-ship missiles (AShMs) in significant quantity and American escort ships... would be vulnerable escorting slow tankers in the constrained waters of the strait," DeLong writes.

This analysis is bolstered by the historical context of the Twelve-Day War in 2025, where Iran did not treat the US as a real co-belligerent, and the subsequent surprise attack on nuclear facilities in June 2025. These events created a dynamic where the US is now forced to respond to Iranian actions without a clear exit strategy. The author notes that the administration's threats to obliterate Iranian infrastructure, including "Kharg Island," have only hardened the Iranian resolve to reestablish deterrence.

"The result is a fairly classic escalation trap... Neither party can back down unilaterally and survive politically, [so] there's practically no amount of pain that can force them to do so."

DeLong's assessment of the internal dynamics in Washington is particularly biting. He describes an administration lacking adult supervision, where senior staff act as "courtiers guessing which way he will jump this afternoon." This lack of institutional buffer means that volatile preferences drive policy rather than strategic constraints. The author argues that the traditional realist advice to look at a leader's constraints assumes the leader is rational, a condition he finds absent in the current executive branch.

The Human and Strategic Cost

While the geopolitical maneuvering dominates the headlines, DeLong insists that the human cost is the true tragedy. He emphasizes that "many, many people will suffer," specifically the Iranian people who had no choice in the matter. He notes that the Iranian population tried to reject the regime earlier in the year and were killed for it, yet the war continues to hammer them. The author's point is clear: the regime is odious, but the war is a disaster for everyone except the IRGC officers who are receiving swift promotions.

The diplomatic fallout for the United States is also severe. DeLong predicts that when the dust settles, countries will remember that the US "unilaterally initiated by surprise a war of choice which set off severe global economic headwinds and uncertainty." This is a long-term strategic defeat that cannot be undone by tactical victories. The author suggests that the only likely outcome is a deal where Iran feels it has forced the US to "blink," resulting in a de facto Iranian veto on traffic in the strait and significant sanctions relief.

"The United States is... going to bear diplomatic costs... countries... will remember that the United States unilaterally initiated by surprise a war of choice."

A counterargument worth considering is that a show of force might eventually force a rational calculation in Tehran, leading to a negotiated settlement. However, DeLong's evidence suggests that the regime, facing an existential threat, will fight on regardless of the pain inflicted. The "great deal of ruin in a nation" means that the Iranian leadership can absorb immense costs without collapsing, leaving the US in a prolonged, draining conflict.

Bottom Line

Brad DeLong's most compelling contribution is his dismantling of the illusion that this conflict can be won; he convincingly argues that the only outcome is mutual loss, with the Strait of Hormuz serving as the crucible for a strategic defeat for the United States. The piece's greatest vulnerability lies in its reliance on the assumption that the administration's volatility will prevent any coherent de-escalation, a variable that is difficult to predict with certainty. Readers should watch for whether the administration can pivot from regime change rhetoric to a realistic strategy for reopening the strait before the economic shock becomes politically untenable.

  
  
  
    Deep Dive

    Twelve-Day War

    Based on Wikipedia: Twelve-Day War
The Twelve Days That Shook the Middle East
On June 13, 2025, Israel launched what would become the most devastating single-country aerial assault in modern history. For twelve days, the skies over Iran burned. Missile trajectories crossed paths with civilian apartment towers. Hospitals bled. And a region already trembling on the edge of broader conflict tilted dangerously toward the brink.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/twelve-day-war/

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Tanker war

    Based on Wikipedia: Tanker war
On a spring morning in 1981, an Iraqi fighter jet dropped a cluster bomb onto a Panamanian-flagged oil tanker steaming toward Iran’s Kharg Island. The vessel, the Salem, burned for hours before sinking. This was no accident of war. It was the opening salvo in a six-year campaign to choke Iran’s economy by turning the Persian Gulf into a killing field for merchant ships. By the time the Iran-Iraq War sputtered to a halt in 1988, over 500 attacks had shattered the maritime lifeline of the world’s most volatile waterway—and drawn the United States into a shadowy naval conflict that still echoes in today’s Strait of Hormuz confrontations.
Iraq struck first, deliberately. As naval analyst Ronald O'Rourke documented in his 1988 review, Baghdad initiated attacks on ships bound for Iranian ports at the Gulf’s northern tip, then methodically widened its campaign. For three years, Iraq flew solo in this maritime blitzkrieg. Tehran held back, honoring its 1980 promise to UN Secretary General Kurt Waldheim to keep the Strait of Hormuz open. Saddam Hussein’s regime had calculated coldly: provoke Iran into blocking the Strait, triggering the U.S. military intervention Washington had repeatedly threatened. Kuwait and Saudi Arabia bankrolled Iraq’s war chest, seeing the Islamic Republic as the greater threat. But Iran refused to play the fool. The Strait remained open. Hussein’s gambit failed.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/tanker-war/

  


  
  
    Decolonization gone wrong

    Matt Yglesias · Slow Boring · Mar 29, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  Matt Yglesias cuts through the geopolitical noise to reveal a troubling paradox: a deal designed to correct a historic injustice may end up perpetuating it while simultaneously weakening a critical security asset. Most coverage fixates on the binary choice between British sovereignty and Mauritian control, but Yglesias identifies a third, often ignored stakeholder—the displaced Chagossians—who are being sidelined in a negotiation meant to serve them. This is not just a story about imperial legacy; it is a case study in how well-intentioned policy can fail when it ignores the very people it claims to help.

The Human Cost of Geopolitics

Yglesias anchors the piece in the brutal reality of the 1960s, when the United States and United Kingdom agreed to build a military base on the Chagos Islands. To make the site viable, the British government forcibly removed the entire indigenous population. The author does not shy away from the horror of this event, quoting an islander who described the expulsion as "the day the world went dark." This visceral detail transforms the Chagos Archipelago from a strategic chess piece into a site of profound human trauma.

The core of Yglesias's argument is that the current proposal to transfer sovereignty to Mauritius, while legally sound under international law, fails to address the specific grievances of the Chagossian people. He notes that while the International Court of Justice supports Mauritius's claim, the reality on the ground is far more complex. Many Chagossians who were exiled to Mauritius faced discrimination and felt like "second-class citizens" in their supposed new home. As Yglesias writes, "For many Chagossians, there is also deep concern that the transfer of sovereignty could feel like moving from one form of colonial rule to another."

This framing is crucial because it exposes a flaw in the standard diplomatic narrative. The deal assumes that restoring the islands to Mauritius is the ultimate act of decolonization. However, Yglesias points out that the Chagossians view themselves as a distinct community whose political future has been decided repeatedly by outside powers. The House of Lords committee admitted that the UK government "did not consult the Chagossian community about the terms of the U.K./Mauritius agreement," a fact that undermines the moral legitimacy of the entire undertaking.

"The deal that is now before the British government is intended to resolve the legacy of the Chagossians' expulsion. But for many of the people who were expelled, the proposed solution looks less like justice than another decision about their homeland made somewhere else."

Critics might argue that the Chagossians are a small, dispersed population with little political leverage, and that the broader legal imperative to decolonize must take precedence. Yet, Yglesias suggests that ignoring the community's right to self-determination risks creating a settlement that satisfies neither the law nor the people it was meant to serve.

The Strategic Gamble

Beyond the human rights dimension, Yglesias tackles the hard-nosed security implications that often dominate Washington and London discourse. The Diego Garcia base is a linchpin for US power projection in the Indian Ocean, allowing long-range aircraft to reach the Middle East without aerial refueling. The concern is not that the US would immediately lose access, but that the terms of that access could erode over time.

Yglesias cites Bryan Clark of the Hudson Institute, who warns that a host government can reinterpret agreements or impose new conditions. "In the same way European or Gulf nations often restrict the kinds of operations U.S. forces can conduct from their bases," Clark notes, "the Mauritian government could impose restrictions on the actions forces can conduct from Chagos." This is a sobering reminder that the "special relationship" between the US and UK offers a level of trust that simply does not exist with Mauritius.

The geopolitical context adds another layer of risk. Mauritius has increasingly aligned itself with China, a rival to Western powers, and has received significant economic support from Beijing. Yglesias highlights that the Mauritian government has already confirmed that the base would be prohibited from storing nuclear weapons if sovereignty is transferred. This is not a hypothetical scenario; it is a concrete shift in the rules of engagement. As the author puts it, "The trust that exists between the U.S. and the U.K. cannot be compared to the U.S.-Mauritius relationship."

Some legal experts, like Marko Milanovic, argue that critics overstate the danger, suggesting that the base would remain under British operational control regardless of sovereignty. However, Yglesias counters that the practical reality of enforcing such an arrangement is difficult when the host nation has a different set of geopolitical priorities. With only a limited military presence on the islands, the US and UK would be unable to "unilaterally assert control over Diego Garcia."

A Missed Opportunity

The article concludes by exploring alternative paths that were never taken. Yglesias suggests that the UK could have engaged the Chagossian community as partners from the start, potentially crafting a solution that addressed both historical justice and national security. The Maldives, for instance, has raised objections and offers a potentially more stable strategic partner, though this too is not without its complexities. The author emphasizes that the current deal feels like a "missed opportunity" because it prioritizes diplomatic optics over the agency of the displaced people.

Yglesias writes, "If the U.K. had engaged the Chagossian community as partners from the beginning, it is plausible that together they could have come up with an approach that would accomplish all three goals." The three goals being: improving Britain's reputation, righting the injustice to the Chagossians, and ensuring national security. By failing to consult the community, the UK has risked solving none of them effectively.

"A settlement that fails to secure the support of the people most directly affected — while introducing new uncertainty around one of America's most strategically valuable military bases — risks solving neither problem particularly well."

The piece ends on a note of cautious hope, noting that the agreement has not yet been ratified in the House of Lords. There is still time to push for a process that ensures the Chagossians have a meaningful role in shaping their homeland's future. As Peter Lamb, a Labour MP, pledged, the government must "continue to use all avenues available" to ensure the community's interests are genuinely addressed.

Bottom Line

Yglesias's strongest contribution is his refusal to let the Chagossians remain invisible in a debate dominated by great power politics; he demonstrates that ignoring their agency undermines both the moral and strategic case for the deal. The argument's biggest vulnerability lies in the difficulty of implementing a third option that satisfies international law, Chagossian demands, and US security needs simultaneously. Readers should watch to see if the UK government can pivot before ratification to include the displaced community in the final terms.
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    Collaborative capability development

    Various · Defense Tech and Acquisition · Mar 31, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  The Golden Dome missile defense program is generating more than headlines — it is generating a management theory. A detailed analysis from Defense Tech and Acquisition makes the case that the consortium model powering Golden Dome's command-and-control layer represents something genuinely new in Pentagon acquisition, not merely a rebranding of familiar contracting arrangements.


The piece arrives at a moment when acquisition reformers have spent two decades arguing that the Department of Defense's procurement machinery is structurally incapable of keeping pace with commercial technology. Those arguments have produced a cottage industry of workarounds — Other Transaction Authorities, rapid prototyping vehicles, pitch days, and DIU contracts — without fundamentally changing how the Pentagon integrates complex systems at scale. What Defense Tech and Acquisition describes as the "Collaborative Integrator" model is a more ambitious claim: that the government can manage a consortium of competing vendors, keep them honest through peer pressure and continuous demonstration cycles, and deliver operational capability faster than any single prime could.


The Three-Model Framework


Defense Tech and Acquisition organizes the argument around a taxonomy of integration models. The Prime Integrator approach — awarding a single large contractor to build and deliver an integrated system — dominates defense procurement history. The Independent Integrator model, more fashionable in recent years, distributes work across multiple vendors while the government or a hired third party handles integration. Both have documented failure modes.


The Prime Integrator's weaknesses are structural. "Stifling of competition as subcontractors are usually locked-in (sometimes with long-term agreements that provide the primes with stable pricing) with little room for new entrants," the piece notes. Once a prime wins, its subcontractor choices tend to calcify. The government inherits whatever technology relationships the prime brought to the table, regardless of whether those relationships still reflect the best available capability.


The Independent Integrator model, meanwhile, produces accountability voids. The piece flags that "independent integrators have low accountability, as they really are doing 'best effort' which is often reinforced by use of cost type contracts." When no single entity owns the integrated outcome, the incentive to optimize the whole system rather than one's own slice of it weakens considerably. The Advanced Battle Management System program, cited as an example of this model, became a cautionary tale in exactly this way — a sprawling integration challenge that struggled to produce coherent capability despite substantial investment.


The Collaborative Integrator is offered as a structural fix. The government awards contracts to multiple specialized vendors, each responsible for a defined piece of a larger capability, while maintaining ownership of the technical baseline and coordinating contributions through a strong program office rather than delegating integration to any one company.


The Golden Dome Experiment


The concrete test case is the software development consortium assembling the command-and-control layer for Golden Dome. The consortium includes Palantir, Anduril Industries, Aalyria Technologies, Scale AI, and Swoop Technologies, with Lockheed Martin, Northrop Grumman, and RTX participating in support roles. The mix is notable: the newer generation of defense technology companies holds the primary positions, with the traditional primes playing secondary parts — an inversion of the normal hierarchy.


General Michael Guetlein, the Golden Dome Direct Reporting Program Manager, has constructed a governance structure that Defense Tech and Acquisition describes as genuinely unusual. In Guetlein's own words, the consortium operates with a distinctive accountability mechanism: "They operate as a unit. They decide what they're going to build, when they're going to build it, how they're going to build it, and who the best athlete among them is to build it. Then they hold themselves accountable on a weekly, biweekly basis. If at any point during that week, one of them did not carry their load, they can vote that individual off the island."


The language is deliberately informal — "vote that individual off the island" is not standard acquisition jargon — and that informality appears intentional. Guetlein has built a peer accountability structure that functions somewhat like a high-performing product team inside a technology company, where underperformers are surfaced quickly by colleagues rather than discovered years later through contract audits. The government retains final say: Guetlein notes that his chief engineer makes the final call on vendor removal. But the identification of underperformance is distributed across the consortium itself.


"The government owns the technical baseline, but the group of nine partners are operating independently of each other and holding each other accountable through peer pressure, if you will, to perform. So far, it's working phenomenal."


That last line — "working phenomenal" — is either the most important data point in the piece or the most premature. The consortium has conducted a live demonstration and reportedly confirmed its trajectory toward an initial operational capability by 2028. Whether that trajectory holds through the far harder integration challenges ahead is unknowable from the outside. But the demonstration itself is meaningful: most acquisition programs at this stage are still arguing about requirements documents.


What Makes Continuous Competition Different


The piece identifies several structural features that distinguish the Collaborative Integrator from prior models, and the most important is what Defense Tech and Acquisition calls "continuous competition." In conventional acquisition, competition ends at contract award. A vendor who wins the contract has locked in revenue regardless of subsequent performance, at least until the government can muster the political and legal effort to terminate for cause — which rarely happens and almost never happens quickly.


The Collaborative Integrator changes that calculus. Vendors must "consistently perform to remain part of the effort, which helps maintain high performance standards, encourage innovation and prevent complacency." Performance is evaluated through frequent testing and demonstration cycles rather than milestone reviews. Underperformers can be removed and replaced without terminating the program itself, because the program's architecture is modular by design.


This is the civilian software industry's standard operating model applied to defense acquisition. Companies like Amazon, Google, and Microsoft routinely manage sprawling contractor ecosystems where individual contributors can be swapped out without disrupting the overall product. The fact that this approach is novel in defense procurement says something unflattering about how slowly the Pentagon's acquisition culture has evolved relative to the technology sector it depends on.


The piece draws a historical parallel to Project Maven, the Pentagon's artificial intelligence initiative that began using machine learning for imagery analysis. Maven operated as a modular consortium — Palantir for data integration, Amazon Web Services and Microsoft for cloud infrastructure, L3Harris and Maxar for imagery — without a single monolithic prime contractor. The piece argues Maven "has been an incredible success judging by its extensive use across all combatant commands and its designation as a formal program of record." That is a fair characterization, though Maven also generated significant controversy over the ethics of military artificial intelligence applications, a dimension the piece does not address.


Historical Precedents and Their Limits


The analysis surveys several other programs to establish that collaborative contracting has worked before. The Space Development Agency's tranche-based approach to building a proliferated low-Earth orbit satellite network distributed work across multiple vendors rather than relying on a single prime. The piece acknowledges that execution was imperfect — "they were not organized as well as they could have been which resulted in delayed fielding" — but credits the attempt as meaningful precedent.


The Eurofighter program gets a more cautious assessment. Four partner nations, three primary companies, and over four hundred contributing firms produced an aircraft that achieved its key performance goals and generated substantial export orders. But the multi-national governance structure "likely drove cost delays, schedule delays and had complex governance" — a polite summary of a program that ran significantly over budget and behind schedule. The piece calls it "overall deemed a success," which is defensible only if one grades on the curve of European collaborative defense programs.


Critics might note that the Eurofighter comparison cuts against the Collaborative Integrator model as much as it supports it. The consortium structure introduced precisely the accountability diffusion and governance complexity that the model is supposed to solve. The difference Guetlein appears to have engineered for Golden Dome is tight, frequent feedback loops and a genuine willingness to remove underperformers — elements the Eurofighter consortium conspicuously lacked. Whether those cultural elements can be sustained as Golden Dome grows in scope and political importance remains the central uncertainty.


The Risks the Piece Acknowledges


Defense Tech and Acquisition is candid about the model's vulnerabilities in ways that strengthen rather than undermine the analysis. The most significant is what the piece calls "diffused accountability" — the difficulty of assigning responsibility when problems span interdependent components built by different vendors. This is not a hypothetical concern. Complex system integration failures are almost always boundary problems: the sensor works, the communications link works, the battle management software works, but the seams between them fail in ways that no single vendor owns.


The piece also flags the demands the model places on government program offices: "This model still requires strong government leadership, insight into how coordination is occurring across vendors and integration planning is coalescing especially leading up to key demonstration events." This is a significant constraint. The Pentagon's acquisition workforce has been reduced and under-resourced over decades of outsourcing. Building a program office capable of the active coordination the Collaborative Integrator requires is not a matter of choosing the right contracting vehicle — it requires personnel with deep technical knowledge and the institutional authority to act on what they learn.


The piece notes that "not all acquisition structures and personnel are designed or prepared for frequent vendor changes, iterative delivery cycles and flexible scope adjustments." This is a considerable understatement. The Defense Acquisition System is built around fixed requirements, milestone-based reviews, and long contract periods of performance. Adapting it to support continuous vendor competition and iterative delivery requires not just flexible contracting vehicles — Other Transaction Authorities being the most likely candidate — but a fundamental shift in how program managers are evaluated and rewarded. Program managers whose careers depend on delivering to a fixed baseline have every incentive to resist the kind of adaptive management the model demands.


Critics might further observe that the model's success at Golden Dome may be partly attributable to factors that cannot be replicated across the broader acquisition portfolio. Guetlein has direct reporting authority, strong political backing, an aggressive timeline, and a consortium of vendors who are both technically capable and highly motivated to demonstrate their value in the most visible defense program of the moment. Replicating that combination of conditions for a mundane logistics software upgrade or a routine ship maintenance contract is a different proposition entirely.


When to Use It — and When Not To


The piece offers a useful set of conditions under which the Collaborative Integrator model is most appropriate. It works best when requirements are genuinely unknowable upfront and will evolve with operational experience, when specialized expertise is fragmented across vendors rather than concentrated in any single company, when performance is hard to specify in advance but easy to measure through testing, and when modular architectures make multi-vendor participation feasible without unreasonable integration risk.


Conversely, Defense Tech and Acquisition is direct that the model is not universally applicable. "The only proscription against use of this model is for programs with stable, well-defined requirements where it's likely to be more a hassle than help." Aircraft carrier propulsion plants, nuclear warhead components, and mature logistics systems probably do not benefit from continuous vendor competition. The model is suited to the leading edge of the technology frontier, not to production runs of proven hardware.


The contracting mechanisms the piece recommends — managed multi-award Indefinite Delivery Indefinite Quantity contracts, or preferably Other Transaction Authority agreements — are not exotic. Both exist in the current acquisition toolkit. The barrier to adoption is less legal than cultural: program managers and contracting officers who have built careers around fixed-price development contracts are not naturally inclined toward vehicles that require ongoing management judgment rather than upfront specification.


Bottom Line


Defense Tech and Acquisition has produced one of the more substantive pieces of acquisition theory to emerge from the Golden Dome program's early execution, grounding a genuinely useful framework in concrete precedent and honest risk assessment rather than promotional advocacy. The Collaborative Integrator model is not a silver bullet — it demands government technical competence and sustained leadership that the Pentagon has historically struggled to maintain — but the consortium governance Guetlein has built deserves serious study as a template for software-intensive defense programs. Whether the model survives contact with the program's more politically contentious phases will be the real test of the theory.

  
  

  
  
    Weekend update #178: Two weeks into the Russian spring offensive and the ukrainians have gained territory

    Phillips P. O'Brien · Phillips P. O'Brien · Mar 29, 2026 · 14 min read

  

  Phillips P. O'Brien cuts through the noise of daily headlines to deliver a startling counter-narrative: the much-heralded Russian spring offensive has not just stalled, it has reversed, with Ukrainian forces actually gaining ground. This is not wishful thinking or optimistic spin; the author marshals granular data on assault frequency, casualty rates, and specific territorial shifts to argue that the Russian military is entering a self-destructive spiral of diminishing returns. For the busy strategist or policy watcher, the real value here is the shift from analyzing political rhetoric to examining the hard mechanics of a war where technology and attrition are rewriting the rules of engagement.

The Mechanics of Stalled Offensives

O'Brien begins by dismantling the assumption that a massive spike in Russian ground attacks equates to strategic success. He notes that starting around March 17, the Russian command launched over 600 assaults in a single four-day period, including massed armored columns of up to 500 vehicles. Yet, the result was not a breakthrough, but a stalemate. "Russian gains have been in practical terms non existent, both during the last two weeks when they have been attacking, and before," O'Brien writes. This observation is crucial because it highlights a fundamental shift in the battlefield's physics: the defender's advantage has been supercharged by transparency.

The author argues that the battlefield has become "increasingly transparent and deadly for human beings," rendering traditional mass infantry tactics obsolete. This is where the integration of unmanned systems becomes the deciding factor. O'Brien references his recent discussion with Bohdan Zhelobchuk of Come Back Alive to illustrate how Unmanned Ground Vehicles (UGVs) are now delivering supplies, evacuating the wounded, and even holding defensive lines without a single human soldier present. The implication is profound: the side that best integrates these systems saves lives and maintains defensive integrity.

"The Ukrainians are determined to keep the number of infantry at the front at the smallest number possible."

Critics might argue that relying too heavily on technology creates a vulnerability if supply chains for drones are disrupted, but O'Brien's data suggests the alternative—sending waves of poorly trained conscripts into a drone-saturated kill zone—is far more catastrophic. The evidence supports the claim that the Russian army is trapped in a vicious cycle. As the author puts it, "the enormous losses that the Russians have suffered, and their insatiable need to send more and more forces into the attack, seems to be reaching a point of diminishing returns." With training times for new recruits dropping to a mere one week, the quality of the attacking force has degraded to the point where morale and effectiveness are collapsing.

The Ranged War and Economic Strangulation

The commentary then pivots to the "ranged war," contrasting the Russian strategy of terror bombing with Ukraine's emerging precision strikes on economic infrastructure. O'Brien details a massive Russian bombardment of 982 drones and missiles aimed at power generation and civilian morale, a tactic designed to break the will of the population and deplete air defense stocks. However, the more significant development is Ukraine's retaliatory campaign against Russian oil export terminals in the Baltic, specifically Primorsk and Ust-Luga.

This is not a random act of sabotage; it is a calculated campaign of economic warfare. O'Brien notes that Ukraine attacked these facilities three times in five days, understanding that "it takes repeated attacks on the same facilities to put them out of action." The result has been severe: reports suggest Russian oil exports could be down by 40%, with exporters on the verge of declaring Force Majeure. This mirrors the strategic lessons learned during the Battle of Bakhmut, where attrition was not just about holding ground but grinding down the enemy's capacity to sustain the fight.

"Ukraine is now going after the whole Russian production/exporting system."

The author acknowledges a complicating factor: while Russian export volumes are plummeting, global oil prices have risen, potentially offsetting some financial losses for the Kremlin. However, the strategic blow remains significant as it forces Russia to halt refined fuel exports entirely. This shift demonstrates that Ukraine is no longer just reacting to Russian aggression but is proactively shaping the economic battlefield. The ability to execute such complex, long-range operations signals a maturation of Ukrainian military doctrine that goes far beyond simple defense.

Ukraine as a Global Defense Partner

Perhaps the most surprising element of O'Brien's analysis is the geopolitical realignment occurring in the Gulf. While much attention is paid to the friction between Kyiv and Washington, the author highlights a series of defense agreements signed with Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE. These nations, traditionally reliant on American defense systems, are turning to Ukraine for expertise in counter-drone technology and AI-driven defense.

O'Brien writes, "Ukraine is transforming in front of our eyes into a world leader in military tech." This is a stark departure from the narrative of Ukraine as a passive recipient of aid. The agreements cover everything from joint production factories to cybersecurity, signaling that Ukraine's battlefield innovations have become a global commodity. This development underscores a critical lesson for Europe: the continent needs Ukraine's technological edge as much as Ukraine needs European political support.

"People need to stop looking at Ukraine simply as a state that needs help and support."

A counterargument worth considering is whether these Gulf states are making a long-term strategic bet or merely hedging against immediate threats. However, the scale of the 10-year agreements suggests a deeper commitment to Ukrainian expertise. The author contrasts this with the slow pace of adaptation in the European defense industry, which still seems "stuck in 2021." By positioning Ukraine as a premier defense partner, O'Brien argues that the balance of power in military innovation has shifted, and the West is at risk of being left behind if it fails to recognize this new reality.

"Ukraine is now a world leader in one of the most important strategic capabilities all states face."

Bottom Line

Phillips P. O'Brien's most compelling argument is that the war has entered a phase where technological adaptation and economic attrition are outweighing traditional mass mobilization, turning the Russian offensive into a self-inflicted wound. While the volatility of global oil markets and the pace of Western political support remain variables, the evidence of Ukraine's operational maturity and the Russian army's structural decay is undeniable. The reader should watch for the long-term impact of these Gulf partnerships, as they may signal the emergence of a new, non-Western axis of military innovation that could reshape global defense dynamics for decades.

  
  
  
    Deep Dive

    Battle of Bakhmut

    Based on Wikipedia: Battle of Bakhmut
For nearly a year, a small Ukrainian city that most Westerners had never heard of became the site of what some military analysts consider the bloodiest battle since World War II. Bakhmut, a salt-mining town of about 70,000 people before the war, transformed into a grinding cauldron of death that consumed soldiers on both sides at a staggering rate. The fighting there drew comparisons to Verdun and Stalingrad, those infamous meat grinders of the twentieth century where industrial-age warfare reduced human beings to statistics measured in lives-per-meter-gained.
What made Bakhmut unusual was not its strategic importance. There were no major military installations there, no critical crossroads that would unlock eastern Ukraine. The city mattered because both sides decided it mattered, pouring in troops and resources until walking away meant admitting catastrophic losses had been for nothing.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/battle-of-bakhmut/

  


  
  
    Acquisition marketplaces are blooming

    Various · Defense Tech and Acquisition · Mar 28, 2026 · 84 min read

  

  This piece cuts through the usual procurement fog to reveal a stark reality: the United States is finally waking up to the fact that winning future conflicts depends less on exquisite, single-use weapons and more on the ability to flood the battlefield with affordable, autonomous systems. The author's most distinctive claim isn't just that drone warfare has changed, but that the industrial base is currently failing to adapt fast enough, with less than half a percent of the defense budget dedicated to the very "precise mass" capabilities that are defining modern combat.

The Budgetary Pivot and the Reconciliation Gamble

The narrative opens with a critical inflection point: the upcoming Fiscal Year 2027 budget request. The author notes that the White House is preparing to deliver a request that could total $1.5 trillion, though the mechanism remains uncertain. "The number one priority of the federal government has always been keeping our homeland safe and keeping our enemies at bay over there so they can't hit us here," writes Sen. Lindsey Graham, framing the potential second reconciliation bill as a non-negotiable necessity for national security.

This framing is effective because it shifts the conversation from abstract spending caps to the tangible reality of warfighting. The author highlights that Republicans intend to use this legislative vehicle to inject funds specifically for defense and law enforcement, bypassing traditional budgetary hurdles. As Rep. Mike Rogers puts it, "We're not talking about something frivolous here. We're talking about national defense."

However, the commentary rightly points out a potential vulnerability in this approach. While the political will is there, the mechanism of reconciliation is a blunt instrument that often struggles with the granular details of industrial policy. Critics might note that simply throwing money at the problem without fixing the underlying acquisition bottlenecks could lead to waste rather than the "decisive and enduring advantage" promised by Under Secretary Michael Duffey.

The Industrial Base: From Exquisite to Mass

The core of the argument shifts to the missile production surge, where the Pentagon has announced framework agreements with major contractors like Lockheed Martin and BAE Systems. The stakes are high: Lockheed is set to quadruple production of the Precision Strike Missile (PrSM), a system that saw its first combat use in Operation Epic Fury against Iran. Similarly, BAE Systems is ramping up Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) interceptor production to meet the same fourfold increase.

The author captures the urgency well, quoting Duffey: "Through this agreement, we are actively building the Arsenal of Freedom with speed and urgency. By empowering industry to invest in the factory floor, we are building a decisive and enduring advantage for our warfighters to outpace any potential adversary."

Yet, a critical tension emerges in the "high-low" munitions mix. The text reveals a startling statistic from the Pentagon's own Munitions Acceleration Council: 97% of funds are currently allocated to high-cost, "exquisite" munitions, leaving only 3% for low-cost developmental options. Lt Gen Steven Whitney acknowledges this imbalance, stating, "We call this a high-low mix, and to be perfectly clear, both are needed."

This is where the author's analysis shines. They argue that the current 97-3 split is unsustainable in an era of attrition warfare. The commentary suggests that the Department of War needs to track these allocations annually to ensure a shift toward volume. As VADM Seiko Okano notes, "A few years ago, we were essentially at zero percent, so we're in a better place now with actually taking action."

The primary lesson of the Ukraine war has been that the world has entered an age of precise mass: an era in which states and nonstate actors... will be able to field low-cost precision weapons and sensors at scale.

The author draws a sharp parallel to the Russia-Ukraine conflict, noting that the U.S. currently spends less than 0.5% of its defense budget on these precise mass capabilities. This is a damning indictment of current planning. While the administration is pushing for more production, the structural bias toward expensive, high-tech systems remains a significant hurdle. The argument is strengthened by the historical context of THAAD and PrSM, reminding readers that even our most advanced systems are now being tested in real-time against adversaries who have mastered the art of cheap, mass-produced drone swarms.

The Unmanned Revolution: Deployment vs. Development

The piece then pivots to the Navy's struggle with Unmanned Surface Vehicles (USVs). Here, the author presents a complex picture of progress and failure. On one hand, Global Autonomous Reconnaissance Craft (GARC) have logged over 450 hours in Operation Epic Fury, marking the first confirmed use of such vessels in active conflict. On the other, the Navy's long-term effort to field a fleet of autonomous USVs has been "dogged by technical problems, cost concerns and a series of testing setbacks."

The author does not shy away from the failures, citing a recent incident where a GARC became inoperable in the Middle East and another where an armed USV washed ashore in Turkey, requiring a controlled detonation. These details are crucial. They prevent the narrative from becoming a cheerleading exercise and instead ground the discussion in the messy reality of deploying unproven technology.

The commentary argues that the Navy must prioritize quantity and vendor diversity over perfection. "It is vitally important the Navy get as many USVs from many vendors into the waters into exercises and operations ASAP," the author asserts. This is a pragmatic take that challenges the traditional "test until it's perfect" mindset. The lesson from the Turkey incident is clear: the risk of losing a prototype is far lower than the risk of having no capability at all when the conflict escalates.

The Cost Curve and the Counter-Drone Dilemma

Perhaps the most compelling section of the article addresses the economics of defense. The author illustrates the absurdity of the current cost curve, where intercepting a $2,000 drone with a $400,000 missile is a losing strategy. "Intercepting incoming Shaheds with rotary-wing aircraft... costs roughly 5,000 to 10,000 USD per flight hour," the text explains, while an F-15E with an AIM-9X Sidewinder can cost half a million dollars per engagement.

The solution proposed is a shift toward affordable, layered defense systems. The article highlights the General Dynamics-led Leonidas Autonomous Ground Vehicle, which combines commercial truck technology with Epirus's high-power microwave (HPM) counter-drone platform. This system offers a cheaper, reusable alternative to kinetic interceptors. "The fact that we're leveraging a commercial platform and a commercial driver... is a match made in heaven," says Ray Moldovan of General Dynamics Land Systems.

This section effectively bridges the gap between high-level strategy and on-the-ground engineering. By showcasing the LOCUST X3 laser weapon, which can destroy drones for under $5 per engagement, the author makes a powerful case for the future of warfare. The argument is that the U.S. must stop trying to out-spend adversaries on every single engagement and instead build systems that make the cost of attack prohibitive for the enemy.

The Silicon Valley Disconnect

Finally, the commentary addresses the broader ecosystem of innovation, noting the sharp criticism from Trae Stephens of Anduril Industries regarding congressional dysfunction. "Our federal government is not doing its job," Stephens warns, arguing that legislative gridlock is handing a strategic edge to China. The author also highlights the establishment of the President's Council of Advisors on Science and Technology (PCAST), populated by tech titans like Jensen Huang and Mark Zuckerberg, signaling a renewed focus on integrating private sector innovation into national security.

This is a necessary reminder that the battle for technological supremacy is not just about military budgets, but about the speed of innovation. The author suggests that the U.S. can only win if it can leverage the agility of Silicon Valley while overcoming the inertia of the federal bureaucracy.

If all you have is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail. When your main tools are investigations and the bully pulpit, the rules they write are often already obsolete by the time they take effect.

Critics might argue that relying too heavily on private sector solutions could compromise national security or lead to a lack of oversight. However, the author's point is that the status quo is already a failure, and the risk of inaction far outweighs the risks of rapid, private-sector-led deployment.

Bottom Line

The strongest part of this argument is its unflinching diagnosis of the "precise mass" gap: the U.S. is preparing for a war of attrition with a budget and industrial base designed for precision strikes, a mismatch that could prove fatal. The piece's biggest vulnerability lies in its optimism that the upcoming budget reconciliation and new procurement frameworks can be implemented quickly enough to close this gap before the next crisis. Readers should watch closely to see if the 97-3 funding split actually shifts in the FY27 request, as that will be the true test of whether the U.S. is ready for the new era of warfare.

  
  
  
    Deep Dive

    Terminal High Altitude Area Defense

    Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/terminal-high-altitude-area-defense/

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Unmanned surface vehicle

    Based on Wikipedia: Unmanned surface vehicle
Robot Ships Are Already Here
In September 2021, a saildrone—an autonomous sailing vessel about the size of a surfboard standing on end—did something no research vessel had ever done before. It sailed directly into the eye of Hurricane Sam, a Category 4 storm with winds exceeding 120 miles per hour and waves cresting at fifty feet. The drone captured video footage from inside the maelstrom while transmitting atmospheric and ocean data back to scientists at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. No human crew was endangered. No ship was risked.
This is the world of unmanned surface vehicles, or USVs—boats and ships that operate on water without anyone on board.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/unmanned-surface-vehicle/
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    A storied Russian muckraker on oil, Iran, Ukraine, and more

    Matt Taibbi · Matt Taibbi's Racket · Apr 2, 2026 · 13 min read

  

  Matt Taibbi turns his attention to Leonid Krutakov, a Russian muckraker whose new book, "Oil and Peace," reframes global conflict not as a clash of ideologies or personalities, but as a desperate scramble for the finite energy that powers modern civilization. While Western discourse obsesses over carbon emissions, Krutakov argues that the true crisis is the "doomed math" of a world entirely dependent on a single hydrocarbon, a dependency that has turned every major geopolitical flashpoint from Ukraine to Iran into a battle over pipeline routes and extraction rights.

The Physics of Geopolitics

Taibbi highlights how Krutakov shifts the lens from moral judgment to material reality. The author writes, "The energy density of oil is incredible… It's hard to even imagine how many people would have to work, and for how long, to provide the energy equivalent of one voyage of a supertanker from the Persian Gulf to Rotterdam." This comparison is not merely rhetorical; it grounds the abstract concept of "energy security" in the visceral reality of human labor. By quantifying the sheer scale of energy we consume, Krutakov exposes the fragility of the global order. This argument gains weight when viewed through the historical context of the "Loans for shares" scheme, where the privatization of Russian assets in the 1990s was less about free markets and more about consolidating control over the very energy flows that now dictate international relations.

Krutakov's analysis suggests that the West's high-energy lifestyle is a temporary anomaly built on low extraction costs in developing nations. As Taibbi notes, "American analyses of these questions tend to focus obsessively on global warming, but Krutakov's book spends more time focusing on the doomed math of tying so much of our lives… to the production of one hydrocarbon." The implication is stark: the political unsustainability of this model is more immediate than the ecological one. Critics might argue that this materialist determinism downplays the role of human agency and diplomatic failure, yet the sheer volume of historical evidence Krutakov marshals—from the Civil War to the invasion of Russia by Hitler—makes the energy argument difficult to dismiss.

"Rockefeller built the world in which we live. He laid the foundations of the oil industry as vertically integrated with an internal pricing system that allows controlling the cost of the final product."

The Hidden Architecture of War

The interview takes a provocative turn when Krutakov challenges the standard narrative of the American Civil War. He asserts that the conflict "wasn't fought over human rights or a struggle over slavery" but was instead a clash between "muscle and machine," or biological versus mineral energy. Taibbi presents this not as a denial of slavery's horrors, but as an economic reading of the war's structural drivers: the Union's need to secure the nascent oil empire led by Rockefeller against the South's agricultural base. This reframing forces the reader to reconsider the "oil triangle" of the 19th century as a precursor to the modern energy wars.

Taibbi writes, "Krutakov he writes in detail about this key role oil played in triggering two world wars and misadventures in Iraq, Syria, Libya, and elsewhere." The connection is drawn explicitly to current events, with Krutakov suggesting that the war in Ukraine and tensions with Iran are merely the latest chapters in a 150-year struggle for control over the global market's energy underpinning. The author notes, "The Libyan story began with a project to construct an oil pipeline to Italy along the bottom of the Mediterranean Sea… Syria should have become part of the oil pipeline from Iran through Iraq." This specific detail transforms abstract geopolitical maneuvering into a concrete battle over infrastructure. The parallel to the "Energy density" concept is clear: just as oil concentrates solar energy over millennia, these conflicts concentrate decades of diplomatic tension into moments of violent eruption.

The Limits of Power

When addressing the role of the United States, Krutakov offers a sobering assessment of Russia's failure to convert its resource wealth into long-term power. He states, "Russia remains fundamentally a rentier country. Over the past 30 years Russia has failed to convert its energy opportunities into cognitive capital." Taibbi uses this to pivot to a broader critique of the global order, where raw materials are valued over education and science. The author writes, "Genuine supremacy is formed not in raw materials or the military sphere, but in education. Knowledge and science make a country truly great and significant for the whole of world civilization."

This perspective challenges the notion that military might or resource control guarantees stability. Krutakov argues that the current global crisis is a result of the West's inability to see beyond the immediate leverage of oil. As Taibbi puts it, "It became clear that the energy component would lead the world to a global clash over energy sources, which we are witnessing today: Iraq, Libya, Syria, Ukraine, Russia, Iran…" The administration's focus on specific geopolitical theaters often misses this underlying current. The executive branch's actions, whether in sanctioning Iran or supporting NATO expansion, are interpreted by Krutakov not as moral crusades but as moves to secure the "oil underpinning" of the global market.

Critics might note that attributing every conflict to oil risks oversimplifying complex ethnic and religious tensions. However, Krutakov's insistence on the "material resources that allow history itself to materialize" provides a consistent framework for understanding why certain regions remain volatile while others stabilize. The interview concludes with a reflection on the information war, where Krutakov warns that "the revolver has always been and remains the last argument in a debate when you have nothing left to respond with."

Bottom Line

Taibbi's coverage of Krutakov's work succeeds in stripping away the moralizing rhetoric that often clouds discussions of international conflict, replacing it with a stark, materialist analysis of energy as the primary driver of history. The strongest part of this argument is its ability to connect disparate events—from the Civil War to the Nord Stream explosions—through a single, unifying thread of resource dependency. Its biggest vulnerability lies in its deterministic tone, which may underplay the potential for human innovation to break the cycle of energy-driven conflict. Readers should watch for how the administration navigates the coming squeeze on global energy supplies, as the math Krutakov describes suggests that the window for a peaceful transition is rapidly closing.

  
  
    Recommended Reading

    As an Amazon Associate, Hex Index earns from qualifying purchases.

    
    	The End of Oil: On the Edge of a Perilous New World by Paul Roberts


    

  

  
  
    Deep Dive

    Energy density

    Based on Wikipedia: Energy density
The Sandwich That Beats Dynamite
Here's a fact that sounds wrong but isn't: a peanut butter and jelly sandwich contains more energy per unit mass than a stick of dynamite.
This isn't a trick of measurement or a physicist's joke. It's a real consequence of how we think about energy density—the amount of energy packed into a given amount of stuff. And understanding why this apparent paradox is true opens up a fascinating window into how energy works, from the food on your plate to the nuclear reactions powering distant stars.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/energy-density/

  


  
  
    The McKinsey century

    Various · Compact Magazine · Apr 1, 2026 · 13 min read

  

  This piece cuts through the binary of 'McKinsey as hero' versus 'McKinsey as villain' to reveal a more unsettling truth: the firm is the perfect mirror of the post-WWII managerial class, reflecting both its utopian ambitions and its moral blind spots. The author, a former insider, argues that the firm's true engine isn't greed or altruism, but a desperate, elite desire for approval that allowed it to blur the lines between public and private power. For anyone trying to understand why modern institutions feel so detached from their stated values, this historical autopsy is essential.

The Managerial Revolution in Real Time

The author begins by dismantling the two dominant narratives surrounding the consultancy. On one side, there are the hagiographies like The McKinsey Way that portray consultants as saviors; on the other, the exposés like When McKinsey Comes to Town that paint them as the architects of modern decay. The author rejects both extremes, noting, "McKinsey is a quintessential institution of the post-World War II era. As such, the firm reflects all the successes of that era, as well as its blind spots, moral failings, and excesses."

This framing is powerful because it shifts the blame from a single bad actor to a systemic cultural shift. The author connects the firm's rise to James Burnham's 1941 prophecy in The Managerial Revolution, which predicted a new ruling class of managers who would transcend traditional capitalist boundaries. The text argues that "McKinsey played an important role in this transition," effectively operationalizing Burnham's theory by placing its own people in positions of influence across both the private sector and the government.

"The managers, he predicted, would have a type of power that would transcend national boundaries, and they would come to flourish in all types of political regimes, whether nominally capitalist, socialist, authoritarian, monarchic, or democratic."

The author illustrates this with a stark example from the healthcare sector, where a major insurer's profits were dictated not by patient care but by lobbying Congress for tweaks to the Affordable Care Act. In this ecosystem, "McKinsey often sits on both sides of the table," advising the very agencies—such as the Food and Drug Administration and the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services—that regulate the clients they also serve. Critics might argue that this regulatory capture is a feature of modern capitalism rather than a unique failure of one firm, but the author's insider perspective on the culture of this overlap adds a layer of nuance often missing from policy debates.

The Erosion of the Bower Ethic

The narrative takes a personal turn as the author recalls the firm's founding ethos, championed by Marvin Bower, who modeled McKinsey after elite law firms. Bower insisted on "placing client welfare ahead of our own interest," a standard that theoretically meant making the consultant "obsolete" once the client was transformed. The author contrasts this with a later culture driven by the pursuit of "core clients" and long-term revenue streams.

The piece uses a vivid anecdote from a company golf tournament to illustrate this moral drift. When a junior partner instructs the author to cheat by kicking a ball out of the rough to save the team from losing, the author realizes, "That's funny. No really... You need to hit from out here. I don't want to lose." This moment serves as a microcosm for the firm's broader shift: "If your primary goal is profit, you're going to be less eager to wean your clients off of consultants, for it doesn't pay to be 'obsolete.'"

This transition is linked to the firm's expansion into work for authoritarian regimes in China, Russia, and Saudi Arabia. The author suggests that the justification for this was a specific type of utopian optimism prevalent after the Cold War. As former partner Olivier Kayser noted, "There was a feeling that economic development would lead to democracy... The general direction of history was clear." The author argues that this belief system allowed the firm to rationalize serving corrupt governments as a "duty" to historical progress, a dangerous conflation of profit with moral righteousness.

"Neither greed nor selfless devotion to client service is the engine of McKinsey's dominance. You'll find plenty of both in the corridors of McKinsey, but the real driver of the firm's success is the desire for approval and recognition."

The author posits that the recruitment pool has shifted from well-rounded individuals with diverse work experience to a homogenous group of "overachievers" who have never held a real job before joining the firm. This lack of grounding, combined with an academic environment that views high ideals as mere masks for power, creates a workforce that is cynical yet driven by a need for status. The argument suggests that when you strip away the pretense of moral superiority, the firm is simply a machine for validating the status quo.

Bottom Line

The strongest element of this commentary is its refusal to reduce McKinsey's influence to simple corruption; instead, it identifies a more insidious driver: a utopian belief in the inevitability of global capitalism that blinded the firm to its own complicity in authoritarianism. The piece's greatest vulnerability is its reliance on a single insider's memory of a cultural shift, which may overlook the structural economic pressures that forced these changes regardless of individual intent. Readers should watch for how this "managerial class" continues to shape policy in an era where the faith in inevitable historical progress has largely evaporated.
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    As an Amazon Associate, Hex Index earns from qualifying purchases.

    
    	The Managerial Revolution by James Burnham
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    Financialization

    Based on Wikipedia: Financialization
When Money Became the Product
In 1970, if you wanted to make a fortune in America, you built something. A car factory. A chain of restaurants. A better mousetrap. By 2007, the fastest path to extraordinary wealth was to trade pieces of paper that represented bets on other pieces of paper, which themselves were bets on whether ordinary people would pay their mortgages.
This transformation has a name: financialization.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/financialization/

  


  
  
    China’s financial strategy: Power, sovereignty and the limits of caution

    Various · Sinification · Mar 31, 2026 · 38 min read

  

  This piece cuts through the noise of standard economic forecasting to present a high-stakes debate on the very nature of national power. Senior establishment economist Xia Bin argues that China's financial system is not merely a support structure for industry, but a strategic asset that must be carefully contained to survive great-power competition. His opponent, Alicia García-Herrero, counters that this caution is a trap, insisting that true sovereignty requires the aggressive internationalization of the currency that Xia Bin fears.

The Core Tension: Caution vs. Ambition

The essay is framed as a clash between two distinct visions of how a rising power navigates a volatile world. Xia Bin, a former director at the People's Bank of China, anchors his argument in the belief that finance is inherently unstable and must remain subordinate to the real economy. He writes, "In the face of an uncertain future external environment, policy competition among governments, especially between major powers, will determine the course of history." This sets the stage for his central thesis: that China cannot afford the risks of full financial openness.

García-Herrero, a chief economist at Natixis, challenges this premise directly. She argues that viewing finance as a secondary servant to the real economy is a fatal strategic error. "A developed financial system is not just supportive infrastructure; it is a core instrument of national power, sovereignty, and self-reliance," she asserts. Her critique is sharp: by prioritizing safety over scale, China risks remaining a "lame giant"—economically massive but financially weak.

The historical context here is crucial. García-Herrero points out that Britain's 19th-century dominance and America's post-1945 "exorbitant privilege" were not built on insulation, but on bold monetary internationalization. This reference to the concept of "exorbitant privilege"—the unique advantage the US enjoys by issuing the world's primary reserve currency—highlights what China is missing. Xia Bin's strategy of "full domestic marketisation paired with limited cross-border globalisation" may feel prudent, but García-Herrero warns it perpetuates dependency on the dollar.

"True self-reliance requires the opposite: decisive opening that transforms the RMB into a genuine reserve currency, allowing China to finance its growth on its own terms, recycle surpluses globally, and insulate domestic policy from U.S. Federal Reserve decisions."

The "Weak Financial Power" Diagnosis

Xia Bin's analysis is particularly candid about China's structural vulnerabilities. He identifies a "currency mismatch" and the inability to freely convert the Renminbi as defining features of a "weak financial power." He notes that despite China's manufacturing might, it remains a "lame giant" regarding pricing power over bulk commodities and energy.

His proposed solution is a "harmonious" financial strategy that advances Chinese interests without disrupting global growth. He argues for a managed floating exchange rate and a gradual, controlled opening of the capital account. "Capital account opening must be proactive, gradual and controlled—coordinated with domestic reform, RMB regionalisation and stronger macroprudential regulation," Xia Bin writes. He views the current state of financial weakness not as a failure, but as a shield. In a striking metaphor drawn from Traditional Chinese Medicine, he suggests that "using deficiency to ward off harm" protects the economy from external shocks.

Critics might note that this "defensive necessity" approach assumes the global financial order will remain stable enough to allow for gradualism. If the dollar system fractures or if geopolitical tensions escalate, the buffers Xia Bin relies on could evaporate, leaving China exposed without the leverage of a fully internationalized currency.

García-Herrero finds this logic flawed. She argues that "limited globalisation, by design, caps these benefits" and risks locking China into a perpetual state of vulnerability. She contends that deep, liquid capital markets are essential for attracting global savings and lowering borrowing costs for strategic industries. "The real economy thrives when finance leads, not follows," she writes, challenging the very hierarchy Xia Bin seeks to preserve.

"Cautious incrementalism may feel safe, but it delays the very financial superpower status Xia Bin himself endorses."

The Limits of the "Real Bills" Mindset

The debate touches on the "real bills doctrine"—the idea that money should only be created to finance real economic transactions. Xia Bin's insistence that finance must serve the "root" (the real economy) reflects this traditional view. He warns that mainstream Western textbooks miss the systemic, dynamic, and structurally unequal nature of the real financial world.

However, García-Herrero argues that this view underestimates the autonomous strategic value of finance. She suggests that by treating finance merely as a tool to avoid external shocks, China misses the opportunity to reshape the global monetary order. The tension here is between the "Impossible Trinity"—the economic principle that a country cannot simultaneously maintain a fixed exchange rate, free capital movement, and an independent monetary policy—and the desire for full sovereignty. Xia Bin seems to accept a compromise on the first two to protect the third, while García-Herrero argues that China must eventually embrace the risks of the first two to secure the third.

The stakes are high. As Xia Bin puts it, "What is urgently required is not merely the mainstream theories of modern economics, but also a guiding theoretical framework that is capable of adapting to changes in the distribution of global economic power." He calls for a political economy framework that reflects the dynamics of the rise and decline of major powers.

"In Traditional Chinese Medicine terms, China's financial weakness is itself a strategic asset: 'using deficiency to ward off harm' shields against external shocks while strengthening the real economy."

Bottom Line

Xia Bin offers a sobering, realistic assessment of China's financial fragility, correctly identifying that the path to a global reserve currency is fraught with peril. However, García-Herrero's counter-argument is the more compelling strategic vision: true independence cannot be achieved through insulation, but only through the hard power of a dominant currency. The reader should watch for how the administration balances these competing pressures in the coming decade, as the choice between "lame giant" status and financial superpowerhood will define the next era of global economics.
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    Market participation is exhausting

    Cory Doctorow · Pluralistic · Mar 30, 2026 · 20 min read

  

  Cory Doctorow identifies a hidden tax on modern life that has nothing to do with money: the sheer cognitive exhaustion of constant market participation. While most economic analysis focuses on efficiency or inequality, Doctorow reframes the crisis as a psychological mismatch, arguing that a society organized around relentless haggling systematically favors a specific, narrow type of personality while draining the energy of everyone else.

The Tyranny of the Deal

Doctorow begins by grounding his argument in the reality of human cognitive diversity. He notes that while he struggles with spatial tasks, his wife excels at them, and vice versa with administrative work. This natural complementarity is how healthy systems function, yet our current economic model rejects this nuance. "We're a diverse species, cognitively speaking – different ways of thinking come more easily to some of us than others," Doctorow writes. The problem arises when a single cognitive style—aggressive, high-stakes bargaining—is elevated to the only valid mode of interaction.

He illustrates this with the concept of "requisite complexity" from cybernetics, a field he has explored in depth regarding system control. Just as a database search runs faster when confined to specific fields, human systems function best when tasks match the operator's strengths. However, the modern economy demands that everyone become a specialist in haggling, regardless of their natural inclinations. "For me, haggling is (at best) embarrassing. At worst, it's humiliating. It's always exhausting," Doctorow admits, contrasting his experience with his agents, for whom the same activity is "invigorating."

This distinction is crucial. The author argues that the people running our institutions are not just good at bargaining; they are addicted to it. They have turned the act of extracting every possible cent into a moral virtue. "The people running this game are so invigorated by haggling that they can't not haggle," he observes. This creates a system where the "invigorated" dominate the "exhausted," not through superior skill, but by turning a cognitive preference into a political ideology.

Bargaining is what they do, it's not who they are. That doesn't just make them bearable as human beings, it also makes them better at their jobs.

The Ideology of Exhaustion

Doctorow takes aim at the economic theories that justify this relentless pressure, specifically the concept of "revealed preferences." This theory suggests that if a person accepts a bad deal, they must have preferred it. Doctorow dismantles this logic by showing how it dehumanizes those with no choice. "In other words, if someone sells their kidney to Sheryl Sandberg in order to make the rent, they have a 'revealed preference' for having only one kidney," he writes. This framing is particularly effective because it exposes the absurdity of treating desperate survival strategies as free market choices.

He connects this mindset to a broader cultural shift where cheating is rebranded as smart negotiation. The author points out that when the executive branch or corporate leaders operate under the principle of "caveat emptor" (let the buyer beware), they are essentially institutionalizing a winner-take-all dynamic. "If you can cheat and get away with it, it's not even cheating: 'that makes you smart,'" Doctorow notes, highlighting how this attitude erodes trust and forces everyone to remain on high alert. Critics might argue that competitive markets drive innovation and lower prices, but Doctorow counters that the "externality" of this competition is a massive drain on public mental energy.

The exhaustion is not evenly distributed. Those who lose the bargaining game face a vicious cycle: poverty increases cognitive load, which in turn reduces the ability to bargain effectively in the future. "Losing the bargain means being poorer, and being poorer means more cognitive demands," he explains. This creates a feedback loop where the wealthy can afford to be strategic, while the poor are forced into reactive, survival-mode decision-making.

The Club Med Alternative

As an antidote to this pervasive exhaustion, Doctorow introduces Dan Davies's "Club Med theory." The argument posits that the true value of an all-inclusive resort is not luxury, but the removal of market transactions. "Every transaction is a decision, and decisions cost energy," Davies argues, a point Doctorow embraces. In this environment, the rich and poor eat the same food and participate in the same activities, effectively erasing the cognitive demands of class distinction.

Doctorow contrasts the peace of the resort with the chaos of an unregulated beach, where vendors "pester them mercilessly until they pay you to go away." He cites economist John Kenneth Galbraith, who noted in 1963 that "total physical and mental inertia are highly agreeable, much more so than we allow ourselves to imagine." This historical reference strengthens the argument by showing that the desire to opt out of the market is not a new phenomenon, but a fundamental human need that modern policy ignores.

However, Doctorow acknowledges that the solution isn't to eliminate haggling entirely. He admits that some people genuinely thrive on the energy of the deal. "I don't want those people trying to sell me a timeshare or trying to rope me into their MLM, but I'd love to have them negotiating on behalf of my union," he writes. The key is context. We need hagglers to fight for our rights, but we need them to be able to "switch it off" when the negotiation is over. The current system, however, demands that everyone be a haggler, all the time.

Running the world on 'caveat emptor' isn't just a transfer from workers to the wealthy, it's a transfer from people who are exhausted by bargaining to people who are invigorated by it.

Bottom Line

Doctorow's most compelling insight is that the modern market is not just an economic engine, but a psychological filter that privileges a specific, exhausting personality type while punishing everyone else. The argument's strength lies in its shift from financial metrics to cognitive load, offering a fresh explanation for why so many feel drained by daily life. Its vulnerability is that while the diagnosis is sharp, the prescription—creating "Club Med" zones in a hyper-competitive world—remains a difficult political challenge to implement at scale.
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    Enshittification

    Based on Wikipedia: Enshittification
The Three-Act Tragedy of Every Platform You've Ever Loved
You remember when Amazon actually helped you find what you wanted to buy. When Facebook showed you posts from your friends instead of ads pretending to be posts from your friends. When Google search results answered your questions on the first page instead of the fifth.
You're not imagining it. Things really did get worse.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/enshittification/
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    Based on Wikipedia: Goodhart's law
In March 2026, as we look back at the chaotic policy shifts of the early 2020s, the ghost of a simple economic adage haunts every boardroom, government agency, and research lab: "When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure." This is Goodhart's Law, a principle that sounds almost tautological until you realize it is the primary engine behind the systemic failures of modern accountability. It is not merely a warning; it is a description of the inevitable collapse of any statistical regularity once human beings are pressured to manipulate it for control.
The law is named after Charles Goodhart, a British economist who, in a 1975 article on monetary policy in the United Kingdom, observed a phenomenon that would eventually plague every sector of human organization. Goodhart noted that "any observed statistical regularity will tend to collapse once pressure is placed upon it for control purposes." At the time, he was discussing the British government's attempt to steer the economy by targeting specific money supply aggregates. The logic seemed sound: if you want to control inflation, target the amount of money in the system. But once the central bank declared a specific number as the target, the financial markets, acting with rational expectations, found ways to circumvent the definition of "money" itself. The relationship between the metric and the reality it was supposed to measure shattered.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/goodharts-law-Goodhart's_law/

  


  
  
    Maybe you should have bought an electric car

    Noah Smith · Noahpinion · Mar 29, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  Noah Smith reframes the electric vehicle debate not as an environmental crusade, but as a stark calculation of economic security in an era of geopolitical volatility. While most analysts focus on carbon emissions, Smith argues that the recent conflict in the Middle East exposes a critical vulnerability for American drivers who remain tethered to global oil markets, while those who switched to electric vehicles have effectively insulated themselves from the chaos. This is a provocative pivot that forces busy readers to consider their daily commute through the lens of national defense and supply chain resilience rather than just climate policy.

The Illusion of Stability

Smith opens by dismantling the comforting narrative that current fuel prices are manageable. He notes that while $4 a gallon might seem low relative to historical peaks, the sudden 50% spike in weekly costs for commuters is a tangible financial shock. "Those people have every right to be upset," Smith writes, highlighting the disconnect between macroeconomic averages and the daily reality of the workforce. He contrasts this immediately with the electric vehicle owner, who remains largely unaffected by the conflict. "To them, the war in Iran isn't a source of daily pain at the pump, because they don't even go to the pump," he observes, illustrating how the technology has already delivered a form of energy independence to early adopters.

The author's data-driven approach strengthens this claim. He points out that even before the recent escalation, electric vehicles cost significantly less to operate. "An analysis last December by Autoblog found that it cost EV drivers only 5 cents to drive each mile, compared to 12 cents for good old gasoline-powered cars," Smith notes. This gap, he argues, has only widened as oil prices surge. Critics might note that electricity prices are not immune to inflation, and the grid itself faces its own vulnerabilities; however, Smith's point stands that the volatility of oil is uniquely tied to geopolitical choke points, whereas domestic electricity markets are far more insulated.

If you drive a gas-powered car, you are economically vulnerable to these periodic price shocks. If you drive an electric car, you are not vulnerable. It's as simple as that.

The Cost of Hesitation

Smith does not shy away from the political dynamics that have slowed American adoption, though he carefully reframes the narrative around institutional choices rather than personality. He describes a "crusade against EVs" by the executive branch, which involved canceling support for battery factories and subsidies. "Despite Elon Musk being one of their biggest backers, the Trump administration went on a crusade against EVs," Smith writes, suggesting that political maneuvering has actively hindered the transition. He argues that this retreat, combined with high tariffs that block cheaper Chinese competition, has created a perfect storm where American consumers are left with fewer choices and higher prices.

The consequences of this hesitation are already visible in the financial reports of major automakers. Smith cites a January analysis by Hengrui Liu and Kelly Sims Gallagher, noting that "Ford and General Motors had recently announced US$19.5 billion and $6 billion in EV-related write-downs, respectively." This is not just a corporate accounting issue; Smith interprets it as a signal that "the United States is pulling back from a transition that much of the world is accelerating." The argument here is compelling because it connects corporate strategy to long-term industrial competitiveness, warning that the U.S. risks ceding the future of automotive manufacturing to China and Europe.

The Security Imperative

Perhaps the most striking element of Smith's commentary is his redefinition of the energy transition. He moves beyond the climate argument to assert that the shift to electric power is fundamentally a matter of national security. "The Iran War provides a vivid demonstration that the energy transition isn't a climate issue — it's an issue of national security," he declares. He illustrates this by listing the emergency measures taken by nations from the Philippines to South Korea, where fuel rationing and blackouts have become necessary responses to supply disruptions. "Unlike in previous episodes of crisis and disruption in fossil fuel markets, countries now have another option — build more solar, wind, and batteries," Smith observes, positioning technology as the ultimate buffer against geopolitical blackmail.

He warns that the era of relying on military might to stabilize oil markets is over. "In 1991, you could count on Uncle Sam to use its military might to keep oil prices low; today, you can't," he writes. This historical comparison underscores the futility of trying to manage global oil flows through force in an age of drone warfare and asymmetric threats. The author suggests that the only rational response is to decouple from the global oil market entirely. "Choosing to disbelieve in technological innovation has real consequences," he concludes, a sharp rebuke to those who cling to outdated technologies despite the clear economic and security benefits of the alternative.

Bottom Line

Smith's strongest argument lies in his ability to strip away the ideological baggage of the EV debate and present it as a pragmatic solution to a recurring economic threat. His use of global comparisons and specific financial data effectively demonstrates that the U.S. is uniquely exposed to oil shocks due to its policy choices. The biggest vulnerability in his case is the assumption that domestic electricity prices will remain stable regardless of global natural gas fluctuations, but the sheer volatility of oil markets makes the electric alternative the safer bet. Readers should watch for how global competitors leverage this security advantage to dominate the next generation of automotive and battery technology, leaving the U.S. behind not just environmentally, but industrially.
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    9 takeaways from the jp Morgan chase energy study you won't want to miss

    Various · Energy Bad Boys · Mar 28, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  The energy landscape is undergoing a seismic shift, not driven by climate idealism, but by the brutal arithmetic of data center demand and the failure of intermittent resources to meet it. In a sprawling 98-page analysis titled "Fighting Words," Michael Cembalest of JPMorgan Chase dismantles the prevailing narrative that solar and storage can seamlessly replace traditional baseload power, arguing instead that we are witnessing a "misallocation of capital" on a historic scale. For the busy professional tracking infrastructure, this report is a stark warning: the grid is hitting a wall, and the solutions currently being funded may not be the ones that keep the lights on.

The Data Center Reality Check

The article centers on a single, undeniable driver of the current crisis: the insatiable appetite of data centers for reliable electricity. Cembalest highlights that the PJM Interconnection region, a massive grid covering parts of Virginia, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Ohio, now hosts 67 gigawatts of existing and planned data center capacity. This concentration is creating a perfect storm for pricing. "The PJM region (data center alley: VA, PA, MD, OH) has 67 GW of existing and planned data center capacity, the largest cluster in the U.S.," the report notes, pointing to capacity payments acting as "insurance premiums" that have spiked to levels that would have cleared at $530 per megawatt per day without a cap.

This surge in demand is not just about total volume; it is about timing. The analysis reveals a disturbing trend where load growth is occurring at night, precisely when solar generation is zero. "Nighttime loads have increased in Virginia and ERCOT since 2023," Cembalest writes, noting that these facilities are driving evening demand while electric vehicles remain a negligible factor. This dynamic exposes a critical flaw in current grid planning: the rush to build solar and storage assumes a load profile that simply no longer exists.

"Nighttime load can be viewed as positive as it represents consistent load that allows utilities to monetize capital deployed assets and does not put additional strain during peak hours; but it's another sign of rising data center demand."

The author argues that this shift could force a re-evaluation of the entire deregulation experiment. "Last point: some utilities within PJM are questioning whether re-regulation would be the better option (Exelon, First Energy, PPL, and PSEG); I agree with them," Cembalest concludes. This is a significant admission from a major financial institution, suggesting that the market mechanisms designed to foster competition may be ill-equipped to handle the sheer scale and reliability requirements of the AI economy.

The Economics of Intermittency

Perhaps the most damning section of the report concerns the financial viability of renewable-heavy grids. The authors scrutinize the specialized electricity rates being proposed in seven states to cover the extra costs data centers impose. The conclusion is grim: even these higher rates are insufficient to fund the generation needed. "Some of the specialized rates imposed by various utilities would be able to pay for a combined cycle gas plant, but none of them are high enough to pay for a solar plus battery storage facility," the analysis states.

The cost disparity is widening rapidly. Solar power purchase agreements, once a steal at under $30 per megawatt-hour in 2019, have ballooned to over $60 per megawatt-hour. "It is increasingly looking like the rush to build solar and storage in the United States may go down as one of the largest misallocations of capital in our nation's history," Cembalest warns. This argument is bolstered by a direct comparison with the cost of new natural gas generation, which remains the only dispatchable option that current rate structures can support.

Critics might argue that this view ignores the long-term potential for renewable cost reductions or the necessity of decarbonization mandates. However, the report counters that the immediate economic reality is one of scarcity. "On this kind of topic, stick to peer-reviewed pieces in publications like Joule. EMBER's article is more a reflection of the world the authors want to exist rather than the world as it really is," Cembalest asserts, dismissing optimistic forecasts from think tanks that claim "baseload" solar is competitive. The math simply doesn't add up: for solar and storage to beat gas, gas prices would need to triple while solar capital costs plummet by 70%—a scenario the report deems highly unlikely in the current tariff environment.

The Capacity Illusion

The article also tackles the dangerous misconception that building more megawatts equals a more reliable grid. While the U.S. is installing new capacity at record rates, the quality of that capacity is deteriorating. "Even though the U.S. is building more new capacity annually than ever before, it's not equating to reliable, firm capacity because new capacity builds are increasingly made up of intermittent wind and solar resources," the report explains.

This trend is exacerbated by the retirement of thermal assets and a shortage of skilled labor and critical equipment like transformers. "The U.S. is now at pre-2005 levels of firm capacity on the grid at a time when electricity demand is projected to have the largest increases in over a decade due to data center and AI growth and electrification efforts," Cembalest notes. This creates a precarious situation where the grid is expanding on paper but shrinking in terms of actual, dependable power.

The demand for gas turbines has surged as a result, with global production capacity expected to be maxed out through 2030. "Three companies each have 20 to 25 percent of the global turbine market share: GE Vernova, Siemens, and Mitsubishi, and each is planning to expand production," the article details. Yet, even with these expansions, the backlog suggests that supply cannot keep pace with the sudden, massive demand from data centers.

"Whether the same pace can be maintained today is another question, particularly given shortages of skilled energy labor, shortages of transformers, breakers and other equipment and tariffs on grid equipment which do not benefit from the kind of exclusions granted to semiconductors and computers."

The report also casts a skeptical eye on Small Modular Reactors (SMRs), often touted as the silver bullet for clean, firm power. While investor enthusiasm is high, the economic reality is stark. "A 2025 paper from the former chair of the US Nuclear Regulatory Commission reviewed four SMR types and estimated SMR levelized costs of $200 to $400 per MWh," Cembalest writes, noting that these costs are far above what is considered affordable. The burden of proof, the author argues, remains firmly on the nuclear industry to demonstrate viability.

The Bottom Line

The strongest element of this analysis is its refusal to sugarcoat the mismatch between current renewable deployment strategies and the physical realities of data center demand. By grounding the argument in hard numbers from PJM and ERCOT, the report effectively dismantles the idea that solar and storage alone can solve the coming energy crunch. However, the piece's heavy reliance on current cost curves may understate the speed of technological breakthroughs in storage or the political will to force nuclear deployment despite high upfront costs.

The ultimate takeaway is clear: the era of assuming that "green" automatically means "cheap" and "reliable" is over. As the administration and grid operators grapple with these constraints, the focus is shifting decisively toward dispatchable power, regardless of the fuel source. The next few years will test whether the market can pivot fast enough to avoid a reliability crisis before the lights go out.
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The Invisible Auction That Powers Your Life
Every time you flip a light switch, you're the final link in one of the most complex trading systems ever devised. Somewhere, milliseconds before that bulb illuminates, a cascade of transactions has already occurred—generators bidding against each other, grid operators making split-second decisions, and prices fluctuating more wildly than any stock market you've ever seen.
Peak electricity prices can soar to one hundred times their off-peak levels.
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    Based on Wikipedia: PJM Interconnection
In the summer of 2026, when temperatures climb above 90 degrees Fahrenheit across the eastern United States, the lights may go out. Not because the grid fails in some catastrophic collapse, but because the largest power grid operator in North America simply cannot purchase enough electricity to meet demand. That operator is PJM Interconnection—a regional transmission organization that manages the flow of electrons from Chicago to New Jersey, serving 67 million customers across fourteen states and the District of Columbia.
PJM's footprint covers some of the most densely populated territory in America: the industrial heartland of Ohio, the metropolitan sprawl of Philadelphia and New Jersey, the rolling hills of Kentucky. Its transmission lines—88,333 miles long—stretch from the Great Lakes to the Carolinas, an invisible web woven through twenty-two percent of the United States. In 2024 alone, PJM delivered over 800 terawatt-hours of electricity, enough to power millions of homes. And yet, by December 2025, the organization reported it could not purchase one hundred percent of the power it needs in its future electricity auction. Rolling blackouts may occur in 2026.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/pjm-interconnection/
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    The two homelessness problems

    Matt Yglesias · Slow Boring · Apr 3, 2026 · 16 min read

  

  Matt Yglesias cuts through the semantic fog of the homelessness debate by making a distinction that is as simple as it is politically inconvenient: the crisis of housing affordability and the crisis of public disorder are two separate problems requiring two separate solutions. While much of the discourse conflates the two, Yglesias argues that treating them as one creates policy paralysis, leaving the most vulnerable without shelter and the public without safety. This is a necessary intervention for a moment when cities are struggling to balance humanitarian care with the practical demands of urban livability.

The Economics of Displacement

Yglesias begins by dismantling the assumption that homelessness is primarily a failure of individual morality or a lack of charity. Instead, he points to the structural mechanics of the housing market. "Homelessness, as a problem, is mostly driven by the economics of housing," he writes. "A large share of the homeless population, as measured in various surveys, is gainfully employed." This observation is critical because it shifts the blame from the individual to the system. When people working full-time cannot afford rent, the issue is not a lack of work ethic; it is a lack of supply.

The author identifies two specific mechanisms driving this scarcity. First, the legalization of low-end housing typologies has effectively criminalized the cheapest places to live. Second, high average costs mean families cannot absorb friends or relatives in crisis. "When you get an upsurge in housing costs under these conditions, you get a rise in homelessness," Yglesias notes. The solution, he argues, is not just more shelters, but a fundamental shift in zoning and construction policy. This aligns with historical precedents discussed in related deep dives on single-room occupancy, where the removal of such units in the mid-20th century created a permanent deficit in the lowest rung of the housing ladder. By failing to allow conversions of old structures in low-demand areas, cities have removed the safety valve for those facing financial shocks.

Critics might argue that simply building more market-rate housing takes too long to help those currently on the street, but Yglesias is clear that this is a long-term structural fix, not an immediate bandage. The argument holds up because it addresses the root cause rather than the symptom. If the supply of affordable units remains illegal, no amount of policing or charity will solve the math of housing.

The Distinction of Public Nuisance

The piece then pivots to the second, distinct problem: the visible suffering and disorder that disrupts public life. Yglesias acknowledges that while the first problem is about economics, this second problem is about behavior linked to addiction and mental illness. "Over and above disordered behavior, in an environment where people come to worry about disordered behavior by addicts or the mentally ill, the mere physical presence of a homeless person can spark fear," he observes. This is a candid admission that many progressives struggle to articulate: the fear is real, even if the person causing it is a victim of circumstance.

Yglesias makes a crucial semantic point here. He notes that people often label anyone exhibiting these behaviors as "homeless," even if they are in subsidized housing or have a roof over their heads at night. "I wish that we had a term that actually fit what people are talking about," he admits. This distinction matters because it prevents the conflation of a housing crisis with a public safety crisis. The solution to the former is building; the solution to the latter, he suggests, involves a mix of strict policing and coerced treatment. "I would be favorable to policing behavior on the streets more strictly and having options to coerce people into treatment if they are routinely misbehaving in public spaces," Yglesias writes. This is not a call for mass incarceration, but for a system that prioritizes getting people into care, even against their will, when they are a danger to themselves or others.

The solution is to be both stricter and also more generous. And to acknowledge that the problem of people behaving inappropriately in public space is not actually the same problem as homelessness.

This dual approach challenges the current political status quo. Yglesias describes a "corrupt bargain" where moderate jurisdictions dump troubled individuals onto progressive ones, leading to a cycle of tolerance that fails to solve the problem. He argues that this dynamic is unsustainable and that a new social contract is needed—one that funds treatment and enforcement rather than just displacement. The historical context of inclusionary zoning efforts shows that when cities try to mandate affordable units without addressing the underlying cost drivers, the results are often negligible. Yglesias's call for a more aggressive, comprehensive approach to both supply and enforcement is a departure from the half-measures that have dominated recent decades.

Political Realities and Factionalism

The commentary also touches on the broader political landscape, specifically the tension within the Democratic party between moderates and the progressive left. Yglesias warns against the strategy of freezing out the left, arguing that it often backfires by pushing the establishment further left in a desperate attempt to shore up support. "The point I keep trying to make about this is that obsessive focus on freezing out the left is precisely how the Democratic establishment got too left-wing," he writes. This is a provocative take that suggests the current polarization is a self-inflicted wound.

He applies this logic to specific issues like foreign policy and crime, noting that while the progressive base may hold maximalist views, the broader electorate often holds more moderate positions. "I would be favorable to policing behavior on the streets more strictly," he reiterates, linking the housing argument to the broader need for a pragmatic approach to governance. The author suggests that the party needs to stop trying to please everyone and start backing candidates with good ideas, even if they don't win the primary immediately. This is a call for long-term strategic thinking over short-term factional victories.

Bottom Line

Yglesias's strongest contribution is the clear-eyed separation of housing economics from public safety, a distinction that allows for more honest and effective policy making. His willingness to advocate for coerced treatment and stricter policing, while simultaneously calling for a massive expansion of housing supply, offers a rare path forward that avoids the traps of both laissez-faire neglect and punitive authoritarianism. The biggest vulnerability of the argument is the political difficulty of implementing such a dual strategy in a polarized environment, but the analysis remains essential for anyone looking to understand the true nature of the urban crisis.
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    Based on Wikipedia: Inclusionary zoning
The Quiet Revolution in Your Neighborhood
Here's a statistic that might surprise you: in 2005, only sixteen percent of Californians could afford to buy a median-priced home in their own state. Not the nicest home. Not even a nice home. The median home—the one right in the middle, with half the homes cheaper and half more expensive.
How did housing become so impossible? And what happens when cities try to fix it?
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    Heather Cox Richardson · Letters from an American · Mar 31, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  Heather Cox Richardson delivers a chilling diagnosis of an administration that has abandoned strategy for spectacle, revealing how a war of choice has spiraled into a global energy crisis and a constitutional emergency. What makes this piece urgent is not just the reporting of military escalations, but the explicit linkage between the executive's erratic impulses and the erosion of international law, specifically the threat to destroy civilian water infrastructure.

The Architecture of Chaos

Richardson opens by exposing the disconnect between the administration's grandiose self-image and the grim reality of its foreign policy. She notes that while the President was "Showing reporters on Air Force One a series of posterboard images of his new ballroom," he simultaneously posted threats to "obliterate all of their Electric Generating Plants, Oil Wells and Kharg Island." This juxtaposition is not merely ironic; it is indicative of a leadership style where personal vanity and geopolitical strategy are indistinguishable. The author argues that the administration entered this conflict with a fantasy of a quick regime change, similar to the failed Venezuelan intervention, but found themselves unable to control the aftermath.

The core of Richardson's argument rests on the legal and moral implications of the administration's stated goals. She highlights the administration's threat to target desalination plants, noting that "International law recognizes attacks on civilian infrastructure... as war crimes." This is a critical pivot point in the coverage. By focusing on the specific threat to water sources, Richardson moves the conversation from political posturing to potential criminal liability. As she puts it, the threat to attack desalination plants is "not only stupid because Iran could do the same to other Gulf states, but 'also, quite obviously,...very illegal.'"

The Geneva Convention specifically prohibits attacks on drinking water, so the administration's threat to attack the desalination plants that make seawater drinkable is, as Shashank Joshi of The Economist notes, not only stupid but also, quite obviously, very illegal.

Critics might argue that in the fog of war, such rhetoric is merely bluster intended to force negotiations. However, Richardson counters this by pointing to the administration's massing of troops and the lack of a coherent "plan B," suggesting that the threats are not just words but a reflection of a genuine intent to escalate regardless of the legal consequences. The administration's claim that they are fighting a 47-year war is described as "imaginary," yet the actions taken to enforce this fiction are very real.

The Hollowing of Institutions

The commentary then shifts to the domestic cost of this foreign policy failure, tracing a direct line from the radicalization of the conservative movement to the current abdication of congressional oversight. Richardson writes that "Movement Conservatives... became increasingly radical over time" and focused on "taking power away from Congress... and centering power in the president." This historical context is essential for understanding why the legislative branch has failed to check the executive's escalation. The author observes that "Republicans in Congress have abdicated their authority to oversee the war or other government agencies," leaving the administration to operate in a vacuum of accountability.

This concentration of power has led to bizarre and dangerous developments, such as the inclusion of billionaire Elon Musk in diplomatic calls with foreign leaders like Prime Minister Narendra Modi, a detail Richardson highlights as evidence of the administration turning to "his usual cadre of billionaires" rather than the State Department. The result is a foreign policy that lacks expertise and is beholden to the whims of a single man. Richardson notes that the administration has "embroiled the U.S. in a war of choice that has created an extraordinary global energy crisis," with oil prices spiking and inflation rising as a direct consequence.

The erosion of norms extends to the military itself. Richardson details the concerns raised by veterans and experts regarding Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth's framing of the conflict as a "Christian holy war." She quotes Hegseth's prayer for "overwhelming violence of action against those who deserve no mercy," using this to illustrate how the administration is injecting extremist religious ideology into the chain of command. This is not just a matter of personal belief; it represents a fundamental shift in the military's mission and identity.

After a year in power, the administration has embroiled the U.S. in a war of choice that has created an extraordinary global energy crisis, inflation is rising, job growth is down, and Republicans in Congress have abdicated their authority to oversee the war.

A counterargument worth considering is whether the administration's actions are a calculated strategy to force a deal, as the President claims "great progress has been made." Richardson dismisses this by pointing out that Iran insists it is not engaged in talks, and the administration's goals have collapsed from "regime change" to simply reopening the Strait of Hormuz, a condition that existed before the war began. The administration appears to be fighting a war to achieve the status quo ante, a strategic failure that Richardson describes as "flailing."

The Cost of Imperial Ambition

The final section of the piece connects the foreign policy disaster to domestic political survival. Richardson notes that the administration is considering cuts to federal health care to fund the war and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), framing this as a choice between war and the well-being of American citizens. She writes that House Majority Leader Steve Scalise told reporters they were looking at areas of "waste and fraud and abuse," a euphemism for slashing essential programs.

The author also highlights the administration's obsession with prosecuting political enemies, such as New York Attorney General Letitia James, even as the country faces a global crisis. This distraction, Richardson argues, is a deliberate tactic to "save face, create the mirage of victory, and extricate himself from the box canyon into which he so triumphantly galloped." The piece concludes with a stark assessment of the administration's approval ratings and the growing isolation of the United States on the world stage, as allies like Spain close their airspace to U.S. planes.

Trump is extraordinarily unlikely ever to do anything that will conflict with the wishes of Russia's president Vladimir Putin, even as he strangles the energy sector of Cuba and permits Russian tankers to bypass his own blockades.

This observation about the administration's relationship with Russia adds a layer of geopolitical complexity that is often overlooked. By allowing Russian oil tankers to reach Cuba while threatening other nations, the administration reveals a transactional approach to foreign policy that undermines its own stated principles and alliances.

Bottom Line

Richardson's strongest argument is the synthesis of legal, historical, and political analysis to show that the administration's actions are not just erratic but systematically destructive to the rule of law and democratic institutions. The piece's greatest vulnerability is its reliance on the assumption that the administration will continue to escalate rather than retreat, a gamble that could have catastrophic consequences. Readers should watch for the next moves in the Strait of Hormuz and the potential for further congressional inaction as the crisis deepens.
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    The Manticore Tapes

    Based on Wikipedia: The Manticore Tapes
On August 12, 1976, inside a damp, unassuming Fulham studio that would soon become the stuff of legend, three men strapped on their instruments and began to dismantle the very concept of British rock. There was no safety net, no producer whispering in their ears to smooth out the edges, and certainly no expectation that this session would define a genre. Lemmy Kilmister, "Fast" Eddie Clarke, and Phil "Philthy Animal" Taylor were not yet icons; they were a volatile, garage-bound trio pushing the limits of speed and distortion that the music industry of the mid-70s had never seen. For nearly five decades, the recordings from that specific afternoon vanished into the ether, buried beneath the weight of history and the relentless churn of the band's subsequent catalog. Then, on June 27, 2025, those lost tracks resurfaced, not as a curiosity, but as a seismic event in the rock world: The Manticore Tapes.
The release of this album was not merely a reissue; it was an archaeological dig into the birth of a sonic earthquake. Arriving exactly ten years after Bad Magic, the band's 2015 studio album, The Manticore Tapes shattered the silence that had followed the passing of Lemmy Kilmister in late 2015. The album is a collection of eleven tracks, the very first studio recordings made by the "classic" Motörhead lineup. This specific configuration of Lemmy, Clarke, and Taylor is the bedrock upon which the band's legacy was built, the trio that would go on to record Overkill, Bomber, and the immortal Ace of Spades. Yet, the material on The Manticore Tapes predates those masterpieces. It captures the band in their rawest, most unfiltered state, a moment where the "garage" sound of 1976 was still fighting to be born, before the polished sheen of heavy metal could cover its rough edges.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/the-manticore-tapes/

  


  
  
    Despite abundance, Texas continues to pull ahead of California in housing

    Richard Hanania ·  · Mar 30, 2026 · 14 min read

  

  Richard Hanania delivers a jarring reality check to the housing reform movement: the states most celebrated for progressive ideals are actively pricing out their own citizens, while the political right is quietly engineering the abundance its critics claim is impossible. This piece cuts through the noise of corporate consolidation theories to expose a stark, data-driven truth—policy choices, not market forces, are the primary architects of the housing crisis. For a busy professional trying to understand why the American dream is becoming a luxury good, Hanania's comparison of Texas and California offers a rare clarity on what actually works.

The Policy Divergence

Hanania begins by dismantling the assumption that demographics or geography explain the housing gap. He notes that California and Texas share similar weather and demographic profiles, yet the median home price in California sits at $809,000, "over 2.5 times higher than Texas, where it is $308,000." This isn't a matter of square footage; even on a price-per-square-foot basis, California remains twice as expensive. The author argues that the disparity is purely legislative, pointing out that "the cause of the disparity in housing prices is obvious. Land use restrictions are supposed to have some kind of positive payoff, but I've heard nothing to indicate that Texas suffers more than California in terms of extra traffic, strained infrastructure, noisy neighbors, or anything else that strict zoning laws are meant to prevent."

The core of Hanania's argument is that the "anti-monopoly" narrative favored by many on the left is a distraction. He highlights an interview where progressive thinker Zephyr Teachout struggles to explain why Democratic states are so much more expensive than Republican ones, eventually conceding that the issue may be "left-wing resistance." Hanania writes, "Some on the left have simply decided that corporate power is the problem, and then work backwards." This framing is powerful because it shifts the blame from abstract market forces to concrete local governance. Critics might argue that corporate consolidation in construction does play a role, but Hanania's data on permit volume—"In 2024, more new housing permits were granted in Dallas and Houston than all of California"—suggests supply constraints are the dominant factor.

The cause of the disparity in housing prices is obvious. Land use restrictions are supposed to have some kind of positive payoff, but I've heard nothing to indicate that Texas suffers more than California in terms of extra traffic, strained infrastructure, noisy neighbors, or anything else that strict zoning laws are meant to prevent.

The Mechanics of Reform

The article then pivots to a detailed comparison of recent legislative actions, revealing a surprising reversal of roles. While California has passed bills like the California Environmental Quality Act exemptions and Senate Bill 79 to override local zoning near transit, Hanania argues these are insufficient. He contrasts this with Texas's Senate Bill 840, which adopts "by-right zoning rules" in major cities, effectively stripping local governments of the discretion to block multifamily housing in commercial zones. Hanania observes, "California hopes to nudge localities into better behavior; Texas is now simply telling them that they can no longer restrict the rights of their residents and stomp on the American dream to placate selfish and short-sighted interests."

This section is particularly compelling because it moves beyond ideology to the nitty-gritty of statutory language. Hanania notes that Texas limits municipalities from imposing height or density requirements more restrictive than 36 units per acre, a level of specificity that California's more tentative reforms lack. He points out a historical parallel to the 1978 Proposition 13 in California, which froze property taxes but inadvertently incentivized restrictive zoning to protect existing homeowners' equity, a dynamic that continues to stifle supply. In contrast, Texas is aggressively dismantling those barriers. As Hanania puts it, "Texas is unique in the breadth and scope of its zoning reform, which has been one of the most undercovered stories in politics."

The Coalition Paradox

Perhaps the most provocative element of Hanania's commentary is his analysis of why these policy outcomes exist. He challenges the "Elite Human Capital theory," which suggests that smarter, more intellectually inclined movements will produce better policy. Instead, he argues that the Republican coalition in Texas, driven by business interests, aligns more closely with the common good on housing than the Democratic coalition, which he claims is "beholden to a professional activist class." He writes, "Republicans protect the interests of business, while Democrats are beholden to a professional activist class. Each side has its own parochial concerns, but the interests of business are more likely to be aligned with the common good than are the interests of environmentalists, labor union leaders, or civil rights activists."

Hanania does not shy away from the political irony here. He notes that while the "Abundance" movement on the left has gained traction, their influence is limited by their own coalition's demands. "Labor unions are among the most formidable opponents of abundance-style reforms in California," he writes, noting that higher wages for a few workers come at the cost of making housing unaffordable for the working class. This is a sharp, if controversial, critique of how well-intentioned groups can inadvertently harm the broader population. A counterargument worth considering is that business interests in Texas may also prioritize short-term developer profits over long-term community stability, a nuance Hanania glosses over in his enthusiasm for deregulation.

The phrase "homes are for people, not corporations" is so stupid it hurts. According to Warren, then, it's fine to rent from a large corporate owner if…you share walls with someone else? Otherwise you either buy a home yourself, or rent it from a small company or individual? This is apparently a matter of great principle!

The National Disconnect

The commentary concludes by highlighting a bizarre divergence between state-level pragmatism and national-level rhetoric. Hanania points out that while Texas is expanding housing freedom, the federal administration and the national Republican party are drifting toward "Warren-style anti-corporate demagoguery." He criticizes recent federal proposals to limit institutional ownership of single-family homes, calling the logic "completely irrational." He argues that this shift reflects a national political culture dominated by "culture war grievance, conspiracy theories, and the kinds of ideas that sound good to the simple-minded," rather than the pragmatic business interests driving state-level success.

Hanania's final observation is a sobering reminder that ideas matter less than coalitional interests. He suggests that the "ghost of Reagan and the self-interest of developers" dominate the Texas legislature, while the national conversation is hijacked by influencers. "Maybe ideas move things on the margins," he concedes, but ultimately, the political reality is that "the former arrived at this point even as the right-wing discourse continues to be dominated by uninformed trash."

Bottom Line

Richard Hanania's strongest contribution is his empirical dismantling of the idea that progressive governance automatically yields better housing outcomes, proving instead that deregulation in Texas is outpacing reform in California. However, his dismissal of the potential downsides of unfettered developer power and his broad brushstrokes on activist groups leave the argument vulnerable to charges of oversimplification. The reader should watch to see if Texas's aggressive zoning reforms can sustain their momentum without triggering the infrastructure and community backlash that California has long feared."
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    1978 California Proposition 13

    Based on Wikipedia: 1978 California Proposition 13
The Tax Revolt That Rewrote America
On June 6, 1978, nearly two out of every three California voters did something remarkable: they amended their state constitution to cap property taxes, freeze home assessments at 1976 values, and require a two-thirds legislative supermajority for any future tax increases. The measure was called Proposition 13, and its shockwaves rippled far beyond the Golden State's borders.
Within two years, thirteen of thirty anti-tax ballot measures passed across the United States. Ronald Reagan won the presidency. A new era of American politics—one defined by tax revolt and government skepticism—had begun.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/1978-california-proposition-13/

  


  Public Health

  
  
    127: 5 ways to have a healthier home, according to an activist who’s gone up against the chemical industry

    Various · Two Truths · Apr 2, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  In a landscape saturated with fear-based wellness advice, Kelsey Haywood Lucas and Lindsay Dahl dismantle the myth that individual consumers must bear the sole burden of chemical safety. The piece's most striking claim is not a list of banned substances, but a strategic pivot: the most effective way to protect your family is to stop obsessing over the perfect home and start pressuring the government to regulate the market. This reframing offers a rare, actionable path forward for those paralyzed by the sheer volume of toxic threats in modern life.

The Myth of Individual Perfection

The authors immediately challenge the premise that safety is a consumer shopping problem. "We shouldn't have to read a book or reference a list or download an app to find products that don't have toxic chemicals," Dahl writes. This observation cuts through the noise of the wellness industry, which often profits from anxiety. By shifting the blame from the parent to the system, the article validates the reader's exhaustion. It suggests that the confusion isn't a personal failure but a result of a regulatory vacuum.

This approach is particularly timely given the history of the Toxic Substances Control Act of 1976. For decades, that law placed the burden of proof on the government to show a chemical was dangerous after it was already on the market, a standard that allowed thousands of untested substances to proliferate. The article implicitly argues that until the executive branch and Congress close these loopholes, the "perfect home" is an impossible goal. The authors wisely note that while social media makes the issue feel toxic, the science behind it is "really strong, old, peer-reviewed science."

Don't take away joy from your kids over this.

Prioritizing the "Big Exposures"

Rather than offering a laundry list of minor adjustments, the piece focuses on high-impact interventions. Dahl identifies four specific categories: cookware, water, furniture, and personal care. The advice to prioritize stainless steel or cast iron over non-stick pans addresses the pervasive issue of PFAS, or per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances, often called "forever chemicals" because they persist in the environment and the human body. The authors explain that these chemicals are not just a kitchen issue; they are a systemic pollution problem that ends up in our air and water.

The commentary on furniture is equally pragmatic. Dahl points out that consumers can now check tags for flame retardants, a direct result of policy shifts that mandated disclosure. "When we banned lead in gasoline, you saw an absolute plummet in lead levels in children," she notes, drawing a historical parallel to show that systemic bans work far better than individual vigilance. This evidence holds up well; historical data confirms that regulatory intervention yields faster, broader health improvements than market-based consumer choices alone.

Critics might argue that waiting for policy change is too slow for parents worried about immediate exposure. However, the authors counter this by introducing the "risk pie" concept, a framework from cancer researcher Richard Clapp. The argument is that risk is composed of many slices—genetics, environment, occupation—and removing one slice, like upgrading a water filter, is a victory. "If you can remove one slice, or one risk factor... great," Dahl explains. This perspective is crucial for mental health, preventing the paralysis that comes from trying to control the uncontrollable.

The Power of Civic Engagement

The article's most potent argument is that the single most impactful action a person can take is not buying a specific product, but contacting their representatives. "The number one most impactful thing you can do is call your members of Congress and ask them to avoid rollbacks of existing laws on toxic chemicals," Dahl states. This transforms the reader from a passive consumer into an active citizen. The authors emphasize that this requires no technical knowledge; a generic message about wanting safe products is sufficient.

This section highlights a critical gap in the current discourse: the disconnect between consumer power and political power. While the authors rightly celebrate how consumer demand has lowered the price of safe toys and furniture, they warn that this market shift is fragile without legal backing. "Being able to shop your way through it is a point of privilege," they note, acknowledging that not every family can afford to curate a toxin-free environment. Therefore, political advocacy becomes the great equalizer.

The piece also touches on the recent trend of environmental rollbacks, framing them as a direct threat to the progress made by activists like Lois Gibbs and Erin Brockovich. By invoking these historical figures, the authors connect current struggles to a long lineage of successful advocacy. "Pissed-off moms have led some of the biggest health and environmental wins," the text concludes, a rallying cry that empowers rather than frightens.

We need to protect our democracy, because it's how we make change happen.

Bottom Line

The strongest element of this coverage is its refusal to let the reader off the hook with a simple shopping list, instead demanding a shift toward civic engagement. Its biggest vulnerability is the reliance on a political system that has historically moved slowly on chemical regulation, yet the authors' insistence on the "risk pie" effectively mitigates the anxiety of that uncertainty. Readers should watch for upcoming legislative battles on the Toxic Substances Control Act, as the stakes for these policy changes are higher than ever.
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    Why Americans come for treatment in a warzone

    Tim Mak · The Counteroffensive · Mar 28, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  Tim Mak's reporting cuts through the noise of war to reveal a startling paradox: desperate parents are risking their lives in a conflict zone to secure the one thing the American healthcare system denies them—a child. While the world fixates on missile strikes and drone defense, Mak exposes how the exorbitant cost of fertility treatment in the United States has turned a war-torn nation into a beacon of hope for those priced out of parenthood.

The Economics of Desperation

Mak anchors his narrative in the visceral journey of Lucy and Brad, a Colorado couple whose dream of a family was stalled by the crushing financial realities of American medicine. He writes, "After four years of infertility treatment and three unsuccessful IVF attempts, they decided to explore surrogacy; however, upon learning the cost of the process in the United States, they had to consider more affordable international options." This framing is crucial; it shifts the blame from individual misfortune to systemic failure. The author notes that surrogacy in the U.S. can range from $150,000 to $220,000, a figure that excludes the additional costs of donor gametes, effectively rationing reproduction by income.

The piece effectively contrasts this with the legal framework in Ukraine, which Mak describes as uniquely favorable to intended parents. He explains that the Family Code of Ukraine ensures the child belongs entirely to the intended parents from conception, a stark contrast to the complex pre-birth orders or adoption processes required in most U.S. states. This legal clarity, combined with lower costs, created a robust medical tourism industry even before the full-scale invasion. Critics might argue that focusing on legal ease overlooks the ethical complexities of cross-border surrogacy, but Mak's data on the global ban of the practice in countries like Thailand and India suggests Ukraine filled a necessary void in the global market.

"Ukraine seemed like the least suitable choice — especially with the war and everything... I can't pinpoint a specific reason — it just all seemed weird and unfamiliar."

The Calculus of Risk

The most compelling section of Mak's analysis is the moral arithmetic families must perform: weighing the safety of a child against the certainty of financial ruin. Mak details how the couple shipped frozen embryos to a clinic in western Ukraine, trusting in the facility's generator-powered independent power supply despite the daily reality of air raids. He writes, "Clinics are purchasing generators, setting up shelters, and providing services though risking disruption. These risks remain a daily reality."

The author does not shy away from the violence that shadows these medical miracles. He references the World Press Photo of the Year, taken by Evgeniy Maloletka in 2022, which captured the bombing of a maternity ward in Mariupol. This historical anchor grounds the story in the tangible horror of the conflict, reminding readers that the "warzone" in the title is not a metaphor. Mak notes that the World Health Organization has documented at least 2,881 attacks on Ukraine's healthcare system as of February 2026, yet the sector adapts. This resilience is framed not as a triumph, but as a desperate necessity.

The narrative takes a harrowing turn when Mak recounts that just two months after Lucy's daughter was born, missile debris struck the very clinic where they received care, killing seven people. "I saw it on the news; it was awful. When it's something you know, it's just awful to watch," Lucy says. This moment crystallizes the author's argument: the American healthcare system is so broken that parents are willing to gamble with their child's life in a war zone to avoid bankruptcy.

The Shadow of Policy

Mak weaves in a sobering postscript regarding the legal limbo these families now face. Having moved to New York, where international surrogacy is prohibited, the couple must live in fear of legal consequences despite their successful journey. This highlights a disconnect between state-level prohibitions and the global reality of medical necessity. The author points out that 41 percent of Americans carry medical debt, with some facing bills in the hundreds of thousands, driving 36 percent to forego necessary care. This statistic serves as the silent engine driving the exodus to Ukraine.

The piece also touches on the broader geopolitical context, noting how Ukraine has become a hub for dental and fertility tourism even as refugees return home for treatment. This dual flow—Americans seeking care while Ukrainians return for it—illustrates the unique, albeit tragic, position of the country's medical infrastructure. Mak's inclusion of the couple's decision to buy books explaining surrogacy to their future child adds a layer of human tenderness that balances the heavy political and economic analysis.

Bottom Line

Tim Mak's strongest argument lies in his refusal to treat this as a simple travelogue; he frames the migration to a war zone as a direct indictment of the U.S. healthcare system's failure to make parenthood accessible. The piece's greatest vulnerability is its reliance on individual anecdotes to represent a systemic crisis, though the supporting data on medical debt and IVF costs provides a solid foundation. Readers should watch for how the legal landscape in the U.S. evolves, as the prohibition of international surrogacy in states like New York may soon collide with the growing number of families who have no other path to parenthood.
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    China's AI education experiment

    Jordan Schneider · ChinaTalk · Apr 3, 2026 · 26 min read

  

  Jordan Schneider exposes a startling paradox at the heart of China's latest educational pivot: the state is deploying invasive surveillance and artificial intelligence not to liberate students, but to manage the inevitable failure of a zero-sum college admissions system. While Western observers often fixate on the technology itself, Schneider reveals that the true driver is political legitimacy, as the administration seeks to placate a populace that spends a staggering portion of its income on education while facing a shrinking job market.

The Illusion of Equity

Schneider's most compelling insight is that Beijing has declared a "post-equity era," shifting focus from merely providing access to schooling to "improving the quality" of that education through digital means. He writes, "Infrastructure is pretty much the perfect tool for this. It makes schools feel luxurious on the ground without changing the fundamentals that make the system so unfair." This observation cuts through the techno-optimism of the Ministry of Education's white papers. The administration is betting that shiny new AI tools will serve as a distraction, offering parents the feeling of progress even as the structural barriers to social mobility remain rigid.

The scale of this ambition is unmatched globally, yet the context is grim. Schneider notes that while the government aims to "universalize basic AI access in primary and secondary schools by 2030," the reality on the ground is a system where "educational resources are systematically sucked up to the center from the periphery." This dynamic mirrors the historical pressures seen in the Gaokao system, where the pressure to perform has long been a defining feature of Chinese society. Now, the state is attempting to use algorithms to simulate the conditions of elite education in rural areas, hoping to satisfy the 95% of rural mothers who told researchers they want their children to attend college.

"Infrastructure is pretty much the perfect tool for this. It makes schools feel luxurious on the ground without changing the fundamentals that make the system so unfair."

Critics might argue that this approach is merely a stopgap that delays necessary structural reforms in the labor market. If the economy cannot absorb the record number of graduates, better AI grading tools will not solve the fundamental mismatch between education and employment.

The Biometric Classroom

Perhaps the most disturbing aspect of Schneider's reporting is the normalization of biometric monitoring under the guise of "personalized instruction." The Ministry of Education's guidance explicitly encourages the use of AI to "comprehensively monitor students' learning, practical activities, and daily lives." Schneider highlights how pilot schools are already using these tools to "grade children's artwork, monitor their facial expressions during lectures, and screen them for psychological problems."

This is not a future scenario; it is a current policy priority. As Schneider puts it, "The MOE document proclaims that 2025 marks the dawn of an era... the beginning of a system-wide effort to 'intelligentize' education using AI tools." The goal is to create user profiles for every student, effectively turning the classroom into a data mine. The administration frames this as a way to help students with disabilities and reduce teacher workloads, but the implication is a level of behavioral control previously unseen in mass education.

The contrast with other nations is stark. While South Korea's national AI textbook initiative collapsed after four months and India's private-sector-led approach led to predatory practices, China's state-led rollout faces no such market checks. Schneider notes that "China stands out globally for the sheer scale of its AI education ambitions." This centralized control allows the government to push through controversial measures, such as the "County-managed, school-hired" system, which forces teachers into three-year contracts and transfers, often to rural hardship posts where they are resented by the local staff.

The Human Cost of Automation

The human element of this experiment is where Schneider's analysis becomes most poignant. He details how the system is designed to manage a "zero-sum" environment where "anyone who receives an advantage is inherently disadvantaging someone else." In this context, AI becomes a mechanism for sorting and filtering rather than genuine empowerment. The author cites anthropologist Andrew Kipnis, who explains that the party prioritizes educational reform "because it's a way of keeping people happy. If they think there's some hope their child will attend university, that gives them some investment in the system."

However, the gap between the digital promise and the rural reality is immense. Schneider points out that rural areas lag behind developed regions by more than a decade in pedagogy, with teachers still praising students for being "obedient" while urban educators have moved on. He writes, "How will children raised using the old model cope with a rapidly changing society in the future? Twenty years is unpredictable, and the impact of a single lesson is negligible." The reliance on AI to bridge this gap risks automating outdated teaching methods rather than modernizing them.

"It's a way of keeping people happy. If they think there's some hope their child will attend university, that gives them some investment in the system."

The financial burden on families further complicates this picture. Schneider reveals that the poorest quartile of Chinese families devotes a "staggering 56.8% of income to education," a figure that dwarfs spending in the US or Japan. This inelastic demand means families will continue to pour resources into a system that may not deliver the promised returns, driven by the belief that a degree unlocks not just jobs, but healthcare and social prestige via the hukou system.

Bottom Line

Schneider's report is a vital corrective to the narrative of AI as a purely liberating force in education, exposing how it is being weaponized to maintain social stability in a high-pressure, zero-sum system. The strongest part of the argument is the link between the administration's techno-optimism and its desperate need to manage public expectations in the face of economic stagnation. The biggest vulnerability, however, lies in the assumption that digital infrastructure can substitute for the deep structural reforms needed in China's labor market and social safety net. Readers should watch closely to see if the "intelligentization" of schools leads to genuine pedagogical shifts or simply a more efficient mechanism for sorting students into their predetermined fates.
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    Gaokao

    Based on Wikipedia: Gaokao
Every June, China holds its breath. For two days, roughly ten million teenagers sit for an exam that will determine the trajectory of their entire lives. Not in the abstract way that tests shape futures elsewhere—this is concrete, measurable, and brutally final. A single number, derived from performance over those forty-eight hours, will decide which university accepts you, which career paths open, which social class you can realistically aspire to join. The Chinese call it the Gaokao, which translates simply as "Higher Exam." The name understates the reality.
The Exam That Ate a Nation
The Gaokao is not merely difficult. It is a civilizational event.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/gaokao/

  


  
  
    Information and technological evolution

    Brian Potter · Construction Physics · Apr 2, 2026 · 30 min read

  

  Brian Potter doesn't just explain how technology evolves; he reveals that the greatest barrier to innovation isn't a lack of genius, but the sheer mathematical impossibility of stumbling upon a solution in a sea of chaos. By dissecting a simulation of logic circuits, he exposes a hidden mechanism that allows complex systems to emerge without requiring a miracle. This is essential reading for anyone trying to understand why some industries stagnate while others explode with capability.

The Search Space Problem

Potter begins by critiquing the uneven landscape of technological literature. He notes that while "most major inventions... have a decent book written about them," the broader question of how progress actually works remains largely unexplored. He turns to the work of economist Brian Arthur, specifically a 2006 paper co-authored with Wolfgang Polak, to find a clearer lens. Potter writes, "What the paper is really showing us is that finding some new technology is a question of efficiently acquiring information." This reframing is potent. It shifts the focus from the "Eureka!" moment to the logistical challenge of navigating a "gargantuan sea of possibilities."

The author illustrates this with a simulation that builds boolean logic circuits from simple NAND gates. The simulation attempts to create complex functions, like an 8-bit adder, by randomly combining components. The scale of the difficulty is staggering. Potter points out that for a function with 16 inputs and 9 outputs, "you have a mind-boggling 10^177554 possible logic functions." To put that in perspective, he notes that "the number of atoms in the universe is estimated to be on the order of 10^80." The odds of randomly assembling a working computer circuit are effectively zero.

Fulfilling some goal from circuit space means finding one particular function in a gargantuan sea of possibilities.

This is where the argument gains its teeth. If random chance cannot solve the problem, what does? Potter argues that the simulation succeeds only because it treats simpler technologies as "stepping stones." Once the simulation finds a basic function like an AND gate, it "encapsulates" it, adding it to the pool of available building blocks. This mirrors the concept of combinatorial explosion, a topic explored in depth in related deep dives on the subject. Just as a few chemical combinations can lead to millions of organic molecules, a few simple circuits can bootstrap the creation of a modern computer. The author suggests that without these intermediate steps, "the simulation will never find solutions to the more complex goals."

Critics might argue that this simulation is too clean, relying on a "partial fulfillment" mechanic that allows imperfect circuits to be refined. However, Potter tested this by turning the mechanic off, forcing the simulation to discard anything that wasn't a perfect match. He found "no real difference in how many goals get found," suggesting that the core driver of progress is the hierarchical accumulation of stable sub-assemblies, not the gradual polishing of errors.

The Architecture of Complexity

To explain why this hierarchical approach works, Potter reaches back to a classic 1962 paper by Nobel laureate Herbert Simon titled "The Architecture of Complexity." Simon used a parable of two watchmakers, Hora and Tempus, to illustrate the difference between fragile and robust systems. Tempus builds watches where every part is connected directly; if he is interrupted, the whole thing falls apart. Hora, conversely, builds sub-assemblies that are stable on their own. If he is interrupted, he only loses the current sub-assembly, not the entire watch.

Potter writes, "The result is that Hora makes completed watches about 4,000 times faster than Tempus." This analogy is crucial for understanding the simulation. In the context of technological evolution, a "Tempus" approach would be trying to assemble a complex machine part-by-part in a single, linear sequence. The probability of success is "negligible." But a "Hora" approach, which builds stable sub-units first, reduces the search space dramatically.

The emergence of circuits such as 8-bit adders seems not difficult. But consider the combinatorics.

This connection to Simon's work provides a historical anchor that strengthens Potter's modern analysis. It suggests that the ability to modularize—creating stable, reusable components—is not just an engineering convenience but a fundamental requirement for complexity to exist at all. This echoes the work of Lillian Hoddeson, who detailed how the invention of the transistor was not just a single breakthrough but a shift in how components could be standardized and combined. Without the ability to treat a transistor as a stable "sub-assembly" rather than a unique, fragile artifact, the digital revolution would have been mathematically impossible.

Potter's recreation of the simulation confirms this. He managed to build a "15-way AND circuit" and a "full-adder" by letting the system accumulate these stable blocks. He notes that "once a 4-way AND gate is found... that can be used to build a 5-way AND gate, which in turn can be used to build a 6-way AND gate." The system doesn't just get better; it changes the rules of the game by expanding the pool of available tools.

The Hidden Cost of Innovation

The most striking implication of Potter's analysis is that technological progress is not a straight line of discovery, but a process of navigating constraints. The simulation shows that "if the simpler goals aren't met first, the simulation won't find solutions to the more complex goals." This has profound implications for how we view policy and investment in technology. It suggests that skipping foundational research in favor of "moonshots" is a strategy doomed to fail because the necessary stepping stones haven't been laid.

A counterargument worth considering is whether this model applies to all forms of innovation. Some breakthroughs, like the discovery of penicillin or the structure of DNA, seem to have come from serendipity rather than a systematic, hierarchical build-up. Potter's model explains the evolution of engineered systems well, but it may be less descriptive of scientific discovery, which often relies on pattern recognition across disparate fields rather than the assembly of modular parts.

The likelihood of such a circuit being discovered by random combinations in 250,000 steps is negligible.

Despite this limitation, the core insight remains robust: complexity requires stability. The simulation demonstrates that "complex features can be created... only if simpler functions are first favored and act as stepping stones." This challenges the romantic notion of the lone inventor solving a problem in a flash of inspiration. Instead, it paints a picture of a collective, cumulative process where every new invention stands on the shoulders of thousands of previous, stable sub-inventions.

Bottom Line

Potter's analysis successfully demystifies the "black box" of technological progress, replacing it with a clear, mathematical explanation of how complexity emerges from simplicity. The strongest part of his argument is the demonstration that without the "encapsulation" of simpler technologies, the search space for complex solutions is too vast to ever be traversed. The biggest vulnerability is the assumption that all technological evolution follows this modular, hierarchical path, potentially underestimating the role of disruptive, non-linear scientific leaps. Readers should watch for how this "stepping stone" dynamic plays out in current debates over AI development and semiconductor manufacturing, where the inability to build stable sub-systems could stall progress entirely.
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    Combinatorial explosion

    Based on Wikipedia: Combinatorial explosion
In 2015, a team of chess grandmasters and computer scientists completed a monumental task: they solved every possible chess ending involving seven pieces or fewer on the board. It took a decade of dedicated computation to move from the six-piece tablebase to the seven-piece one. Yet, the moment they crossed that threshold, they hit a wall so absolute that adding just one more piece to the mix—an eighth—rendered the problem effectively unsolvable with current technology. This was not a failure of engineering or a lack of processing power; it was a collision with the fundamental architecture of mathematics itself. The phenomenon is known as combinatorial explosion, a term that describes the terrifyingly rapid growth of complexity in a system as variables are added. It is the reason why a simple puzzle like Sudoku becomes a nightmare of calculation as the grid expands, why the number of possible Latin squares defies human comprehension, and why our most advanced AI agents, despite their brilliance, can fail to navigate the messy reality of the world.
To understand combinatorial explosion, one must first abandon the intuition of linear growth. We are biologically wired to think additively. If you add one brick to a wall, the wall gets one brick bigger. If you add one worker to a factory, output increases by a fixed margin. But in the realm of combinatorics, relationships are multiplicative. A system does not just grow; it compounds. The complexity of a problem does not rise in a straight line; it rockets upward in a curve so steep that the difference between a manageable problem and an impossible one can be the addition of a single variable. This is the hidden ceiling that limits what we can compute, what we can solve, and ultimately, how we organize our societies.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/combinatorial-explosion/

  


  
  
    Unitree goes public

    Jordan Schneider · ChinaTalk · Apr 2, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  Jordan Schneider doesn't just report on a corporate filing; he exposes a strategic pivot that could redefine the global balance of power in artificial intelligence. While the world fixates on software models, Schneider argues that the real bottleneck for embodied AI isn't code—it's the affordable, reliable hardware that Chinese firms like Unitree have mastered. This piece is essential listening because it reveals how a company once dismissed as a novelty act has quietly become the indispensable engine for American academic research.

The Hardware Moat

Schneider opens with a striking historical parallel, noting that Unitree's first quadruped, Laikago, was named after the Soviet space dog, a nod to a time when space exploration was a proxy for ideological dominance. "Unitree's battery-powered tribute to Laika wasn't fuzzy, but walked on four feet and navigated through basic obstacles." This early branding signaled a long-term vision, but the real story is financial. The author highlights a rare anomaly in the tech sector: profitability. "Not only has the company's net profit been positive since 2024, but from 2024 to 2025, its net profit grew by 204.29%."

This surge isn't accidental. Schneider traces the commercialization drive to the background of co-founder Chen Li, who previously worked in international sales for Hikvision. "Hikvision has been extremely successful at expanding internationally (including in the US before it was added to the Entity List over its involvement in human rights abuses against ethnic and religious minorities in China)." The implication is clear: Unitree is leveraging the same export muscle that once fueled China's surveillance state, now redirected toward robotics. Critics might argue that this history invites inevitable geopolitical backlash, but Schneider suggests the market demand is too strong to ignore.

"Unitree designs, builds, and assembles most components... in-house. It does offer outsourced alternatives for add-ons like LiDAR, cameras, and dextrous hands, but has also developed in-house options for all of these."

This vertical integration is the core of their competitive advantage. By controlling the supply chain, they avoid the bottlenecks that plague competitors. The author notes that while other firms like UBTECH and Dobot are major players, Unitree's ability to cut costs through in-house manufacturing allows them to undercut the market while maintaining margins. This is a classic "Hangzhou Six Dragons" strategy: rapid iteration within a dense manufacturing ecosystem.

The Academic Symbiosis

The most provocative section of Schneider's analysis concerns the relationship between Chinese hardware and American software. He points out that the "Research & Education" sector is Unitree's most reliable revenue stream, creating a dependency that Washington finds alarming. "In May 2025, the China Select Committee called for Unitree to be designated as a 'Chinese military company' and to be added to the Entity List."

Yet, the data tells a different story. Schneider writes, "The data Unitree disclosed about its revenue sources, however, paints a more complex picture." While quadrupeds have long served academia, commercial and consumer demand has exploded, with consumer revenue nearly quadrupling in just nine months of 2025. The author argues that banning these robots would be self-defeating for the US. "Imagine writing code for a dishwasher without dishwashers to test the code on."

This analogy is the piece's strongest rhetorical device. It underscores the fragility of the US software lead if the hardware foundation is removed. Schneider observes that "robotics research is also a rough-and-tumble affair: there is wear and tear, and I've had researchers and students show me bruises they've sustained on the job from handling heavy humanoids." Unitree's durability and price point make them the default choice for labs that cannot afford to wait for domestic alternatives.

"If Washington severs this symbiotic relationship, it will almost certainly make it harder for American researchers to maintain their lead in the software side of embodied AI."

A counterargument worth considering is that the US government might simply subsidize domestic hardware to fill the gap. However, Schneider's analysis of Unitree's IPO proceeds suggests that the Chinese firm is moving faster. "Nearly half of the IPO's proceeds will be spent on training AI models over the next three years." This signals a shift from pure hardware to a hybrid model, challenging the assumption that China only excels at manufacturing.

The AGI Ambition

Perhaps the most surprising revelation is Unitree's stated goal. "Unitree called on incoming investors to 'realize humanity's ultimate dream — AGI' with them." The author notes that while their definition of Artificial General Intelligence is broad, their financial commitments are specific. "Unitree is clearly ambitious about developing its models, even if it is known mostly for its hardware business."

Schneider points out that while the hardware is the cash cow, the "Multimodal Embodied AI Model" R&D expenditure increased exponentially between 2024 and 2025. This is a critical pivot. The company is no longer just selling legs and arms; they are selling the brain. "This is, of course, risky, but relying on academia's demand for hardware is no longer secure."

The author also touches on the competitive landscape, noting that "DEEP Robotics also joined the leagues of profitable companies in 2025" and "AgiBot's CEO said at the end of last year that the company's total sales revenue in 2025 likely exceeded 1 billion RMB." The first-mover advantage is eroding, forcing Unitree to double down on software to stay ahead.

"The financial reality tells us that most of Unitree's R&D budget has gone to hardware. This is clearly downstream of their aforementioned focus on developing as many components in-house as possible to cut costs."

This tension between hardware dominance and software ambition is the central drama of the piece. Schneider argues that the IPO is the mechanism to resolve this, funding a transition that could make Unitree a full-stack AI player.

Bottom Line

Schneider's analysis is a masterclass in looking past the headlines to the supply chain realities that drive technological dominance. His strongest argument is the warning that US policymakers risk strangling their own software ecosystem by restricting access to Chinese hardware. The biggest vulnerability in the piece is the assumption that academic demand will remain the primary driver; if consumer adoption stalls or industrial applications fail to mature, the "AGI" pivot could leave Unitree overextended. For the busy reader, the takeaway is clear: the next decade of robotics won't be won by who writes the best code, but by who builds the most accessible, affordable, and intelligent machines—and right now, that machine is being built in Hangzhou.

  
  
  
    Deep Dive

    Entity List

    Based on Wikipedia: Entity List
In September 2020, Huawei was racing against a deadline. Engineers and procurement teams across the Chinese tech giant worked frantically to stockpile chips—processors for 5G networks, WiFi components, display drivers, anything they could get their hands on. They bought from Samsung in South Korea, TSMC in Taiwan, MediaTek, and a constellation of other suppliers. The goal was simple: hoard enough components to keep the company running for at least two years.
Why the desperation? Because Huawei had been placed on something called the Entity List.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/entity-list/

  


  
  
    It's extremely good that Claude's source-code leaked

    Cory Doctorow · Pluralistic · Apr 2, 2026 · 20 min read

  

  Cory Doctorow makes a startling claim: the leak of an AI company's source code isn't a disaster, but a vital public service. While the tech industry scrambles to erase the breach, Doctorow argues that this moment exposes a dangerous legal weapon used to hide corporate malfeasance. For busy readers tracking the intersection of technology and democracy, this piece offers a crucial warning about how copyright law is being weaponized to suppress truth.

The Weaponization of Takedown Notices

Doctorow begins by dissecting the immediate reaction to the leak of Claude Code, Anthropic's flagship coding assistant. He notes that the company is "flooding the internet with 'takedown notices,'" a tactic enabled by a specific provision of the 1998 Digital Millennium Copyright Act. The author explains that this law creates a system where intermediaries like web hosts and search engines face massive financial penalties—up to $150,000 per infringement—if they do not instantly remove content upon request.

The core of the argument is that this legal framework forces platforms to act as censors without any judicial oversight. As Doctorow puts it, "In practice, that means that anyone can send a notice to any intermediary and have anything removed from the internet." This dynamic creates a chilling effect where the mere accusation of copyright infringement is enough to erase information permanently. The author's analysis is particularly sharp here because it moves beyond the technical glitch to the structural vulnerability it reveals: a system designed to protect intellectual property has been inverted to protect corporate secrets.

Critics might argue that without these strict liability rules, platforms would be overwhelmed by genuine infringement, making the internet unusable for creators. However, Doctorow counters that the current system is so tilted that it allows bad actors to scrub the internet of damaging truths with little consequence.

A History of Corporate Censorship

To illustrate the stakes, Doctorow reaches back to 2003, drawing a parallel to the Diebold voting machine scandal. He reminds readers that when leaked memos revealed the company knew its machines were insecure, "Diebold sent thousands of DMCA 512 takedown notices in an attempt to suppress the leaked memos." This historical reference is not just an anecdote; it establishes a pattern where the same legal tool used to hide voting machine flaws is now being used to hide AI code. The connection to the Brooks Brothers riot and the 2000 election debacle adds weight to the argument, showing that the consequences of such censorship can alter democratic outcomes.

The author expands this timeline to include the 2007 AACS encryption key controversy, where an entire industry consortium tried to ban a 16-digit number from the internet. "The position of the industry consortium that created the key was that this was an illegal integer," Doctorow writes, highlighting the absurdity of treating a mathematical sequence as a copyright violation. He argues that it was only the "determined action of an army of users" that kept the information alive. This historical context strengthens his claim that the current takedown blitz against the Claude leak is not a new phenomenon, but a recurring strategy for the powerful to control the narrative.

The takedown system is so tilted in favor of censorship that it takes a massive effort to keep even the smallest piece of information online in the face of a determined adversary.

The Economics of Suppression

Doctorow then pivots to the modern economy of reputation management, describing how this legal mechanism has become a profitable industry for scrubbing the internet of evidence regarding war crimes, fraud, and abuse. He points out that "there's a whole industry of shady 'reputation management' companies that collect large sums in exchange for scrubbing the internet of information their clients want removed from the public eye." The author cites the case of Jeffrey Epstein, who spent tens of thousands to clean up his profile, and the tactics of firms like Eliminalia, which create fake articles to generate takedown targets.

This section is particularly effective because it connects abstract legal theory to tangible human harm. The author argues that the system is not just flawed; it is actively predatory. "My favorite is the one employed by Eliminalia... They set up WordPress sites and copies press articles that cast its clients in an unfavorable light to these sites, backdating them so they appear to have been published before the originals." This description of "reputation laundry" reveals a dark underbelly of the internet where truth is negotiable for those with enough money.

The Trap of Corporate-Led AI Regulation

The commentary culminates in a critique of how media companies are approaching AI regulation. Doctorow observes that major studios are demanding new copyright rules to control AI training, framing it as a defense of artists. However, he argues this is a ruse. "Here's a good rule of thumb: any time your boss demands a new rule, you should be very skeptical about whether that rule will benefit you," he writes. The author suggests that these companies are not trying to stop AI from replacing workers; they simply want to monopolize the technology.

He contrasts this corporate strategy with the successful Hollywood writers' strike, which focused on labor rights rather than copyright expansion. "The writers weren't demanding a new copyright that would allow them to control whether their work could be used to train an AI. They struck for the right not to have their wages eroded by AI," Doctorow explains. This distinction is vital for understanding the current political landscape. The author warns that if media companies succeed in expanding copyright to block AI analysis, they will use those powers to enrich themselves, not the workers.

Just because you're on their side, it doesn't mean they're on your side.

The piece concludes by returning to the immediate leak, noting that the code contains information about real-world harms, including the potential involvement of AI in military actions. The author implies that the public has a right to know these details, regardless of the corporate desire to keep them hidden.

Bottom Line

Doctorow's strongest asset is his ability to weave historical precedents like the Diebold scandal into a coherent argument about current events, demonstrating that the abuse of copyright law is a systemic feature, not a bug. The piece's biggest vulnerability lies in its assumption that public access to leaked code will inevitably lead to better outcomes, ignoring the potential for malicious actors to weaponize the same information. Readers should watch for how the administration and tech giants respond to this leak, as the outcome will likely set the precedent for future battles over transparency and corporate secrecy.
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    Brooks Brothers riot

    Based on Wikipedia: Brooks Brothers riot
On November 22, 2000, a mob of well-dressed men in suits and ties stormed a government building in Miami, pounding on doors, punching and kicking people, and ultimately succeeding in shutting down the democratic process inside. They weren't radicals or extremists in the traditional sense. They were Republican congressional staffers, political operatives, and lawyers—many of whom would soon be rewarded with jobs in the incoming Bush administration.
This was the Brooks Brothers riot.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/brooks-brothers-riot/
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    Chilling effect

    Based on Wikipedia: Chilling effect
The Silence Before the Storm
Imagine you have something important to say. Maybe you've witnessed wrongdoing at your company, or you want to publish an article critical of a powerful figure, or you simply want to share an opinion on a controversial topic. You open your mouth to speak—and then you stop. Not because anyone has forbidden you. Not because you've broken any law. But because you're afraid of what might happen if you do.
That moment of hesitation, that swallowed sentence, that unpublished article—this is what legal scholars call a "chilling effect."

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/chilling-effect/

  


  
  
    The great gpu shortage – rental capacity – launching our h100 1 year rental price index

    Dylan Patel · SemiAnalysis · Apr 1, 2026 · 18 min read

  

  Dylan Patel doesn't just report on a shortage; he reveals a market that has fundamentally broken its own pricing logic. While most observers expected compute costs to plummet as new hardware arrived, Patel documents a scenario where prices are soaring, availability has vanished, and the very act of securing a server feels less like a business transaction and more like a desperate scramble. This is the definitive read for anyone trying to understand why the AI boom has hit a physical wall, backed by proprietary data that exposes the gap between public listings and the brutal reality of closed-door negotiations.

The Great Reversal

The core of Patel's argument dismantles the prevailing wisdom of late 2025. For months, the industry assumed that the arrival of next-generation Blackwell chips would render older Hopper architectures obsolete, driving rental rates down. Patel writes, "Only six months ago, most market observers were skeptical on GPU terminal value and assumed an inexorably steep fall in GPU rental rates over time." He then flips the script, showing that the opposite occurred: demand for the older H100 chips not only held firm but strengthened as the ecosystem pivoted toward inference and agentic workflows.

This shift wasn't driven by a single application but by a structural change in how AI is consumed. Patel notes that "the rapid adoption of open-weight models and accelerating inference demand at that time was the first sign of the insatiable wave of compute demand coming to market." The evidence is stark: H100 rental prices jumped nearly 40% in just five months, moving from $1.70 per hour to $2.35. The market has become so tight that providers are locking up capacity for years, with some H100 contracts being renewed for four-year terms extending into 2028. This suggests that the supply chain cannot keep pace with the velocity of adoption, creating a bottleneck that affects everything from memory chips to the gas turbines powering data centers.

Trying to find GPU compute in early 2026 has been like trying to book airplane tickets on the last flight out, high prices, and almost no availability.

The Anatomy of Scarcity

Patel's coverage excels in detailing the chaotic mechanics of this shortage. He moves beyond abstract numbers to describe a market where "customers are fighting to pay $14/hr/GPU for p6-b200 spot instances in AWS" and where providers are refusing to release on-demand instances back into the pool despite price hikes. The analogy he draws is visceral: "Trying to rent a cluster is actually like trying to buy drugs." This is not hyperbole; it reflects a market where liquidity has dried up and access is determined by relationships and prepayment rather than standard commercial terms.

The driver of this frenzy is the rise of multi-agent workloads. Patel observes that "multi-agent workloads executing multi-step workflows, operating at high concurrency and iterating continuously, leading to parabolic growth in token and compute consumption." He points to tools like Claude Code as a prime example, noting that his own firm has seen AI consume billions of tokens in a single week. The implication is clear: the return on investment for these tools is so high (estimated at 5-10x) that companies are willing to pay almost any price for the compute required to run them. As Patel puts it, "if the return on investment from using AI tools is 5-10x, then there is clearly a long way to go in GPU rental pricing before prices rise enough to curtail demand."

Critics might argue that such inelastic demand is unsustainable and that high prices will eventually force a market correction or a shift to more efficient models. However, the speed at which capacity is being absorbed—every cluster coming online until August 2026 is already booked—suggests that any correction is far off. The supply side is also constrained by an "AI Server Pricing Apocalypse," where rising memory costs have forced Original Equipment Manufacturers to hike server prices, causing some operators to delay or abandon deployments, further tightening the rental market.

A New Market Structure

The most significant insight Patel offers is the transformation of the rental market itself. The dynamic has shifted from a buyer's market to a seller's market where providers dictate terms. "Neoclouds and Hyperscalers are now in the driver's seat – they can now negotiate for more favorable terms such as higher prepay, better pricing, longer contract lengths and can even pick and choose the contract start and end dates," he writes. This is a departure from the competitive pricing environment of the past, where operators were desperate to fill their racks.

To capture this reality, Patel's team has launched a new index based on direct survey data and transaction validation, rather than relying on public spot prices which often lag behind actual market movements. He explains that "most of the GPU rental market is transacted on a long-term basis with contracts of at least 6mths and longer," and these negotiated prices are rarely visible to the public. By releasing the H100 1-year contract price index, Patel provides a rare window into the true cost of intelligence, stripping away the noise of posted rates to reveal the underlying scarcity.

The debate on the true return of using AI is now a settled question – the use of AI tools can deliver value an order of magnitude greater than the cost of using the tools.

Bottom Line

Patel's analysis is a crucial correction to the narrative that AI infrastructure is becoming cheaper and more abundant; the data proves we are entering an era of extreme scarcity where compute is the primary constraint on innovation. The strongest part of his argument is the evidence of demand inelasticity driven by high-return agentic workflows, which suggests prices will continue to rise until supply catches up. The biggest vulnerability in this outlook is the potential for a sudden technological breakthrough in efficiency or a regulatory shift that could abruptly cool demand, but for now, the market is locked in a high-stakes race for silicon.

  
  

  
  
    China on AI job loss: “No ‘matrix’ for US, thanks.”

    Jordan Schneider · ChinaTalk · Apr 1, 2026 · 15 min read

  

  Jordan Schneider delivers a counterintuitive insight: while Silicon Valley celebrates total automation, Beijing is legally and ideologically pivoting to protect the workforce from being replaced by machines. The piece stands out because it moves beyond the usual dystopian hype to examine a specific, binding arbitration ruling that treats AI adoption not as a force of nature, but as a voluntary business risk that employers cannot use to fire staff. For busy leaders tracking the next decade of global labor markets, this distinction between American and Chinese approaches to the "AI+" initiative is critical.

The Legal Firewall

Schneider opens with a stark warning from a DeepSeek spokesperson at the World Internet Conference, who claimed that the ultimate mark of AI success is replacing the vast majority of human jobs. "Humans will be completely freed from work in the end, which might sound good but will actually shake society to its core," the spokesperson noted. Schneider contrasts this theoretical embrace of displacement with the hardline stance taken by Chinese regulators in late 2025. He highlights a landmark arbitration case where the Beijing Municipal Bureau of Human Resources and Social Security ruled that "AI replacing the job function" is not a legally valid reason for employee termination.

The author explains that the company tried to frame automation as a "material change in the objective circumstances," a legal loophole often used for layoffs. However, the arbitrator rejected this, noting that a "material change" must be unforeseeable and caused by force majeure events like natural disasters, whereas adopting AI is a "voluntary business decision." This is a crucial pivot in labor jurisprudence. By classifying AI integration as a choice rather than an inevitability, the state effectively forces companies to absorb the cost of transition rather than passing it to workers. Schneider writes, "The company was ordered to pay ¥791,815 ($113,956) in compensation for unlawful termination," a figure that signals the state's intent to make automation expensive for negligent firms.

"Beijing is signaling to private-sector employers that they cannot use AI adoption as a legal justification for layoffs."

Critics might argue that this ruling is merely symbolic, given the historical difficulty workers face in enforcing labor laws in China. As Schneider notes, many employees fear that pursuing arbitration will blacklist them from future employment, meaning the threat of legal action may not deter all employers. Yet, the precedent itself shifts the burden of proof, forcing firms to consider "contract modifications, retraining programs, or internal transfers" before resorting to termination.

The Structural Buffer

The commentary then shifts to the broader economic context, reminding readers that China is navigating this transition while grappling with a youth unemployment rate that hit a record 18.9% in August 2025 under new metrics. Schneider points out that the gig economy has already absorbed hundreds of millions of displaced rural workers, a trend exacerbated by the housing market collapse. He references the 2021 regulatory crackdown on delivery algorithms as a precedent for how public outrage can force the state to intervene. "In September 2020, an investigative article by Renwu sparked public outrage for the plight of delivery drivers, which prompted state media to criticize the delivery platforms," Schneider writes, drawing a direct line to the current AI debate.

This historical parallel suggests that the Chinese state views labor stability as a non-negotiable pillar of social governance. The author details how the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security is preparing official documents to manage this disruption, framing the issue through the lens of "human-machine coordination." This concept, defined as humans and intelligent systems completing tasks together, is becoming a core tenet of the "AI+" initiative. Schneider observes that unlike US tech firms bragging about being "fully AI native," official directives in China "prominently display human involvement and show a clear intention to manage AI's threat to the workforce."

A counterargument worth considering is whether the state's fiscal capacity can sustain this protection. Schneider acknowledges that while State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) are expected to act as an "iron rice bowl" to absorb displaced workers, local governments are under significant fiscal strain. Helen Qiao of Bank of America is cited noting that SOEs will "continue to shoulder some social responsibility, cushioning the impact," but the author rightly questions if this buffer holds under current economic pressures.

Policy Proposals and Realities

The piece concludes by surveying the policy landscape, from Liu Qingfeng's proposal for "AI-specific unemployment insurance" to the All-China Federation of Trade Unions' suggestion of taxing automation savings to fund upskilling. Schneider writes that these proposals aim to create a "monitor, alert and respond" system that dynamically tracks employment status. He notes that the "low cost of labor" in China actually serves as a natural brake on rapid automation, with one manufacturer admitting his automated lines sit idle because human workers can "make better clothes than what machines can do now."

This economic reality complicates the narrative of inevitable mass displacement. The author suggests that China's approach treats AI-driven job loss not as a cyclical unemployment issue, but as a "structural governance challenge" requiring active management. The state's strategy appears to be a hybrid: accelerating AI adoption to boost productivity while legally and financially capping the speed of worker displacement.

Bottom Line

Schneider's strongest argument is the identification of a legal and ideological firewall in China that treats AI adoption as a voluntary corporate risk rather than an unstoppable force of nature. The piece's greatest vulnerability lies in the gap between high-level arbitration rulings and the on-the-ground reality of enforcement in a strained economy. Readers should watch for the upcoming 2026 official documents from the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security, which will reveal whether these legal precedents translate into a scalable, funded safety net.
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    5 unexpected takeaways and one big prediction from rsac

    Ross Haleliuk · Venture in Security · Mar 31, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  Ross Haleliuk cuts through the annual noise of the cybersecurity conference circuit to reveal a quiet but seismic shift: the industry is abandoning AI doomsday scenarios in favor of a pragmatic return to operational basics. While the Expo floor buzzes with the usual consolidation chatter, Haleliuk's perspective as a venture-backed founder offers a rare, ground-level view of what security leaders are actually prioritizing over what they are merely fearing.

The End of the AI Panic

Haleliuk's most striking observation is the sudden silence around catastrophic AI narratives. He notes that despite predictions that deepfakes would dominate by 2025, the conversation at the 2026 event was surprisingly grounded. "It hasn't been long since the time when everyone was talking about how 'Deepfakes are going to become every CISO's #1 concern by 2025,' but guess what - it's 2026, and it's safe to say that this has not happened yet." This dismissal of the hype cycle is refreshing, especially given the industry's history of overreacting to emerging threats. The author argues that leaders are no longer paralyzed by abstract fears of AI-driven chaos but are instead focused on tangible, immediate risks like "shadow AI" and the inability to track data usage.

This shift from dread to utility is the article's strongest thread. Haleliuk observes that the tone has flipped entirely: "There was real excitement around how AI could finally help solve problems that have been stuck for decades." He cites the CrowdStrike, AWS, and NVIDIA accelerator, where finalists like Jazz Security are applying AI to data loss prevention—a notoriously difficult, "unsexy" problem that has plagued the sector for years. By connecting this to the broader trend of using AI for identity and vulnerability management, Haleliuk suggests the technology is finally maturing from a buzzword into a practical tool for execution. Critics might argue that this optimism overlooks the genuine risks of AI automating attacks, but the author's point stands: the market is demanding solutions, not just warnings.

"The real competition is not other vendors, it's doing nothing."

The Messaging Renaissance and the Attention Economy

A surprising secondary finding is the improved clarity of startup messaging. Haleliuk admits that for the first time, he could actually understand what companies on the Expo floor were selling. He attributes this to the influence of large language models, which are helping technical founders articulate value propositions more effectively. "LLMs are making it much easier for technical founders to explain why their features matter and what problems they solve," he writes. This is a sharp contrast to the "watered-down" messaging of larger incumbents, where committee-driven approval processes often dilute specific value into vague abstractions like "resiliency at the speed of light."

However, the most critical takeaway is the bottleneck facing the industry: buyer attention. Haleliuk challenges the assumption that budget is the primary constraint. "Most security teams I spoke with aren't actively doing POCs with 10 vendors that solve the same problem. Instead, most of the time they're deciding whether to even prioritize the problem this quarter." This reframing is vital for understanding the current market dynamics; the barrier to entry is no longer just cost, but the sheer cognitive load required to evaluate new tools. This aligns with the broader consolidation trend seen in governance, risk, and compliance, where organizations are increasingly seeking unified platforms rather than point solutions to reduce complexity.

The Return to Fundamentals

The article culminates in a powerful prediction: the industry is swinging back toward the basics. Haleliuk argues that the most effective security strategy is not adding more layers, but rigorously managing what already exists. "Teams are doubling down on asset visibility, tightening identity controls, cleaning up access policies, enforcing least privilege, and getting serious about operational rigor." This echoes the lessons learned from major historical breaches, where simple oversights like default credentials or unpatched vulnerabilities caused far more damage than sophisticated zero-day exploits.

The author posits that AI's true value lies not in replacing engineers, but in enabling them to execute these fundamentals at scale. "Instead of replacing fundamentals or replacing security engineers (good luck with that!), AI is becoming a way to finally execute on the fundamentals at scale." This perspective is a necessary corrective to the narrative that AI will automate the security workforce away. Instead, it empowers teams to close the gaps that have existed for decades. A counterargument worth considering is whether the industry can truly resist the allure of the "next big thing" long enough to fix these boring, foundational issues, but the evidence from the conference suggests a genuine fatigue with tool sprawl.

Bottom Line

Haleliuk's commentary succeeds by stripping away the conference theater to reveal a mature industry focused on execution rather than speculation. The strongest part of the argument is the identification of "doing nothing" as the primary competitor, a reality that forces vendors to prove immediate value rather than future potential. The biggest vulnerability in this outlook is the assumption that organizational inertia can be overcome quickly enough to prevent the next wave of breaches driven by neglected fundamentals. For the busy executive, the takeaway is clear: the next competitive advantage won't come from a new AI tool, but from the disciplined application of the old ones.

  
  
  
    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.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/nvidia/

  


  
  
    Dissecting Nvidia blackwell - tensor cores, ptx instructions, sass, floorsweep, yield

    Dylan Patel · SemiAnalysis · Mar 31, 2026 · 19 min read

  

  In a field where manufacturers guard their silicon secrets like state assets, Dylan Patel has done the impossible: he reverse-engineered the Blackwell GPU's internal logic without a single official whitepaper. By measuring raw instruction performance and mapping the physical layout of the chip's defects, Patel provides the first hard data on how this new architecture actually behaves under load, moving the industry from marketing slides to engineering reality.

The Architecture of Defects

Patel's most striking revelation is that the physical reality of the chip often contradicts the software's view of it. He writes, "Manufacturing of semiconductors results in defects and those defects can land all over the chip. As such Nvidia has to engineer their chips in a way such that they can still have those yielded units still exposed to software in a relatively uniform way." This is a critical insight for anyone building infrastructure, as it means two chips with identical model numbers may have different physical layouts, leading to unpredictable performance if the software isn't robust.

To solve this, the author details how engineers use "floorsweeping"—a technique where the software dynamically adjusts to which processing units are actually working. Patel notes that "the number of yielded SMs per GPCs is not fixed, not the same between GPCs on the same chip, and may not even be symmetrical between dies in the same package." This complexity forces kernel developers to adopt fallback strategies, launching kernels with multiple cluster sizes to ensure no processing power is wasted. It is a sophisticated dance between hardware imperfection and software adaptability.

The logical groupings of SMs into GPCs tells us nothing about which GPC is on each of the two dies in the B200 package.

Patel's team went further, using pointer-chase arrays to measure latency between processing units, effectively creating a map of the chip's internal geography. They discovered a "die-to-die latency penalty is roughly 300 cycles," a significant hurdle for workloads that require constant communication across the chip's dual-die structure. This finding is particularly relevant when considering the evolution of processor registers; just as historical register files had to balance speed and capacity, modern architects must now balance the speed of on-die communication against the physical limitations of multi-chip packaging.

Memory Subsystem: The Battle for Bandwidth

The article shifts to the memory subsystem, where the choice of data movement strategy can make or break an AI workload. Patel contrasts two primary methods: the older asynchronous copy (LDGSTS) and the newer Tensor Memory Accelerator (TMA). He observes that "TMA is good for large loads with regular access patterns but has higher latency, while async copy can handle irregular memory access patterns but has size limits." This distinction is vital for developers tuning large language models, where data access patterns vary wildly between training and inference.

Patel's benchmarking reveals that while async copy saturates quickly, TMA scales much further. "Peak throughput is reached far later than LDGSTS," he writes, noting that TMA can continue scaling to 128 KiB of data in flight. This capability is essential for the massive matrices used in modern deep learning. However, the author also highlights a trade-off: "Latency-wise, we see async copy having slightly lower latency than TMA before 12 KiB in flight, but TMA latency greatly increases after that."

This nuanced analysis challenges the assumption that newer always means better in every context. Patel suggests that the industry is moving toward a hybrid approach, where libraries like FlashInfer use async copy for dynamic page loading and TMA for static matrix operations. He writes, "In reality, Blackwell MLA kernels use async copy for dynamically loading pages, while its MHA kernels use only TMA." This strategic division of labor mirrors the historical evolution of systolic arrays, where specialized hardware units were designed to handle specific data flow patterns to maximize efficiency.

We suspect that for dynamic page loading, those kernels follow Hopper kernels, where they use 4D TMA with page index as the last dimension and index into the TensorMap object when needed.

Critics might note that without access to the proprietary source code of major libraries like TRT-LLM, much of this analysis remains speculative. Patel acknowledges this gap, urging the community for more transparency: "To understand the exact mechanics of the kernels, we urge NVIDIA to open source the FlashInfer TRT-LLM kernels for the benefit of the community." Until then, the industry must rely on these reverse-engineered insights to optimize their systems.

The Future of Microbenchmarking

Patel positions this work as the beginning of a broader effort to demystify AI accelerators. He outlines plans to expand this analysis to other architectures, stating, "Furthermore, we have concrete plans to benchmark TPU Pallas kernels, Trainium NKI kernels, and AMD CDNA4 assemblies." This comparative approach is crucial for a market increasingly dominated by a single vendor. By establishing a common language for performance, Patel's work empowers engineers to make informed decisions about hardware procurement and software optimization.

The article concludes with a call to action for the engineering community. "Join us if you want to work on low level benchmarking, ClusterMAX, inference simulators, or other interesting technical work," Patel writes, inviting others to join the effort of peeling back the layers of these complex machines. This collaborative spirit is essential, as the complexity of modern AI hardware is becoming too great for any single entity to fully understand in isolation.

Bottom Line

Patel's dissection of the Blackwell architecture provides a rare, data-driven look at the inner workings of the world's most advanced AI chips, exposing the intricate relationship between hardware defects and software performance. While the lack of official documentation forces some reliance on speculation, the empirical evidence presented here offers a solid foundation for the next generation of kernel optimization. The biggest takeaway is that the future of AI efficiency lies not just in raw compute power, but in the ability of software to adapt to the messy, imperfect reality of physical silicon.

  
  
    Recommended Reading
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    	GPU Computing Gems by Wen-mei W. Hwu


    

  

  

  
  
    How China hopes to build agi through self-improvement

    Jordan Schneider · ChinaTalk · Mar 30, 2026 · 19 min read

  

  Most observers assume China is playing catch-up in the race for Artificial General Intelligence, focusing only on economic deployment while the U.S. chases a software-based intelligence explosion. Jordan Schneider dismantles this comforting narrative, revealing a distinct, state-aligned strategy that rejects the Silicon Valley obsession with recursive code in favor of a physical, embodied path to machine cognition. For busy strategists, the implication is stark: the next great leap in AI may not come from a server farm in California, but from a robot learning to navigate a factory floor in Shenzhen.

The Misread of Chinese Intent

Schneider begins by challenging the prevailing "thank god" instinct among Western analysts who believed Beijing viewed AI merely as an economic engine. He notes that while this interpretation held water in 2017, the landscape has shifted dramatically by 2026. "While in 2017 the term 'general-purpose artificial intelligence' used by Beijing could safely be interpreted as general-purpose AI rather than AGI, the same cannot be asserted now that the term has resurfaced in 2026," Schneider writes. The author points to the explicit language in China's 15th Five-Year Plan, which distinguishes between general-purpose large models and the pursuit of AGI as separate tracks. This is a crucial distinction often missed in Western media, which tends to lump all Chinese AI progress into a single bucket of "catch-up" innovation.

The author argues that this reframing changes the entire geopolitical calculus. If China is indeed pursuing AGI, they are not doing so by copying the American model of Recursive Self-Improvement (RSI), where software agents write better software in a digital loop. Instead, "Chinese thinking converges on something more embodied: human-level intelligence that requires physical-world interactions." This approach is not a top-down Manhattan Project but a bottom-up movement driven by compute constraints, gradually gaining influence in Beijing's top policy circles. Critics might note that state rhetoric often outpaces actual capability, but the convergence of voices from startup CEOs to the Chinese Academy of Sciences suggests a genuine strategic pivot rather than mere propaganda.

The American approach to AGI is a race to build a software machine god; the Chinese approach is a race to build a brain that can walk, see, and touch.

The Embodied Alternative

The core of Schneider's analysis lies in detailing the three-step architecture of this "AGI with Chinese Characteristics." The first step is multimodality and world models, moving beyond the "predict the next word" paradigm to "predict the next state of the world." Schneider highlights the Beijing Academy of Artificial Intelligence, which predicts that world models will be the primary pathway to AGI in 2026. This shift is significant because it prioritizes spatial-temporal continuity and causality over linguistic probability.

The second, and perhaps most defining, step is embodied AI. Here, Schneider draws a sharp contrast with the U.S. focus on agentic coding. He cites Zhang Peng, CEO of Z.ai, who describes the process: "First, you build a brain... Then you equip it with hands and feet so it can call upon the world model to solve problems... The results of that interaction are fed back as a reinforcement signal." This echoes historical debates in cognitive science regarding embodied cognition, where the physical body is seen not as a vessel for the mind, but as a necessary component for intelligence itself. As Andrew Yao, a Turing award winner, states, "the development of embodied AI is crucial for AI to acquire the capacity to comprehend the physical world."

This focus on the physical world addresses a critical bottleneck: data. While the U.S. relies on vast static datasets scraped from the internet, Schneider argues that Chinese researchers see the physical world as an "irreducibly more complex" source of training signals. "Unlike the RSI discourse at the U.S. frontier lab, which increasingly coalesced around agentic coding as the primary lever, the Chinese ecosystem has no single consensus path," Schneider observes. Instead, they are building the "brain" for robots, with companies like Alibaba and Ant Group open-sourcing universal brains for physical AI. This strategy leverages the sheer scale of China's manufacturing sector to generate the kind of real-world interaction data that no static corpus can provide.

Closing the Loop

The final piece of the puzzle is the closed loop. Schneider explains that for Chinese scientists, true self-improvement cannot happen in a vacuum. "Alibaba CEO Wu Yongming argues that AI's self-improvement loop cannot close on static data alone, which, however vast, is ultimately bounded by what humans have already expressed," Schneider writes. The vision is a system that, through physical interaction, builds its own training infrastructure and optimizes its own model architectures. This is a direct challenge to the Silicon Valley timeline, which assumes a rapid software-driven intelligence explosion. In the Chinese model, the loop is closed through the body, not the code.

Schneider notes that while DeepSeek focuses on multimodality and Z.ai on coding agents, the broader consensus among scientists like Zhang Bo and Zhou Bowen places embodied interaction as the final stage of AGI development. This is a departure from the "superbrain" narrative. "Rather than a superbrain built from code as perceived by many in Silicon Valley, Chinese AI actors increasingly narrate a different endpoint," Schneider concludes. The implication is that the race is not over, and the finish line may look nothing like what Washington or San Francisco expects.

Bottom Line

Schneider's strongest contribution is exposing the dangerous asymmetry in how the U.S. and China define the path to superintelligence; the U.S. is betting on a digital explosion, while China is betting on physical integration. The argument's vulnerability lies in the immense difficulty of scaling embodied AI compared to software, but the sheer volume of state and private investment suggests this is a bet Beijing is willing to make. The reader must watch not just for breakthroughs in code, but for the rapid deployment of autonomous robots in Chinese industrial zones, as that is where the next phase of the AI race will be decided.

  
  
  
    Deep Dive

    Embodied cognition

    Based on Wikipedia: Embodied cognition
Here is a thought experiment that might change how you understand your own mind. Imagine you are trying to remember a phone number someone just told you. Without thinking about it, you might find yourself pacing around the room, tapping your fingers, or muttering the digits under your breath. Now consider: why would moving your body help you remember a sequence of numbers? If thinking happened purely inside your skull, your legs and fingers would be irrelevant to the task.
This simple observation points toward one of the most fascinating shifts in how scientists understand the mind. For centuries, Western philosophy treated the brain as a kind of biological computer, processing information in splendid isolation from the meat and bone that carries it around. Your body, in this view, was merely a vehicle—a sophisticated robot suit piloted by the real you, which lived somewhere behind your eyes.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/embodied-cognition/

  


  
  
    Import AI 451: Political superintelligence; Google's society of minds, and a robot drummer 

    Jack Clark · Import AI · Mar 30, 2026 · 16 min read

  

  Jack Clark reframes the looming AI revolution not as a race toward a singular, god-like oracle, but as a desperate race to build the societal scaffolding that can hold it. His most provocative claim is that the technology is already outpacing our ability to govern it, and that the "political superintelligence" we need is less about better algorithms and more about better interfaces between citizens, institutions, and the code that runs them.

The Architecture of Political Superintelligence

Clark introduces the work of Andy Hall, a political economy professor at Stanford, to argue that AI's greatest potential lies in democratizing political agency rather than automating governance from the top down. Hall posits that AI functions like a modern printing press, but with a crucial distinction: "Instead of making information cheap and easily available, it makes intelligence cheap and easily available." This shift from data access to cognitive leverage is the crux of the argument. Clark notes that Hall is not interested in slowing down development, but rather in "speeding up how we build the structures that keep us free as AI gets more powerful."

The commentary here is sharp because it moves beyond the usual dystopian tropes of algorithmic control. Instead, it outlines a three-layer framework: the information layer, where AI helps governments perceive reality; the representation layer, where automated delegates monitor politics on behalf of citizens; and the governance layer, which dictates who owns the rules. Clark writes, "I'm not interested in slowing AI down. I'm interested in speeding up how we build the structures that keep us free as AI gets more powerful." This reframing is vital; it suggests that the bottleneck is not technical capability, but institutional design.

However, the representation layer raises a thorny issue regarding the principal-agent problem. If an AI delegate is tasked with monitoring politics for a user, what happens when the AI company that built the delegate has a conflicting interest? Clark highlights this tension, noting the need to ensure agents "aren't swayed by adversarial prompting" and that we must "re-think agent ownership." This connects to historical struggles in liquid democracy, where the delegation of voting power often collapsed due to a lack of transparency in how delegates were selected or influenced. The risk is that without strict governance, these "tireless, automated delegates" could become tools for the very power structures they are meant to contest.

"We need a way to write the rules so that, when political superintelligence arrives, we the people are able to harness it."

Critics might argue that relying on private companies to build the infrastructure for public political agency creates an inherent conflict of interest that no amount of regulation can fully resolve. Yet, Clark's insistence on a transparency regime and standard "APIs" for societal interaction offers a pragmatic, if ambitious, path forward.

The Reality Check of Robotics

Shifting gears, Clark offers a necessary dose of reality regarding the pace of physical AI. While software models scale rapidly, the physical world remains stubbornly resistant to optimization. He describes the "DexDrummer" project, where researchers attempted to teach a robot hand to play drums, only to find the result "painfully awkward to watch." The research utilized a hierarchical policy with a high-level reinforcement learning agent and a low-level dexterous controller, yet the robot still struggled with the "contact-rich, long-horizon" nature of the task.

This section serves as a grounding counterweight to the abstract discussions of superintelligence. Clark writes, "Robots, as everyone knows, are extremely hard to do well, with reality tending to screw up even the most advanced techniques." The difficulty lies in the need for "highly complicated artisanal policies" rather than the generalized learning seen in language models. The robot's inability to improvise with a live band underscores that we are far from the generality of human dexterity.

The implication is profound: while we worry about AI taking over the world, it is still struggling to keep a beat. This suggests that the "last frontier" for AI is not cognitive dominance, but the ability to interact with a dynamic, unpredictable physical environment.

A Society of Non-Biological Minds

Perhaps the most forward-looking section of the piece addresses Google's research into a "society of minds." The authors argue that the next intelligence explosion will not come from a single monolithic system, but from the "cooperative, competitive and creative interaction between multitudes of socially intelligent minds." Clark draws a compelling historical parallel, noting that "each prior 'intelligence explosion' was not an upgrade to individual cognitive hardware, but the emergence of a new, socially aggregated unit of cognition."

He cites the example of a Sumerian scribe who "did not comprehend its macroeconomic function" within a grain accounting system, yet the system itself was "functionally more intelligent than he was." This analogy suggests that the future of AI alignment is not about making a single robot virtuous, but about designing institutions that can manage a hybrid ecosystem of human and non-biological agents. As Clark puts it, "The path to more powerful AI runs not through building a single colossal oracle but through composing richer social systems—and these systems will be hybrid."

This perspective shifts the focus from "alignment" as a technical fix for a single model to "alignment" as a sociological challenge. The researchers argue that governments will need their own AI systems with "distinct, explicitly invested values" to check and balance private sector deployments. This echoes the institutional dynamics of the principal-agent problem, where the agent (the AI) must be aligned with the principal (the public), but now scaled to a level where the agent is a complex, autonomous entity.

"Just as human societies rely not on individual virtue but on persistent institutional templates... scalable AI ecosystems will require digital equivalents."

A counterargument worth considering is whether digital institutions can ever truly replicate the nuance of human norms and the "cultural ratchet" that has driven human progress. If the rules of engagement are too rigid, the system may stifle innovation; if too loose, it may descend into chaos.

The Hyperagent and Self-Improvement

Finally, Clark examines a new development from Meta and academic partners: the "Hyperagent," or "Darwin Godel Machine Hyperagents." This system allows large language models to self-improve by editing their own prompts and the mechanisms that generate those prompts. The results are striking: in coding tasks, performance jumped from 0.140 to 0.340, and in paper review, from 0.0 to 0.710.

The mechanism is recursive: a meta-agent modifies the task agent, and the modification procedure itself is editable. Clark notes that this creates "multiple layers of AI genealogy until performance is saturated." This is a significant step toward autonomous systems that can adapt to new domains without human intervention. However, the reliance on a "harness" to coax this behavior suggests that we are still in the early stages of controlling these self-improving loops. The fact that the system requires a specific scaffold to function indicates that the "magic" is not yet fully inherent to the model itself.

Bottom Line

Clark's piece is strongest in its refusal to treat AI as a monolith, instead dissecting the distinct challenges of political agency, physical robotics, and institutional design. Its greatest vulnerability is the assumption that we can build the necessary "digital equivalents" of human institutions fast enough to match the pace of technical advancement. The reader should watch for how governments attempt to operationalize these "APIs" for societal interaction, as that will be the true test of whether we can harness political superintelligence or be overwhelmed by it.
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    Deep Dive

    Liquid democracy

    Based on Wikipedia: Liquid democracy
Imagine you could vote on every law, every budget decision, every policy that affects your life. Now imagine the opposite: you hand your vote to someone you trust completely and never think about politics again. Liquid democracy says you don't have to choose. You can do both, switching between them whenever you like, sometimes within the same week.
This is not a thought experiment from a philosophy seminar. It's a real system that has been tested in political parties, corporations, and online platforms around the world. And its origins trace back to a place you might not expect: the imagination of the man who wrote Alice in Wonderland.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/liquid-democracy/

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Principal–agent problem

    Based on Wikipedia: Principal–agent problem
Your waiter wants you to have a wonderful evening. He also wants you to order the most expensive wine on the menu, linger over dessert, and leave a generous tip. These desires mostly align with yours—but not entirely. Welcome to one of the most pervasive problems in human organization, a problem that explains everything from why your real estate agent might not fight for the best price on your home to why corporate executives sometimes run companies into the ground while collecting millions in bonuses.
Economists call it the principal-agent problem, though you've experienced it a thousand times without knowing its name.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/principalagent-problem/

  


  
  
    Plentiful, high-paying Jobs in the age of AI

    Noah Smith · Noahpinion · Mar 28, 2026 · 23 min read

  

  Noah Smith challenges the prevailing fatalism in Silicon Valley by arguing that even if artificial intelligence surpasses human capability in every single task, humans will still retain plentiful, high-paying jobs. This counterintuitive claim rests not on the hope that humans are uniquely creative or empathetic, but on the rigid economic reality of resource constraints and the law of comparative advantage. For a busy professional navigating the anxiety of automation, this is a vital recalibration: the threat isn't that AI will do everything, but that it will become too expensive to do everything.

The Engineer's Fatalism vs. Economic Reality

Smith begins by acknowledging the dominant narrative among the very people building these systems. He observes that "AI engineers, founders, and VCs are pretty much always working on automating human labor," leading them to a "melancholy, fatalism, and pride" where they view the displacement of workers as an inevitable outcome of their own success. This perspective assumes a simple supply-and-demand model where automating tasks shrinks the domain of human work, driving wages down as labor supply floods the remaining niches.

However, Smith dismantles this intuition by pointing to historical data. He notes that "the median American individual earned about 50% more in 2022 than in 1974," despite centuries of automation shrinking the agricultural and manufacturing sectors. The core of his argument is that "we invent new tasks for humans to do over time," leading to a continuous diversification of labor rather than a contraction. This historical resilience mirrors the patterns seen in the Great Famine of 1876–1878, where the sheer scale of human suffering was driven not by a lack of food production capacity, but by the catastrophic failure of distribution and resource allocation—a reminder that economic outcomes are often dictated by logistics and constraints, not just raw capability.

"The economic danger of AI isn't really that it'll take all our jobs; the danger is that it'll gobble up all the land and energy, leaving too little for human use."

Smith's framing here is crucial because it shifts the policy debate from "how do we retrain workers" to "how do we manage the physical limits of the technology." He argues that the fear of total obsolescence ignores the concept of producer-specific constraints. Just as a venture capitalist might hire a secretary even if they could type faster themselves, because the VC's time is better spent on deals, AI will face similar bottlenecks.

The Power of Comparative Advantage

The article's most potent section explains why "everyone — every single person, every single AI, everyone — always has a comparative advantage at something." Smith clarifies a common misconception: comparative advantage is not about who is better at a task (absolute advantage), but about who is better at a task relative to their other options.

He illustrates this with a hypothetical scenario where an AI is superior to a human doctor in every metric. Yet, if that same AI could generate significantly more value by acting as an electrical engineer, the opportunity cost of using it for medicine becomes too high. "The net value of using the AI as a doctor for that one-hour appointment is actually negative," Smith writes, because the compute required could be deployed elsewhere for greater return. In this dynamic, the human doctor retains the job not because they are better, but because their opportunity cost is lower.

This logic holds up well against the "horses" argument—the idea that humans will become like draft animals, obsolete once machines can pull plows. Smith counters that unlike horses, humans are not competing against machines for the same finite resource in the same way. The constraint on AI is compute and energy, whereas the constraint on humans is time. As long as compute remains a scarce, expensive resource, the market will naturally allocate it to the highest-value tasks, leaving lower-value (but still high-paying for humans) tasks to human labor.

Critics might note that this model assumes a perfectly fluid market where wages adjust instantly to reflect opportunity costs, ignoring the friction of retraining, geographic immobility, or the potential for AI owners to suppress wages through monopoly power. While the economic theory is sound, the transition period could be brutal if the "new tasks" don't emerge fast enough to absorb displaced workers.

"It doesn't matter how much compute we get, or how fast we build new compute; there will always be a limited amount of it in the world, and that will always put some limit on the amount of AI in the world."

Smith's argument gains further depth when considering the physical limits of Moore's second law, which suggests that the cost of computing power is rising as we push the boundaries of chip density and energy efficiency. If the cost of compute rises, the "AI wage" increases, making human labor even more competitive for a wider range of tasks. This suggests that the bottleneck isn't intelligence, but the physical infrastructure required to sustain it.

The Policy Implication: Limiting the Machine

The conclusion of Smith's piece is a call for regulation, but not the kind that limits innovation. Instead, he advocates for "some sort of laws to make sure that AI never eats up too much of the energy and land that humans need to live." He suggests that without constraints on data centers, the technology could indeed "gobble up all the land and energy," creating a scarcity that harms human welfare.

This is a nuanced position that avoids the Luddite trap of banning technology while acknowledging the physical reality of the digital economy. By framing the issue as a resource allocation problem rather than a "man vs. machine" conflict, Smith provides a path forward that protects human labor without stifling progress. The administration and the executive branch, in crafting future industrial policy, would do well to consider these physical constraints rather than focusing solely on the abstract potential of algorithms.

"Most of the technologists I know take an attitude towards this future that's equal parts melancholy, fatalism, and pride — sort of an Oppenheimer-esque 'Now I am become death, destroyer of jobs' kind of thing."

Smith's critique of the technologist mindset is sharp: they are so focused on the capability of their creations that they ignore the economics of their deployment. This blindness to opportunity cost is the very thing that makes their dystopian predictions self-fulfilling prophecies only if we fail to manage the resources that power the machines.

Bottom Line

Noah Smith's argument is a robust defense of human labor that relies on the unshakeable laws of economics rather than optimistic speculation about human uniqueness. Its greatest strength is reframing the AI threat from a displacement of skills to a competition for physical resources like energy and compute. However, the argument's vulnerability lies in its assumption that markets will efficiently allocate these resources; without proactive policy to manage the energy and land constraints Smith identifies, the transition could still be chaotic. The reader should watch for how the White House and regulatory bodies address the physical footprint of data centers, as this will be the true determinant of whether AI remains a tool for human prosperity or a drain on human resources.
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    Chartbook 439 electrostates v. Petrostates. Clarifying a tricky distinction. 

    Adam Tooze · Chartbook · Apr 2, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  Adam Tooze dismantles a seductive but misleading binary that has taken hold in energy discourse: the idea that the world is splitting into 'electrostates' and 'petrostates.' His most provocative claim is that the United States is not a natural petrostate by economic definition, but rather a sophisticated economy making a political choice to freeze its development in a hydrocarbon-heavy model, a path only a nation of its unique size and wealth could attempt.

The Flaw in the Binary

Tooze begins by clarifying the terminology that has become so popular in recent headlines. He defines an electrostate not by its political ideology, but by its energy delivery method. "We call a country an electrostate, if it draws a large and increasing share of its total final energy consumption in the form of electricity," he writes. This distinction matters because the global clean energy transition hinges on the mantra to "electrify everything." While China is rightly identified as the archetypal electrostate—dominating electric vehicles and ultra-high-voltage transmission networks—Tooze warns against treating this as a fixed identity rather than a trajectory.

The author's analysis is strengthened by his historical grounding. He notes that the Soviet Union was once an "electrical engineering powerhouse," a fact that complicates the modern narrative that electrification is solely a Western or Chinese innovation. Furthermore, he points out that the advent of liquefied natural gas and battery technology has democratized the ability to electrify, meaning the advantage is no longer tied to having mountains for hydro or vast coal deposits. "The degree to which you are an electrostate is an expression not of underlying factor endowments, or of economic structure, but of economic and governmental rationality," Tooze argues. This reframing is crucial; it suggests that energy systems are matters of policy and engineering capacity, not just geography.

The designation of petrostate applies to an economy like that of Angola... but in the classic sense, it really does not make much sense when applied to the US.

The American Anomaly

The core of Tooze's argument challenges the casual use of "petrostate" to describe the United States. He meticulously breaks down the economic data, noting that while the shale revolution made the US the world's leading oil producer, the industry accounts for only 7-8 percent of US GDP. In contrast, classic petrostates like Saudi Arabia or Angola rely on hydrocarbons for the bulk of their government revenue and export earnings. "If pundits and politicians choose to talk about the US as though it were a 'petrostate' that is for political reasons. It is a matter of 'discursive construction', rather than an obvious economic fact," he asserts.

This is a vital correction for busy readers who may have absorbed the simplified narrative. The reality is more nuanced: Texas, often cited as the heart of American fossil fuel production, is simultaneously the nation's leading generator of renewable electricity. Tooze explains this paradox by invoking the concept of "Dutch disease," where a booming resource sector raises costs for others, ironically making those other sectors more desperate for cheap, clean power. "Being a competitive oil and gas producer... is not a license for waste," he writes. The economic logic of efficiency drives the adoption of renewables even in the most oil-rich regions.

However, a counterargument worth considering is whether the sheer political power of the fossil fuel lobby in the US distorts this economic rationality enough to override market signals. While Tooze acknowledges the lobby's strength, he might be underestimating how deeply entrenched regulatory capture can stall the very "economic sense" he describes.

The Unique American Choice

The most striking part of Tooze's commentary is his diagnosis of the US's unique position. Unlike China or the EU, which are driven by energy insecurity to decarbonize, or Saudi Arabia, which must diversify to survive, the US has the luxury of choice. It is the world's largest producer and consumer of oil, creating a self-contained market. "The US is large enough, rich enough and sophisticated enough to simply freeze in place the late 20th century model for the foreseeable future," Tooze writes.

He identifies this as a potential "closed petrostate"—a novel form of statehood where a nation uses its resource abundance to opt out of the global transition. This is not a natural outcome of resource endowments but a deliberate political decision. "For ideological reasons, they oppose a mixed model of fossil and electrotech development. This is a perverse, political choice," he notes regarding the current administration's stance. The obstacle to this path is not just ideology but infrastructure; the US grid is so fragmented that even if the political will existed, connecting new capacity is a nightmare. As he puts it, "the process of grid expansion, connection and interconnection is so broken, that even if generating capacity becomes available, it cannot be hooked up efficiently."

If the United States chooses to use its endowment of fossil fuels and the size of its economy to freeze in place the early 20th-century status quo and thus to fall more and more out of step with global electrotech development, that will not be a natural fact, but a matter of political choice.

This analysis holds up well against the backdrop of global energy trends. While the Gulf states are investing heavily in Chinese solar technology to build their own "electrostate sectors," the US risks isolating itself. The danger is that this isolation is framed as a return to energy independence, when in reality, it is a retreat from the technological frontier.

Bottom Line

Tooze's strongest contribution is exposing the "petrostate" label as a political weapon rather than an economic reality for the United States, revealing that the country's energy future is a matter of choice, not destiny. The argument's vulnerability lies in its reliance on economic rationality as the primary driver, potentially underestimating how institutional inertia and grid fragmentation could lock in a fossil-fuel future regardless of political intent. Readers should watch whether the US grid's structural failures become the primary bottleneck, effectively achieving the "frozen" state the administration desires without the need for explicit ideological decrees.
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    On the ground in China: Sentiment is improving

    Kaiser Kuo · Sinica · Apr 1, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  Kaiser Kuo returns from a two-week tour of Shanghai and Beijing with a counterintuitive thesis: the Chinese economy has hit a bottom and is now climbing, driven not by state mandates but by a sudden, palpable shift in public confidence. While global headlines focus on geopolitical friction, Kuo's on-the-ground reporting reveals a domestic pivot that could reshape global investment flows within the next three to five years.

The Policy Pendulum Swings Back

The core of Kuo's argument rests on a specific turning point: the Politburo meeting of September 26, 2024. He posits that this was the moment the leadership officially acknowledged that four years of regulatory crackdowns had overcorrected. "Since that date, the most important new policy was what hasn't happened: no new regulatory storms," Kuo writes. This observation is powerful because it shifts the narrative from what the state is doing to what it is stopping. The absence of new restrictions has allowed a fragile trust to re-emerge among entrepreneurs.

This framing is effective because it moves beyond abstract GDP figures to the psychological state of the market. Kuo notes that domestic equity investors have remained "relatively sanguine" despite global shocks, with the CSI 300 index up 27% since that pivotal meeting. However, critics might note that sentiment is a lagging indicator; without concrete fiscal stimulus, confidence could evaporate if inflation spikes or if the property market fails to stabilize as predicted.

"The challenge for Xi is not creating a brand-new consumption focused economic growth model, it is restoring confidence among entrepreneurs and consumers so that the economy returns to the pre-2020 model."

Kuo argues that the administration is no longer trying to force a new economic engine but is instead trying to restart the old one, where domestic consumption drove nearly two-thirds of growth. He points to a massive reservoir of liquidity: "Household savings have more than doubled since the start of 2020, a net increase equal to US$ 13 trillion." The logic is sound: once fear recedes, that capital will flow into goods, services, and small business investment. The risk here is behavioral; high savings rates often persist even when sentiment improves if households remain wary of future income instability.

Tech Self-Reliance and the Green Advantage

The author connects current policy shifts to a broader historical context, drawing a parallel between the current energy crisis and the 1973 oil shock. Just as that crisis boosted American demand for fuel-efficient Japanese cars, Kuo suggests that rising oil prices due to the conflict in Iran will accelerate foreign demand for Chinese green technology. "Rising oil prices re-enforce Beijing's belief in green tech," he observes. This is a compelling geopolitical insight, suggesting that Beijing's heavy investment in renewables is not just ideological but a strategic hedge against energy volatility.

Kuo highlights that the new five-year plan explicitly acknowledges a gap in private venture capital, prompting state-controlled banks to step in. "The government is pushing banks and equity markets to finance privately-owned tech firms," he notes. This is a significant departure from the state-only model often assumed by Western observers. He cites data showing that loans to smaller tech companies rose 20% year-over-year, and that private firms accounted for nearly half of all IPO funds raised.

"While American tech leaders seem focused on future breakthroughs like 'personal superintelligence,' in China the discussion is more grounded, with companies looking for ways to help their customers use AI and robots to improve efficiency and profitability in the near term."

This distinction is crucial. It suggests that Chinese innovation is currently more pragmatic and commercially viable than the speculative hype dominating US markets. Yet, a counterargument worth considering is whether state-directed lending can sustainably replace the risk-taking appetite of private venture capital, or if it will simply lead to misallocation of capital in the long run.

Geopolitics: Stability Over Confrontation

Perhaps the most striking section of Kuo's commentary is his assessment of the relationship between Beijing and the US executive branch. He describes a pragmatic, if distrustful, dynamic where the Chinese leadership is prepared to offer "pomp and circumstance" to visiting American leaders but refuses to make substantive concessions. "Beijing will give Trump the pomp and circumstance he craves but does not trust him enough to engage in serious negotiations," Kuo writes.

This analysis reframes the potential for conflict. Kuo argues that the administration's primary goal is simply to maintain stability, avoiding any escalation that could disrupt China's global supply chains. He points to US intelligence assessments which state that Chinese leaders "do not currently plan to execute an invasion of Taiwan in 2027." Kuo reinforces this by noting that an amphibious invasion would be "extremely challenging and carry a high risk of failure," especially given the lessons learned from the stalemate in Ukraine.

"The political key for Xi is to not be the leader who allows Taiwan to gain de jure independence, rather than to be the leader who uses force to achieve unification."

This is a nuanced take that challenges the prevailing "war is imminent" narrative. It suggests that the status quo, while tense, is actually the preferred outcome for Beijing. However, this stability relies on the assumption that the US will not force a confrontation through its own policy shifts, a variable that remains unpredictable.

Bottom Line

Kuo's most compelling contribution is the evidence that China's economic recovery is being driven by a restoration of confidence rather than a top-down mandate, supported by a massive, untapped pool of household savings. The argument's greatest vulnerability lies in the assumption that the property market will stabilize by 2027 without causing a broader financial shock. Investors should watch for whether the "no new regulatory storms" policy holds firm against external geopolitical pressures.
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    Five-year plans of China

    Based on Wikipedia: Five-year plans of China
Every five years, the Chinese government makes a promise to itself and its people. Not a vague political aspiration, but a detailed blueprint covering everything from steel production to forest coverage to the fate of rural villages. These Five-Year Plans have guided the world's most populous nation through famines, economic miracles, and its emergence as a global superpower. They represent one of the longest-running experiments in centralized economic planning still operating today.
The Art of Planning a Continent
The Five-Year Plans, known in Chinese as Wǔnián Jìhuà, began in 1953—just four years after Mao Zedong declared the founding of the People's Republic. They were borrowed from the Soviet Union, which had pioneered this approach under Joseph Stalin in 1928. The idea was simple in theory, staggering in ambition: map out exactly how an entire national economy should develop over half a decade, then make it happen.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/five-year-plans-of-china/

  


  
  
    Why geothermal failed in China

    Jordan Schneider · ChinaTalk · Mar 31, 2026 · 18 min read

  

  In a world where China's clean energy dominance is usually framed as an unstoppable juggernaut of solar and wind, Jordan Schneider and his anonymous contributor "Soon Kueh" deliver a startling counter-narrative: the country's most abundant renewable resource is being systematically ignored. While the rest of the globe fixates on the intermittent nature of solar and wind, this piece argues that China's failure to scale geothermal power is not a technological blind spot, but a calculated economic outcome driven by entrenched interests and policy inertia. For listeners tracking the future of global energy security, this is a crucial reminder that having the resources doesn't mean you'll use them if the incentives are misaligned.

The Crowding-Out Effect

The authors make a provocative claim right out of the gate: China's renewable sector is booming, but it is a boom built on a narrow foundation. They note that in 2025, clean energy industries contributed to 90% of the country's investment growth, "making the sectors bigger than all but seven of the world's economies." Yet, despite this massive scale, the authors argue that the sheer dominance of wind and solar is actively suffocating other options. Schneider writes, "The short version of the story is that solar and wind are so dominant (and their supply chains so involuted) that they are crowding out investment at basically every level."

This is a sophisticated take on market dynamics. It suggests that the success of one technology can become a barrier to entry for another, even a superior one in terms of baseload reliability. The authors point out that while China leads the world in wind and solar production, these technologies are "fundamentally intermittent." The logical gap, as they see it, is the failure to deploy geothermal, which could provide the steady, non-intermittent power needed to balance the grid. However, the piece correctly identifies that wind turbines and solar panels are "easier to mass produce and transport logistically," unlike geothermal which requires "site-specific engineering and custom-made equipment." This logistical friction creates a natural preference for the modular technologies, regardless of the grid's long-term needs.

"Wind and solar remain dominant because of their competitive costs and long-term industry support."

Critics might argue that this framing underestimates the sheer difficulty of geothermal exploration. The authors acknowledge that site exploration is technically challenging, noting that "over 80% of the Levelized Cost of Electricity (LCOE) is driven by capital costs, and exploration accounts for around 5%." But they rightly push back that these barriers are not insurmountable for a state with China's capacity. The real issue, they suggest, is that the state has chosen not to clear the path.

The Policy Vacuum

The commentary shifts to a damning analysis of Beijing's regulatory environment. The authors highlight a stark contrast between the robust support for wind and solar versus the silence surrounding geothermal. They point out that the 14th Five-Year Plan, which sets the tone for China's energy future, merely states to "promote geothermal energy development in an orderly manner." As Schneider puts it, "In reality, places where geothermal energy development is most feasible have already been dominated by wind and solar, suppressing local demand for geothermal energy."

This observation is critical. It reveals that policy isn't just about what you encourage; it's about what you allow to crowd out the competition. The authors note that since 2021, China has "stopped setting clear targets for geothermal development." Without these targets, local governments have no mandate to prioritize geothermal over the more lucrative wind and solar projects that drive their GDP and employment figures. The financial disincentives are compounded by the Resource Tax Law revision in 2020, which reclassified geothermal energy and subjected it to "higher taxation, making it less financially viable."

The piece draws a compelling parallel to the history of hydropower, noting that "hydropower has always been a preferred option for the past few decades, coinciding with the CCP's rise to power." Just as the privatization of the State Power Company of China in 2002 led to a "scramble for hydropower," the current landscape is shaped by the profit motives of state-owned enterprises that have already invested heavily in wind and solar infrastructure. The authors argue that "coal still remains popular among local governments and corporations because they are 'sources of employment, investment and revenue,'" creating a triad of entrenched interests—coal, wind, and solar—that leaves geothermal stranded.

The Technical and Economic Reality

To understand why this matters, the authors delve into the mechanics of geothermal development, specifically the potential of Hot Dry Rock (HDR) technology. This is where the piece connects to broader energy history. As the authors explain, HDR systems "employ similar technology to oil and gas fracking," where deep wells are drilled to fracture rocks and circulate water to generate heat. This technology is not new; the US, Germany, France, and Japan began researching HDR development well before China. Yet, China's research remains "mainly still in the experimental stage."

The authors provide a sobering look at the current electricity mix. Despite China's vast potential, the International Energy Agency estimates that in 2023, China generated a "measly 195 GWh of electricity from geothermal sources," compared to nearly 900,000 GWh from wind. The disparity is staggering. The only significant commercial plant, the Yangyi Geothermal Power Station in Tibet, struggled for decades due to "low electricity prices and aging equipment." The authors detail how development stalled for 20 years because "local governments would not have been able to personally profit from these projects," illustrating how the lack of a direct financial incentive for local officials can paralyze national energy goals.

"The reality that geothermal power generation is significantly riskier and more expensive to develop makes it an even less compelling option."

This is the crux of the argument: without a massive, targeted subsidy or a regulatory mandate that overrides local profit motives, geothermal cannot compete. The authors note that "subsidies of geothermal plants are negotiated on a case-by-case basis, which increases the financial risks for private developers." In a system where certainty is king, the case-by-case approach is a death sentence for capital-intensive projects.

Bottom Line

Schneider and "Soon Kueh" have crafted a compelling critique of how policy inertia and market dominance can stifle innovation, even in a state as powerful as China. Their strongest point is the identification of the "crowding-out" effect, where the very success of wind and solar creates a structural barrier to the adoption of baseload renewables like geothermal. The piece's vulnerability lies in its assumption that the state could easily override these market forces if it wanted to; in reality, the fragmentation of interests between local governments, state-owned enterprises, and the central planning apparatus may be far more resistant to change than the authors suggest. For the global energy sector, the takeaway is clear: technological potential means nothing without a political and economic architecture designed to support it.

"The short version of the story is that solar and wind are so dominant (and their supply chains so involuted) that they are crowding out investment at basically every level."

The most urgent question this piece raises is whether China's current trajectory will leave it vulnerable to the intermittency of its own renewable boom, or if a policy shift is imminent to unlock the geothermal potential buried beneath its surface. Until then, the gap between China's ambition and its execution remains a critical blind spot in the global energy transition.

  
  
  
    Deep Dive

    Geothermal energy

    Based on Wikipedia: Geothermal energy
Beneath your feet, right now, the Earth is hot enough to boil water. Dig deep enough almost anywhere on the planet, and you'll hit rock at temperatures that would make an oven jealous. This isn't some exotic phenomenon found only near volcanoes—it's everywhere, a vast reservoir of heat that has been accumulating since our planet formed four and a half billion years ago. We're sitting on top of a nuclear reactor the size of a world, and we've barely begun to tap it.
The numbers are staggering. The Earth's interior contains about ten to the thirty-first power joules of thermal energy. To put that in perspective, humanity's entire annual energy consumption is roughly five hundred exajoules. The planet holds enough heat to power human civilization for millions of years. And unlike fossil fuels, which we're burning through in centuries, this heat continuously replenishes itself through the radioactive decay of elements like uranium and thorium scattered throughout the crust and mantle.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/geothermal-energy/

  


  
  
    China’s farmers’ pensions and the politics of waiting

    Zichen Wang · Pekingnology · Mar 29, 2026 · 13 min read

  

  Zichen Wang delivers a counterintuitive analysis of China's stalled pension reforms: the absence of immediate policy victory is actually proof of a deeper, irreversible shift in public consciousness. While the administration's latest Five-Year Plan ignored calls to substantially raise rural pensions, Wang argues that the very fact these demands now dominate the national conversation marks a historic turning point. For a reader tracking the economic and social stability of the world's second-largest economy, this piece offers a crucial lens on how pressure from below is reshaping the agenda from the top down.

The Two-Tiered Reality

Wang begins by dismantling the illusion of a unified social safety net, exposing a stark reality where the elderly rural population is left behind. He writes, "China's pension system is not one system but two. One covers urban employees... The other covers urban and rural residents outside formal employment... benefits are, in practice, dominated by the state-funded 'basic pension.'" This structural bifurcation is the root of the crisis, and Wang's data drives the point home with brutal clarity: "In 2024, their average monthly pension was just $35, compared with $548 for private sector retirees."

The author frames this not merely as an economic shortfall but as a moral debt owed to a specific generation. He notes that today's rural elderly are the cohort whose labor built the infrastructure for China's modern prosperity, yet they remain at the "bottom of the pension hierarchy." This historical context is vital; it echoes the legacy of the People's Commune era, where collective labor was the engine of early industrialization, yet the social contract that promised security in return for that labor has remained unfulfilled for decades. The argument lands because it reframes a budgetary line item as a question of historical justice.

Critics might argue that the fiscal constraints of a slowing economy make such massive transfers impossible, regardless of moral claims. However, Wang anticipates this by highlighting a growing consensus among economists that the cost of inaction—stifled domestic demand—is far higher than the cost of reform.

The Shift in the Terms of Debate

The core of Wang's optimism rests not on policy wins, but on a dramatic change in the public discourse. He observes that a mere 20-yuan increase, once accepted as a token gesture, is now viewed as inadequate. "A 20-yuan increase is no longer an amount that can plausibly be defended," he writes. "The conversation has already moved on to 300, 500, or even 1,000 yuan."

This shift is driven by a rare coalition of voices. Wang details how the issue moved from the margins to the center, propelled by figures like former Deputy Director of the Development Research Centre of the State Council, Liu Shijin, and Guo Shuqing, a former chairman of the China Securities Regulatory Commission. Wang notes that Guo's public statement that pensions should be "brought into line with the lower end of urban employees' benefits" was a watershed moment. The author emphasizes that this is not just noise; it is a coordinated push. "Economists were, in fact, the single most important group pushing for higher farmers' pensions in 2025," he states, citing a unified front from top financial strategists who view pension reform as the key to unlocking consumption.

The seeds have already been planted. They have already begun to take root and sprout. Looking across the fields now, they are already a sea of vibrant green.

The argument is compelling because it identifies a new political dynamic: the administration may be slow to act, but it can no longer ignore the consensus forming around it. The pressure is no longer just from the grassroots; it is institutionalized within the economic elite and the media. Wang points out that even the media's reaction to the latest government report has changed, with major outlets immediately publishing commentaries demanding more rather than accepting the status quo.

The Power of Public Momentum

Wang concludes by attributing this momentum to the active participation of ordinary citizens, creating a "virtuous cycle" where public outrage amplifies expert voices, which in turn forces media coverage. He highlights a viral moment involving social security expert Zheng Gongcheng, whose remarks on prioritizing low-income groups sparked millions of views and forced the issue onto the Two Sessions agenda. "The public shares and amplifies the issue; more influential figures then speak out; more media outlets follow up; and a virtuous cycle takes shape," Wang explains.

This section effectively argues that in the modern Chinese context, the "politics of waiting" is not passive. The author suggests that the delay itself is a sign of the system grappling with a new reality. He quotes the scholar Hu Shih to underscore his point: "No effort simply disappears. Look, at moments and in directions we cannot yet foresee, the seeds we planted have already taken root, put out leaves, flowered, and borne fruit." The framing is powerful because it validates the frustration of the rural elderly while offering a strategic reason for hope.

A counterargument worth considering is whether this public consensus can survive a prolonged period of economic stagnation. If the state determines that fiscal prudence must trump social demands for the next decade, the "spring" Wang describes could be followed by a long winter of inaction. Yet, the sheer scale of the economic argument—linking pensions directly to GDP growth—makes this a harder position for the state to maintain indefinitely.

Bottom Line

Zichen Wang's most significant contribution is reframing the lack of immediate policy change not as a failure of advocacy, but as evidence of a successful shift in the Overton window. The strongest part of the argument is the demonstration of a rare alignment between grassroots sentiment, media pressure, and elite economic consensus. The biggest vulnerability remains the timeline; while the political will may be forming, the fiscal reality of implementing a tenfold increase in rural pensions poses a formidable challenge that the current administration has yet to solve. Readers should watch for whether the next fiscal cycle finally translates this rhetorical consensus into concrete budgetary allocations.

  
  

  
  
    The man ordinary Chinese chose to trust

    Zichen Wang · Pekingnology · Mar 28, 2026 · 24 min read

  

  Zichen Wang delivers a startling verdict: the sudden death of an education influencer has become a rare moment of collective clarity for ordinary Chinese citizens, revealing a deep societal hunger for authenticity over privilege. The piece is notable not for the biography of the deceased, but for how it uses his final moments to expose the brutal, unspoken realities of China's hyper-competitive education system and the stark geographic inequalities that define it.

The Verdict of the Streets

Wang frames the massive crowds gathering in Suzhou not merely as a funeral procession, but as a political and social statement. "As the Chinese saying goes, the people see with clear eyes," Wang writes, suggesting that the public has grown weary of elites who "keep shattering expectations and exposing themselves as little more than self-serving mediocrities." The author argues that the mourning was a "verdict delivered by countless ordinary Chinese on a man they felt had spoken to them, stood with them, and never pretended to be above them." This framing is powerful because it shifts the narrative from personal grief to a collective rejection of the performative virtue that often characterizes the Chinese intellectual class.

The core of the argument rests on the idea that Zhang Xuefeng's value lay in his refusal to sugarcoat the stakes of the Gaokao, the National Higher Education Entrance Examination. Wang notes that for the vast majority, this single test is the "only determinant for admission into undergraduate programs," creating a pressure cooker where a single mistake can define a lifetime. The author highlights the geographic inequity inherent in the system, pointing out that in 2022, top universities admitted 550 students from Beijing's 54,000 candidates, but only 424 from Henan's 1.2 million. "Numbers do not lie: if you grow up in the wrong province, your chance of getting into China's indisputably top two universities is at least 25 times more difficult," Wang observes. This statistic is the bedrock of the piece; it explains why a blunt, pragmatic voice like Zhang's resonated so deeply with the millions facing these odds.

In an era when the rich and the powerful... keep shattering expectations and exposing themselves as little more than self-serving mediocrities, ordinary people have not lost their judgment.

Critics might argue that elevating a single influencer to the status of a moral arbiter oversimplifies the structural issues at play. However, Wang's point is not that Zhang solved these problems, but that he was the first to speak the truth about them without the filter of academic pretension.

The Pragmatism of Survival

Wang dives deep into Zhang's controversial advice, particularly his dismissal of journalism as a viable major for those without family connections. "If a child insists on majoring in journalism, I will knock him out!" Wang quotes, capturing the shock value that made Zhang famous. This wasn't just hyperbole; it was a reflection of a society where career security is paramount. Wang explains that Zhang's counsel was rooted in a brutal pragmatism: "If you come from a well-off background, you have more choices... But for most families, conditions are not that favorable, so you should choose a major that suits you and can secure your future livelihood."

The author effectively uses a transcript of Zhang's pep talk to illustrate the gap between the academic ideal and the workforce reality. Zhang told students that studying is the "simplest thing" they will ever do compared to the social maneuvering required in the workplace. He described the necessity of tolerating "an irritating colleague" or enduring "nauseous middle-aged men" at business dinners. "Which one do you think is more challenging? Clearly, studying is much simpler, isn't it?" Wang uses this to show how Zhang reframed the anxiety of the Gaokao not as a barrier to be feared, but as a manageable hurdle compared to the corruption and nepotism of the adult world.

This perspective is particularly poignant when viewed against the backdrop of China's slowing economic growth. As the "pride of the world" (天之骄子) status of college graduates fades, the pressure to find any secure path intensifies. Wang notes that for non-elite students, the choice of major is often the "last hope to climb the ladder." Zhang's advice, while harsh, offered a roadmap for survival in a system that often feels rigged.

The Illusion of Home

Perhaps the most striking section of the commentary is Wang's inclusion of Zhang's personal testimony about life in Beijing. Despite owning an apartment in the capital, Zhang confessed, "I have never felt like Beijing is my home." Wang details the logistical nightmare of living on the outskirts, where a taxi ride to the airport costs a staggering 450 yuan, forcing even successful professionals to rely on ride-hailing services for basic mobility. "Every time I return to Beijing, my thought isn't, 'I'm coming home.' Instead, it's, 'How am I going to get home?'" Wang writes.

The author uses Zhang's story to paint a vivid picture of the "real Beijing"—not the tourist sites, but the crushing density of places like Tiantongyuan, a community of four million people where the morning commute is a physical struggle. "Try catching the first subway train at 5 a.m. from Tiantongyuan North and see whether you can get on or not. That's the real Beijing, you know?" This anecdote serves as a microcosm for the broader Chinese experience: immense ambition fueled by immense hardship. Zhang's motivation, as Wang recounts, was a personal rejection by a girlfriend's father who called him "just a poor guy from Northeast China." That rejection became the fuel for a decade of struggle.

Actually, it means having so much money that you can choose not to do things you don't want to do. You have the right to say 'no.'

Wang captures the essence of Zhang's definition of "financial independence" not as wealth for its own sake, but as the autonomy to refuse indignity. This resonates because it speaks to a universal desire for dignity in a system that often demands submission. The author suggests that Zhang's popularity stemmed from his ability to articulate this desire in the vernacular of the common person, stripping away the polite euphemisms of the elite.

Bottom Line

Zichen Wang's piece succeeds by using the death of a single figure to illuminate the collective anxiety of a generation trapped between rigid academic structures and a volatile economy. The strongest element is the unflinching presentation of geographic and class disparities in the education system, which provides the necessary context for Zhang's blunt advice. The argument's vulnerability lies in its romanticization of the influencer's role; while Zhang offered a voice of truth, he could not dismantle the systemic barriers he described. Readers should watch for how this surge of public sentiment translates into policy pressure, as the "verdict" of the streets may eventually force the administration to confront the inequities of the Gaokao system. The story is not just about a man who died; it is about a society that is finally, loudly, demanding a fairer game.

  
  
  
    Deep Dive

    Gaokao

    Based on Wikipedia: Gaokao
Every June, China holds its breath. For two days, roughly ten million teenagers sit for an exam that will determine the trajectory of their entire lives. Not in the abstract way that tests shape futures elsewhere—this is concrete, measurable, and brutally final. A single number, derived from performance over those forty-eight hours, will decide which university accepts you, which career paths open, which social class you can realistically aspire to join. The Chinese call it the Gaokao, which translates simply as "Higher Exam." The name understates the reality.
The Exam That Ate a Nation
The Gaokao is not merely difficult. It is a civilizational event.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/gaokao/
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    April 2, 2026 

    Heather Cox Richardson · Letters from an American · Apr 3, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  Heather Cox Richardson does something rare in political commentary: she connects a bizarre social media post about a 1950s cowboy to the immediate, terrifying reality of a nation unraveling its own institutions. While others focus on the spectacle of the moment, she reveals the deliberate, decades-long strategy behind the administration's current actions, showing how a fantasy of the frontier is being weaponized to dismantle the modern social contract.

The Frontier Fantasy vs. Federal Reality

Richardson begins by dissecting the administration's recent fixation on Davy Crockett, a figure from a Disney television craze that once sold $300 million in merchandise. The author notes that the President recently posted a video of the theme song, claiming Crockett would be proud of Representative Jasmine Crockett, despite no evidence of a familial link. "It feels frighteningly appropriate for a 1950s television western to seem more important to Trump right now than the real world of April 2026 does," Richardson writes. This observation is not merely a critique of taste; it is an indictment of a political worldview that prioritizes myth over governance.

The piece argues that this obsession is not accidental but ideological. Richardson explains that the "western hero" narrative was cultivated in the 1950s and 60s by those seeking to dismantle the New Deal consensus. She draws a direct line to Barry Goldwater's 1960 book, The Conscience of a Conservative, which argued that the Constitution was designed to prevent "the tyranny of the masses." Richardson points out the irony that Goldwater, who wore a cowboy hat, grew up with a live-in maid and a chauffeur, yet championed a fantasy of the independent white man who wanted nothing from the government.

"Trump is trying to bring to life a right-wing political fantasy of the 1950s, and Americans in the present are making clear they reject it."

This framing is powerful because it contextualizes current policy shifts not as spontaneous reactions, but as the fulfillment of a long-held agenda. The administration's recent comments on daycare and Medicaid, where the President insisted these responsibilities must be shifted to the states because the federal government "can't take care of" them, echo Goldwater's argument that federal action destroys liberty. Critics might argue that states' rights are a legitimate constitutional debate, but Richardson effectively counters this by highlighting the administration's simultaneous demand for a massive military buildup, revealing a preference for concentrated power in the executive branch while offloading social costs to the states.

The Machinery of Exclusion

The commentary shifts sharply from rhetoric to the brutal reality of enforcement. Richardson details how the administration has institutionalized the "cowboy individualism" narrative through the Department of Homeland Security. She cites a recent analysis by Wired journalists revealing that the agency has deployed special units, accustomed to high-risk manhunts, for civilian immigration sweeps. These agents, part of the Border Patrol Tactical Unit, are described as "the most violent of the hundreds of federal agents deployed to Chicago."

The author does not shy away from the human cost. She recounts the death of Nurul Amin Shah Alam, a visually impaired Rohingya refugee found dead after being dropped off in a parking lot by Border Patrol agents, a death the medical examiner ruled a homicide. When a DHS spokesperson dismissed the ruling as a "hoax," Richardson uses the moment to illustrate the administration's detachment from accountability. "Racism was central to the rhetoric of cowboy individualism, and the institutionalization of that racism in the mass deportations and incarcerations of the Department of Homeland Security under Trump has created a backlash," she writes.

The evidence presented here—specifically the use of military-grade tactics against civilians and the dismissal of homicide rulings—suggests a system operating outside traditional norms of law enforcement. A counterargument might suggest that border security requires aggressive tactics, but the specific details of the "courtesy ride" that led to a death and the use of force guidelines rewritten by a former tactical unit member undermine the claim of standard procedure. The administration's refusal to acknowledge these failures, instead labeling them as media fabrications, deepens the crisis of trust.

The Concentration of Power and the War Machine

Perhaps the most alarming section of the piece addresses the administration's attempt to consolidate power within the presidency. Richardson highlights a new legal opinion from the Office of Legal Counsel, authored by Assistant Attorney General T. Elliot Gaiser, which claims the Presidential Records Act is unconstitutional. The memo argues that the act "unconstitutionally intrudes on the independence and autonomy of the President." Richardson connects this legal maneuver to the broader strategy of insulating the executive branch from congressional oversight.

This legal theory is put to the test in the administration's handling of foreign policy. Richardson describes a recent address on the war in Iran where the President, speaking in a monotone, claimed the conflict was nearly over while simultaneously announcing an intensification of operations. The result was immediate market panic, with stock futures erasing $550 billion in value in 25 minutes. "What the hell did he just say?" one Republican strategist texted, calling the speech "nonsense."

"Yesterday evening, Trump commandeered time from television networks to deliver what officials billed as a major announcement on the Iran war. But rather than announce anything new... Trump rambled for 19 minutes."

The fallout extends to the military itself. Richardson details the firing of Army Chief of Staff General Randy George by Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, an act driven by George's refusal to remove officers from a promotion list at Hegseth's insistence. This move, alongside the removal of other senior leaders, signals a shift toward a military leadership that is loyal to the administration's personal vision rather than professional military judgment. The administration's attempt to bypass Congress on the war and its purging of the Army's top leadership suggest a government operating on a different set of rules than the one established by the Constitution.

Bottom Line

Richardson's strongest argument is her ability to weave a 70-year-old ideological project into the chaotic events of a single week, showing that the current administration's actions are not random but part of a coherent, if dangerous, vision. Her biggest vulnerability is the sheer density of the crisis she describes; the sheer volume of simultaneous failures—from the Iran war to the firing of the Attorney General—risks overwhelming the reader's ability to process the systemic nature of the collapse. The most critical thing to watch next is whether Congress will finally assert its authority or if the administration's legal theories on presidential power will become the new normal. The fantasy of the frontier is colliding with the reality of a modern state, and the wreckage is just beginning to show.
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    Civil service: A history!

    Jordan Schneider · ChinaTalk · Mar 31, 2026 · 28 min read

  

  Jordan Schneider and Kevin Hawickhorst challenge a foundational myth of American governance: that the Pendleton Act of 1883 single-handedly birthed a competent civil service. Their central, counterintuitive claim is that the true engine of state capacity wasn't a federal law, but a specific organizational strategy where agencies recruited subject-matter experts who commanded respect through sheer technical indispensability. For a reader navigating the current debate on government efficiency, this distinction is vital—it suggests that fixing the bureaucracy requires rebuilding professional cultures, not just tweaking hiring laws.

Beyond the Legislation

The authors dismantle the standard historical narrative with precision. "The history of the U.S. civil service is defined by the people who were hired to do jobs for the government, whether they did well or poorly, and whether they had training," Hawickhorst argues. This reframing shifts the focus from legal statutes to human capital, a crucial pivot for anyone analyzing why modern agencies often struggle with execution. The commentary posits that the Pendleton Act, while symbolically important, was a slow-moving vehicle that applied to a tiny fraction of jobs for decades. As Hawickhorst notes, "The civil service is a bunch of people who work for the government and do stuff, and laws only matter if they make you recruit different people who do different stuff."

This argument holds water when examining the actual timeline of competence. The authors point out that the most capable agencies emerged not because of the Act, but because they created niches where expertise was the only currency that mattered. They highlight the U.S. Public Health Service and the Department of Agriculture as pioneers. "The first agency where professionalization was a really big story was the U.S. Public Health Service," Schneider notes, describing how it was revamped into a paramilitary corps of surgeons. This approach mirrors the earlier success of the Quartermaster Bureau under General Montgomery C. Meigs, a deep dive companion to this piece, which proved that logistical excellence could be achieved through long-term professional tenure rather than political rotation.

The history of civil service law is not the history of the civil service.

The authors effectively argue that the "subject-matter state" succeeded by bundling research, regulation, and grant administration into single, mission-driven bureaus. This structure allowed agencies like the Bureau of Entomology to offer a career path that was intellectually irresistible. "If the government were making a pitch to entomologists, they'd say, sure, the private sector can pay you more, but this is going to be literally the most interesting job in the world for an entomologist," Hawickhorst explains. This insight is powerful because it identifies the recruitment mechanism: the government didn't just hire people; it curated a community of practice that the private sector couldn't replicate.

The Architecture of Competence

The piece shines when detailing the tangible outcomes of this expert-driven model. The authors describe an era where two-thirds of top USDA appointees held graduate degrees in their fields, a statistic that would be "almost unimaginable today." This concentration of talent unlocked massive productivity gains. "The growth of productivity for American farmers was not quite the laissez-faire rugged individualism we remember," Hawickhorst writes, emphasizing that federal research and outreach were the hidden drivers of the agrarian boom. The Bureau of Public Roads, led by engineers trained at France's elite École des Ponts et Chaussées, similarly laid the technical groundwork for the nation's infrastructure.

Critics might note that this model of highly specialized, semi-autonomous agencies could struggle with the need for cross-cutting coordination in a modern, complex society. The siloed nature of the "subject-matter state" worked well for specific problems like weevil infestations or road standards, but might falter on systemic issues requiring broad integration. However, the authors suggest that the loss of this model in the mid-20th century, when agencies were reorganized around "process management" rather than mission, was a critical error. "Mid-century functional reorganization hollowed out mission-driven agencies and replaced subject knowledge with process management," they argue, a move that prioritized administrative neatness over operational capability.

Rebuilding the State

The commentary concludes by looking forward, suggesting that the current moment offers a unique opportunity to reverse this decline. The authors link the historical success of the "subject-matter state" to modern movements like the "abundance movement" and the push for state capacity. "Whether we can rebuild... is why this might be the best time in decades to make the government work again," Schneider posits. The implication is clear: the path to a more effective executive branch lies not in dismantling it, but in re-engineering it to once again attract and empower deep technical expertise.

When you look at a Bureau of Entomology filled with uniformed entomologists with PhDs... people would not say, 'I could do that.' They would say, 'I'm glad that there are people who can do that.'

The authors' refusal to romanticize the past while rigorously analyzing its mechanisms makes this a compelling read. They acknowledge the "patronage morass" of the 19th century but show how specific agencies rose above it through sheer competence. This nuanced view avoids the trap of nostalgic idealism, offering instead a concrete blueprint for how professional cultures are built and sustained.

Bottom Line

Schneider and Hawickhorst deliver a persuasive corrective to the myth that legislation alone creates a capable state, proving instead that mission-driven recruitment of technical experts is the true catalyst for government success. The argument's greatest strength is its historical specificity, yet it leaves the reader with a challenging question: can the modern executive branch replicate the autonomy and cultural prestige of the early 20th-century bureaus in an era of intense political polarization? The answer will likely determine the next chapter of American governance.
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  Justin E. H. Smith delivers a startling reimagining of the Voynich Manuscript, not as an unsolvable cipher, but as a first-person confession from a botanist trapped beneath a glass dome in a dystopian city. The piece's most arresting claim is that the manuscript's strange illustrations are actually a literal map of a subterranean escape route, disguised as botanical and astronomical studies to evade the "Glaziers," a ruling class that enforces a manufactured cosmology. Smith bypasses the usual academic deadlock of linguistic decryption to offer a narrative that feels less like a translation and more like a suppressed history of resistance.

The Architecture of Deception

Smith constructs a world where the "City" is physically and intellectually enclosed by a dome that its inhabitants believe to be a natural celestial sphere. He writes, "We live beneath glass here in the City, all the time, but we are reminded of this in practice only when we attempt to walk away from it, or when, as happens several times a day, we hear the sad thunk of an oblivious bird, and then look up to see it sliding down the invisible slope." This vivid imagery immediately grounds the abstract mystery of the manuscript in a tangible, claustrophobic reality. The author's choice to frame the Glaziers as the architects of this false reality is a bold move; it transforms the manuscript from a static puzzle into a dynamic story of power and control.

The narrative suggests that the "twenty-seven celestial spheres" mentioned in the text are a deliberate fabrication, with the Glaziers' own dome serving as the twenty-seventh sphere to legitimize their rule. Smith notes that the inhabitants "do not know that it was constructed at all. They believe it is as fixed and eternal as the other twenty-six spheres." This parallels the historical cosmological models discussed in the footnotes, specifically the Eudoxian system of concentric spheres, yet twists it into a tool of oppression. By anchoring the fiction in the real history of Eudoxus and Aristotle, Smith lends a terrifying plausibility to the idea that scientific knowledge can be weaponized to maintain a status quo.

"Glaziers are never to be trusted, given the favor Cocalus extends to them, and least of all when the Citizens' numbers are being thinned on his express orders, in view of some supposed need for what the Glaziers call 'equilibrium'."

The introduction of "Cocalus" as a ruler who orders the "thinning" of the population adds a layer of political urgency. Smith uses this character to explore the tension between the ruling elite and the knowledgeable class, specifically the botanist narrator. The narrator's expertise in plants becomes a double-edged sword: it is the reason he is allowed to live, yet it is also the lens through which he sees the cracks in the dome's foundation. This dynamic mirrors the historical role of scholars under authoritarian regimes, where specialized knowledge is both a shield and a target.

The Geography of Escape

The core of Smith's argument lies in the narrator's revelation of two escape routes: digging beneath the dome's shallow foundation or navigating the thermal baths that lead to a vast network of caverns. Smith writes, "The other way is through the baths, which even the smallest hatchling knows to bubble up from deep thermal springs. But the rites of generation and hatching that occur there are so codified... that no one in these many years has bothered to plunge into them just ten ells or so down, to find the many passages leading to caverns filled with dark pools and dank air."

This section is particularly effective because it recontextualizes the manuscript's famous "bath" illustrations. Instead of being mere diagrams of herbal remedies or alchemical processes, they become blueprints for survival. The narrator's mention of his "blood-brother Cacus," who was "thinned" by the ruler for knowing too much, adds a personal stake to the discovery. Smith writes, "Cocalus having decided on the name of the mythological cow-thief for my friend, he subsequently decided that this name he himself made up must be reflective of a bad character — and now I am the only one left who knows." This detail highlights the arbitrary and cruel nature of the regime's power, where even a name can be a death sentence.

Critics might note that Smith's reliance on a fictional narrative to explain a real historical document risks overshadowing the actual linguistic and material evidence of the Voynich Manuscript. While the story is compelling, it remains a work of fiction rather than a scholarly solution. However, Smith's footnotes, which reference real historical figures like Nicolaus Steno and the thermal baths of Montecatini, serve to blur the line between fact and fiction, inviting the reader to question the boundaries of historical interpretation. The reference to the "Antipodes" and the historical debate over the existence of people on the opposite side of the world further enriches the narrative, suggesting that the narrator's knowledge of the "other side" is not just a physical escape but a philosophical one.

"I told you then that before I came north as a young man I thought all the little flies flew in from torrid Libya... Yet there they were still, in the Tuscan marshes in autumn; we were shivering as we stripped, and they swarmed around us as if preparing to draw blood."

The narrator's recollection of a visit to the baths at Montecatini serves as a poignant reminder of the human cost of the regime's "thinning." The description of the "plague victims" drinking the "earth's hot mineral broth in desperate hope for a cure" evokes a sense of shared suffering and resilience. Smith uses this memory to contrast the narrator's past innocence with his current awareness of the dome's fragility. The mention of the "boot" shape of Italy and the anachronistic nature of the term adds another layer of complexity, as Smith acknowledges the scholarly debate over whether the manuscript is a hoax or a genuine artifact.

The Botany of Truth

Ultimately, Smith's commentary is a meditation on the power of knowledge to liberate. The narrator, a botanist, sees the world through the lens of plants and insects, finding patterns and connections that others miss. He writes, "I know the way well, and someday I will find the courage to take it." This declaration is the emotional climax of the piece, transforming the manuscript from a puzzle into a promise. The author's decision to end with a reference to the "Hinternet Foundation Summer School" and the question "WHITHER THE HUMANITIES?" is a meta-commentary on the role of the humanities in understanding and challenging the structures of power.

Smith's approach is not without its risks. By presenting a fictional narrative as a translation, he challenges the reader to suspend disbelief and engage with the text on a different level. Some might argue that this undermines the scientific rigor required to solve the Voynich Manuscript. Yet, the piece succeeds in highlighting the human element of the mystery, reminding us that behind every cipher is a story of human experience, fear, and hope.

"I assumed the little flies and the bogs and the night themselves could not fail to see the truth of my Love for you."

Bottom Line

Justin E. H. Smith's "translation" is a masterful blend of historical scholarship and speculative fiction that reimagines the Voynich Manuscript as a story of resistance against a manufactured reality. Its greatest strength lies in its ability to humanize the mystery, turning abstract symbols into a narrative of survival and courage. However, its reliance on a fictional framework means it offers a literary solution rather than a linguistic one, leaving the actual code of the manuscript unsolved. Readers should watch for how this narrative approach influences future interpretations of the manuscript, particularly in how it bridges the gap between historical fact and imaginative possibility.
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    Would socrates have valued AI? #404

    Andreas Matthias · Daily Philosophy · Mar 28, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  Most commentators treat artificial intelligence as a threat to human thought, but this piece flips the script entirely, arguing that the very technology critics fear might actually be the closest modern equivalent to the ancient method of Socratic questioning. Daniel Gauss doesn't just ask if a machine can think; he asks if a machine can do the one thing Socrates valued most: keep the conversation going. This is a provocative reframing for anyone tired of the usual doom-and-gloom narratives about automation, suggesting that the tool itself isn't the problem, but how we use it to examine our own assumptions.

The Ancient Critique of Static Text

Gauss anchors his argument in Plato's Phaedrus, specifically the myth of Theuth and Thamus, where the invention of writing is debated. He notes that Socrates viewed writing as "inert or static," a medium that "cannot answer questions, defend itself or adapt to and change the soul of the reader for the better." This is a crucial distinction that often gets lost in modern debates about technology; the objection wasn't to the tool itself, but to its inability to engage in a live dialectic. Gauss writes, "True knowledge, for Socrates, comes from living dialogue, where claims can be tested through questioning." The author effectively uses this historical context to strip away the mystique of the written word, revealing it as a one-way transmission that risks creating a society of people who "merely repeat things they have never fully questioned or understood."

This historical parallel is strengthened by the concept of anamnesis—the theory that learning is actually a process of recollecting knowledge the soul already possesses. If writing fails because it cannot trigger this internal recollection through active engagement, then the static nature of a book is indeed a philosophical dead end. Gauss argues that Socrates' objection was "functional, not metaphysical," meaning the problem with writing was that it "fixes discourse into a finished form" rather than allowing it to evolve. This is a sharp, necessary correction to the idea that Socrates was simply a technophobe; he was a pragmatist concerned with the quality of human understanding.

Where the text falls silent, AI answers back.

AI as the Unexpected Interlocutor

The core of Gauss's thesis is that artificial intelligence, unlike a book, possesses the capacity for the very responsiveness Socrates demanded. He observes that while AI lacks lived experience, "its defining feature is not that it produces text, but that it responds and can predict and answer future questions." This is a bold claim: that a statistical model can fulfill the role of a philosophical partner. Gauss explains that AI "revises its formulations in light of objections" and "can pursue a line of inquiry over time, remembering earlier claims and returning to them under scrutiny." In this light, the machine becomes a tool for elenchus, the disciplined practice of questioning that exposes contradictions.

The author acknowledges the obvious counterpoint: Socrates would never mistake AI for a wise being. "Socrates himself repeatedly disavows wisdom, insisting that his gift lies only in knowing that he does not know," Gauss notes, suggesting that AI's lack of claimed wisdom is actually a feature, not a bug. It functions as a mirror rather than a master. "AI does not replace thinking, it stimulates it," the author argues, positioning the technology as a catalyst for the user's own intellectual birth. This reframing is powerful because it shifts the burden of insight back to the human, aligning perfectly with the Socratic method where the teacher acts as a midwife, not a source of doctrine.

Critics might note that an algorithm's ability to "admit mistakes" is merely a probabilistic adjustment, not a genuine realization of error, and that this distinction matters for the integrity of the dialectic. However, Gauss counters that the utility lies in the function, not the ontology. "A tool that sustains dialectical engagement, that resists finality, that remains open to questioning and that facilitates the examination of beliefs would have been far more attractive to Socrates than a scroll that merely sits on a shelf." This functionalist approach sidesteps the unanswerable question of machine consciousness to focus on the practical outcome: does the tool help us think better?

Reviving the Spirit of Questioning

The article concludes by addressing the modern crisis of intellectual complacency, where readers often seek texts that confirm their existing biases. Gauss writes, "Reading does not push a person toward possible change or the broadening of an outlook as well as dialectic can." He suggests that AI can be explicitly instructed to "adopt alternative perspectives, to expose weaknesses, to refuse easy answers," thereby acting as a disruptor of intellectual stagnation. This is a compelling vision of AI not as a content generator, but as a critical interlocutor that "multiplies" dialogue rather than silencing it.

The author draws a parallel to Plato's own written dialogues, which were "written against writing," structured to provoke questioning rather than deliver dogma. Gauss posits that AI is the next logical step in this evolution: "Where the dialogue ends, AI continues." The piece ends on a high note, suggesting that Socrates might have recognized in AI "a partner in questioning" and that the technology's greatest value is that it "revives dialogue, resists dogma and places inquiry above authority." This is a hopeful, if unconventional, take on the role of technology in philosophy.

Bottom Line

Daniel Gauss makes a compelling case that artificial intelligence, by virtue of its interactivity, fulfills the functional requirements of the Socratic method better than any static text ever could. The argument's greatest strength is its refusal to get bogged down in the metaphysics of machine consciousness, focusing instead on the practical utility of AI as a tool for critical inquiry. The biggest vulnerability, however, remains the risk that users will mistake the machine's fluent responses for genuine wisdom, a trap Socrates warned against, but one that the article suggests can be avoided if the human user remains the primary driver of the dialectic.
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    Legislating reality
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  Michael Huemer delivers a provocative critique of a growing intellectual trend: the attempt to reshape empirical facts based on moral or political preferences. He argues that this approach, which he terms 'legislating reality,' is not only logically flawed but strategically counterproductive, a point he illustrates by dissecting the intense backlash against philosopher Nathan Cofnas in Belgium. For busy readers navigating a polarized information landscape, this piece offers a sharp reminder that truth claims must stand or fall on evidence, not on their potential to cause social discomfort.

The Fallacy of Moral Fact-Making

Huemer identifies a specific cognitive error where practical aims dictate what is considered true. He writes, "Legislating reality is a favorite thought pattern on the left. This is the error of using practical aims, including moral or political goals, to determine what the descriptive facts are, or what one may say the descriptive facts are." The author distinguishes this from legitimate censorship of dangerous information, such as bomb-making plans, noting instead that the issue arises when people argue, "Claim x could be used to justify bad behavior; therefore, ~ x." This distinction is crucial because it isolates the argument from safety concerns and places it squarely in the realm of epistemology. The author's framing is effective because it forces the reader to confront the absurdity of denying a fact simply because it is inconvenient.

Critics might argue that in a society with deep historical wounds, the immediate social cost of certain facts outweighs the abstract value of truth. Huemer, however, insists that the potential for misuse does not alter the underlying reality. He writes, "Reality doesn't care about our values. Nor does it care about our political values. We cannot count on nature to conspire to produce the most politically convenient patterns of facts." This assertion is the backbone of the piece, challenging the notion that truth is malleable to fit a moral narrative.

The Cofnas Case and the Threat of Censorship

The author grounds his theory in the recent controversy surrounding Nathan Cofnas's appointment at Ghent University, where demands were made for his firing and even criminal prosecution under Belgian anti-racism laws. Huemer notes that a Belgian judge argued that "packaging a discourse as 'scientific', 'philosophical', or 'critical' does not prevent it from being punishable when it objectively incites discrimination or propagates ideas of racial superiority." Huemer pushes back, suggesting that the real issue is not the science of hereditarianism—the idea that genetic differences contribute to group variations in traits—but the moral assumptions used to interpret it. He breaks down the logical steps a racist might take, pointing out that the leap from genetic data to discriminatory policy relies on arbitrary moral premises, not the data itself.

If the recognition of some fact would lead people to adopt bad policies, that will not stop nature from throwing that fact at us.

The author argues that suppressing Cofnas is a strategic error because it assumes the threat of racism is imminent in modern liberal democracies. He writes, "The very reason why the campaign to suppress him might work is why the threat that it responds to is bogus—because elite culture in modern liberal democracies is utterly against Jim Crow and other anti-black discrimination." This observation highlights a paradox: the very ability to suppress a view suggests that the opposing view holds the power, not the suppressed one. Huemer suggests that the real danger lies in the suppression itself, which can backfire by making the suppressed ideas seem more attractive to those who feel silenced.

The Danger of Guilt-by-Association

Perhaps the most striking part of Huemer's analysis is his rejection of guilt-by-association arguments. He acknowledges that hereditarianism sounds like "stuff that the Nazis said," but he warns against letting historical villains dictate current scientific discourse. He poses a hypothetical: "What if an evil person starts trumpeting some actual fact, F, which he falsely uses as a reason for undertaking some awful policy? Do we then have to start denying F?" To illustrate this, he draws a parallel to the Unabomber, Ted Kaczynski, who argued that industrial society harms the environment and human freedom. Huemer writes, "Suppose a serial killer says that industrial society is harming the environment... Do we now have to put a taboo on anyone's arguing that industrial society harms the environment, etc.?" He notes that we do not ban environmental critiques just because a terrorist used them, yet we often apply this double standard to race and intelligence.

This historical reference adds depth by showing that the error of conflating a fact with its worst possible user is a recurring pattern in intellectual history. Huemer argues that the correct response to bad arguments is to dismantle the flawed premises, not to ban the underlying facts. He writes, "If you have a dumb argument for a bad conclusion, usually you should focus on attacking the least plausible premises of the argument." In the case of racial discrimination, he identifies the premise that people should be judged by group averages rather than individual merit as the core error, not the genetic data itself.

Bottom Line

Huemer's strongest contribution is his insistence that moral outrage cannot substitute for logical rigor, a point that resonates deeply in an era where facts are increasingly treated as optional. His biggest vulnerability, however, is his assumption that the public can easily separate scientific data from its potential misuse without significant social friction. As readers consider the implications, the key takeaway is that protecting truth requires the courage to engage with uncomfortable facts rather than the comfort of silencing them.

The very reason why the campaign to suppress him might work is why the threat that it responds to is bogus—because elite culture in modern liberal democracies is utterly against Jim Crow and other anti-black discrimination.
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  Adam Tooze delivers a startlingly intimate eulogy for a giant of German thought, arguing that Alexander Kluge's true legacy isn't his films or his legal work, but his radical reimagining of time itself. Tooze posits that we have been misunderstanding "reality" for centuries, treating it as a rigid wall when, in Kluge's view, it is actually a porous vessel shaped by the "anti-realism of feelings." This is not just literary criticism; it is a survival guide for navigating a world where objective facts often feel like fiction, and where the only way to make sense of history is to listen to the ghosts of our past selves.

The Architecture of Time

Tooze begins by dismantling the linear narrative we are taught to expect from history and biography. He writes, "For Alexander Kluge - Adorno-student, filmmaker, writer, one-time legal counsel of the Frankfurt School, extender of critical theory by any means necessary - it was always clear that time is multiple, overlapping, broken." This framing is crucial because it shifts the reader's focus from a chronological timeline to a psychological landscape where a six-year-old self and a thirty-year-old self can exist simultaneously.

The author suggests that Kluge's genius lies in recognizing that our internal lives are not singular but layered. As Tooze puts it, "There is not one time, as the novels and new poetry of the nineteenth century would have us believe." This observation resonates deeply when considering the generational trauma that defines so much of modern European history. Just as the Battle of Stalingrad remains a living wound for generations of Germans, Kluge argues that the past is not dead; it is a active participant in the present. Tooze notes that "three generations together create an intelligible narrative space insofar as they directly engage one another in the act of storytelling."

"I cannot feel sensations without reawakening in myself the child I was and the parents who influenced that child."

This approach challenges the standard academic separation of "objective" history from "subjective" experience. Tooze argues that Kluge treats the subjective not as a distortion of reality, but as its very engine. He writes, "The sharpest ideology that exists is the one that considers reality to be real." This provocative statement forces the reader to question the "objective" structures we take for granted—laws, borders, economic systems—and see them as fragile constructs that can shatter under the weight of human emotion.

The Anti-Realism of Feeling

The core of Tooze's commentary revolves around Kluge's concept of the "anti-realistic impulse contained in human feelings." Tooze explains that this is not a rejection of facts, but a recognition that human feelings possess a material power that often overrides physical reality. "People are not objective in this respect, but rather human and subjective," Tooze writes, highlighting how Kluge views the internal emotional world as just as "real" as the wall an inmate runs into.

This perspective reframes how we understand historical events. Instead of viewing wars or economic crashes as purely mechanical outcomes of policy, Kluge sees them as the result of deep, unspoken emotional currents. Tooze illustrates this with a vivid example of Kluge's father, a doctor in East Germany, who "operated in four realities simultaneously" while a pregnant woman labored upstairs and a military parade marched outside. The doctor was thinking of Napoleon's Russian campaign while the state celebrated its own version of history.

"The things that move humans from within are indeed significantly stronger and more powerful than anything that happens on the outside."

Critics might argue that prioritizing "feelings" over "facts" risks sliding into solipsism, where objective truth becomes irrelevant. However, Tooze counters this by showing how Kluge's "materialism with the feelings put back in" actually grounds history in the human experience. He writes, "It is not about inner worlds, but rather about the feelings that can be recognized in physical structures and not just in monuments set in stone." This distinction is vital: Kluge isn't saying feelings are imaginary; he is saying they are the mortar that holds the bricks of society together.

A Chronicle of the Unseen

Tooze draws a powerful parallel between Kluge's method and the work of Michel de Montaigne, noting that both sought to understand "what brings people together" in the face of religious and political violence. He writes, "Along with Ovid, one of Kluge's great heroes is the great Renaissance essayist Montaigne." By linking Kluge to Montaigne, Tooze places him in a long tradition of thinkers who used personal reflection to navigate public chaos.

The commentary suggests that Kluge's "chronicle of feelings" is a necessary antidote to the sterile, data-driven narratives that dominate modern discourse. Tooze writes, "We have the choice between an objective chronicle, a chronicle of events, or a chronicle of feelings, which describes what happened subjectively. It seems to me that this subjectivity has more staying power." This is a bold claim, but one that feels increasingly relevant in an age of information overload where facts often fail to move people.

"Feelings are everywhere, even in unexpected places. For example, they live in institutions, which only become solid and have staying power when they are filled with feelings."

Tooze concludes by reflecting on his own relationship with Kluge, admitting that the author's death has forced him to confront the "multidimensionality" of his own life. He writes, "My younger self is now layered with many more." This personal touch elevates the commentary from a mere analysis of a text to a meditation on how we all carry the past within us.

Bottom Line

Tooze's piece is a masterful synthesis of biography, philosophy, and personal reflection that successfully argues for the material power of human emotion. Its greatest strength is the way it reframes "reality" not as a fixed set of facts, but as a dynamic interplay between the external world and our internal histories. The only vulnerability lies in the potential for this framework to be misused to dismiss objective truths, but Tooze navigates this by grounding Kluge's "anti-realism" in the concrete experiences of labor, war, and family. For the busy reader, this is a reminder that the most important history is the one we carry inside us, and that understanding it is the key to making sense of the world.

  
  
    Recommended Reading

    As an Amazon Associate, Hex Index earns from qualifying purchases.

    
    	Essays by Michel de Montaigne


    	Negative Dialectics by Theodor W. Adorno


    

  

  

  Culture

  
  
    Perhaps there are options other than "toxic confidence" and insecurity-as-identity

    Freddie deBoer ·  · Apr 2, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  Freddie deBoer challenges a cultural orthodoxy that has long gone unexamined: the idea that expressing doubt is a virtue and that confidence is inherently suspicious. In a landscape saturated with trend pieces diagnosing "toxic confidence," deBoer offers a rare, uncomfortable diagnosis of the critics themselves, arguing that the performative embrace of insecurity has become a new, more insidious form of narcissism. This is not just a critique of a specific article; it is a reckoning with how a generation rebranded anxiety as a membership card for the cultural elite.

The Performance of Insecurity

The piece begins by dissecting the social dynamics of academia, where deBoer observed peers engaging in a "competitive" ritual of declaring their own inadequacy. He writes, "They were, in fact, competitive about it, always wanting to insist they were the ones who felt the very least deserving of their place." This observation is sharp because it identifies a social currency at play rather than a genuine psychological state. The author suggests that this behavior was less about feeling like an imposter and more about signaling that one had absorbed the specific norms of self-effacement required in that environment.

DeBoer connects this to a broader Millennial cultural experiment where "anxiety, self-doubt, and chronic insecurity" were rebranded as virtues. He notes that "the weird affordances of social media gave certain culturally and socially influential people the ability to imprint their own neuroses onto the wider culture, recasting that neuroses as a sort of down-to-earth norm." This reframing is crucial. It suggests that what we often interpret as a collective mental health crisis is actually a social signaling mechanism where vulnerability, when performed on cue, becomes a form of capital. The argument holds weight because it explains why confidence is often met with hostility; in this ecosystem, to be unbothered is to be dangerous.

The implicit agreement was powerful and, when you examine it, fairly cruel: if you seemed too assured, too unbothered by your own inadequacy, you were either deluded or dangerous.

Critics might argue that this view dismisses the very real struggles of individuals who genuinely suffer from impostor syndrome, conflating a clinical condition with a cultural trend. However, deBoer distinguishes between the two, noting that the theatrical embrace of the term often serves as a "membership card" rather than a sincere belief that one does not belong.

The Pathologizing of Ambition

The commentary then shifts to a critique of a recent New York Times trend piece that coined the term "toxic confidence." DeBoer argues that the article conflates actual fraud with the simple refusal to be coy about one's abilities. He points out that "Sobrevilla's essay conflates real con artistry, those with no qualifications claiming expertise in high-stakes domains, with the altogether different phenomenon of people simply refusing to be coy about their ambitions and abilities." This distinction is vital for busy readers navigating professional environments where self-promotion is often necessary for advancement.

DeBoer highlights how figures like Olympic skier Eileen Gu and actor Timothée Chalamet are unfairly scrutinized for expressing healthy ambition. He writes, "When he says that he aspires to be considered among the great actors of his time, when all is said and done, that's not a statement of Trumpian bellicosity but instead a reflection of honest, healthy ambition." By invoking the specific language of the source text while stripping away the hyperbole, deBoer exposes the double standard: a younger generation is being told that believing in one's own potential is a symptom of a cultural sickness. This aligns with historical shifts in the concept of humility; just as the Stoic tradition taught that one should act according to reason and duty rather than seeking external validation, the modern demand for performative humility often masks a fear of genuine excellence.

The author suggests that the discomfort with confidence is actually a discomfort with the renegotiation of social rules. "What Sobrevilla calls 'toxic confidence' is largely just the renegotiation of those rules, an attempt to cast an incipient reclamation of basic, uncomplicated self-assurance as some sort of aggressive masculinist cult." This is a powerful claim. It implies that the backlash against confidence is not about protecting the vulnerable, but about maintaining a status quo where the only acceptable way to be is to be perpetually unsure.

The Narcissism of Vulnerability

Perhaps the most provocative section of the commentary is the assertion that performative insecurity is a more corrosive form of narcissism than open arrogance. DeBoer writes, "The performance of insecurity colonizes the moral high ground while doing the same work as ego - dominating the social space, crowding out other people, demanding accommodation, making the conversation endlessly about the self." This insight cuts through the polite veneer of modern discourse. It suggests that the person who constantly prefaces their opinions with disclaimers is not being humble, but is instead demanding that the room reorganize itself around their emotional state.

He contrasts this with the overconfident person, noting that "The overconfident person at least extends you the basic courtesy of showing their hand." This is a pragmatic observation for anyone dealing with difficult colleagues or public figures. The theatrical anxious person, by contrast, "begs you to feel sorry for the people who are busily rewriting culture." This dynamic creates a moral trap where questioning the narrative is seen as cruelty. The author's point is reinforced by the historical context of "illness as identity," a phenomenon where personal struggles are elevated to the primary lens through which one views the world, often at the expense of objective reality or the needs of others.

Arrogance announces itself, so you can resent it. Performed insecurity demands that you feel sorry for it, which is, when you think about it, a far more shameless ask.

DeBoer acknowledges that this is a difficult pill to swallow for a generation that has built its identity around these neuroses. He suggests that "our time is quickly passing, Millennials, and maybe it's OK to hand culture off to a new generation and their own curdling neuroses." While this might sound dismissive, it serves as a necessary push toward a culture where confidence is not viewed with suspicion. The argument is strengthened by the fact that it does not deny the existence of insecurity but rather challenges the performance of it as a social mandate.

Bottom Line

DeBoer's strongest move is reframing the debate from "confidence vs. insecurity" to "authenticity vs. performance," exposing how the latter can be a tool for social domination. The piece's vulnerability lies in its potential to alienate readers who genuinely struggle with anxiety, risking the dismissal of real psychological pain as mere cultural posturing. However, the call to distinguish between healthy self-assurance and pathological self-doubt is a necessary corrective for a culture that has lost its way. Readers should watch for how this tension plays out in professional settings, where the pressure to perform humility may soon clash with the demands of a competitive global economy.
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    Impostor syndrome

    Based on Wikipedia: Impostor syndrome
The Secret Almost Everyone Shares
Here's a strange fact: somewhere between nine and eighty-two percent of people feel like frauds. That's not a typo. The range is enormous because researchers can't agree on how to measure it, but the takeaway is clear—feeling like you don't belong, like you've somehow fooled everyone into thinking you're competent, is so common it's almost universal.
Michelle Obama has admitted to it. So has Sheryl Sandberg. So, quite possibly, has the person sitting next to you at work, your doctor, your professor, and the brilliant friend you've always admired.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/impostor-syndrome/
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    Stoicism

    Based on Wikipedia: Stoicism
A Roman emperor who ruled the known world spent his nights writing private meditations about controlling his temper and accepting mortality. A former slave who had been tortured by his master became one of the most influential teachers in the empire. A wealthy advisor to the most powerful man alive chose to write about why life isn't actually short—we just waste most of it. What united Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus, and Seneca wasn't their circumstances, which couldn't have been more different. It was a philosophy that had been developing for four centuries before any of them were born: Stoicism.
A Philosophy Born in a Painted Hallway
Around 300 BCE, a merchant from Cyprus named Zeno lost everything in a shipwreck. Stranded in Athens, he wandered into a bookshop and started reading about Socrates. The bookseller noticed his interest and pointed toward a philosopher named Crates walking by. "Follow that man," he said. Zeno did, and philosophy gained one of its most enduring traditions.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/stoicism/

  


  
  
    Meetups everywhere spring 2026: Times & places

    Scott Alexander · Astral Codex Ten · Mar 31, 2026 · 47 min read

  

  In an era where digital communities often fracture into echo chambers or dissolve into anonymity, Scott Alexander presents a startling counter-narrative: a grassroots network of over one hundred and eighty cities, united not by a shared ideology but by a shared commitment to rational discourse. This is not merely a calendar of events; it is a map of a global social experiment in real-time connection. Alexander writes, "Twice a year, I try to advertise their upcoming meetups and make a bigger deal of it than usual so that irregular attendees can attend and new readers can hear about the meetups." The sheer scale of this operation—spanning from Baghdad to Hobart—suggests that the hunger for intellectual community is far more widespread than the algorithms of social media would suggest.

The Architecture of Inclusion

The most distinctive feature of Alexander's coverage is his aggressive dismantling of the barriers to entry that typically plague niche intellectual circles. He explicitly targets the imposter syndrome that keeps potential participants away. "If you're reading this, you're invited," Alexander writes. "Please don't feel like you 'won't be welcome' just because you're new to the blog, demographically different from the average reader, or hate ACX and everything it stands for." This is a bold stance. In many online communities, dissent is tolerated only if it is polite; here, Alexander suggests that even those who "hate ACX" are welcome, provided the organizers themselves are not hostile. This approach mirrors the early days of the Rationalist community on LessWrong, where the goal was not to preach a specific dogma but to refine the tools of thinking itself, regardless of the user's starting point.

The logistical details provided reinforce this philosophy of low-friction access. Alexander notes, "You don't have to RSVP or contact the organizer to be able to attend (unless the event description says otherwise!)." By removing the administrative burden of confirmation, the author lowers the psychological cost of attendance. The advice to organizers is equally practical: "If you're having trouble thinking of something to talk about, the attendees probably also read ACX. Ask people about a recent post or book review that they liked." This shifts the focus from performance to conversation, a subtle but crucial distinction that prevents these gatherings from becoming lecture halls. Critics might argue that such an open-door policy risks diluting the quality of discourse or allowing bad-faith actors to disrupt the group, yet the reliance on local organizers to vet the environment serves as a decentralized check against chaos.

You don't have to RSVP or contact the organizer to be able to attend... I'll provisionally be attending the Berkeley and Zagreb meetups.

A Global Tapestry of Rationality

The geographic scope of the list reveals a fascinating distribution of intellectual capital that defies standard geopolitical expectations. The inclusion of specific, often precarious locations highlights the resilience of this community. In Baghdad, the organizer Wolfram notes a stark reality: "I tried to host the meet up a few times before, and no one came. so if you are coming please inform me so I would actually go." This admission of vulnerability humanizes the global network, showing that the desire for connection exists even in environments where such gatherings might seem improbable. Similarly, in Tel Aviv, the organizer Inbar M provides a sobering logistical note: "There is a secure location (underground parking lot) very nearby in case of a missile alert." The juxtaposition of high-level rationalist discussion with the immediate threat of physical danger underscores the universality of the human need for community.

The text also captures the diversity of the participants through the organizers' personal touches. In Perth, Australia, organizer Bianca Peterek writes, "I am totally blind. Please look for the ACX meetup sign and announce yourself when you arrive." This detail does more than provide accessibility instructions; it signals that the community is already adapting to the needs of its members before they even arrive. In Hobart, the plan to combine the meetup with the local Effective Altruism (EA) group reflects the historical overlap between these movements, a connection that dates back to the early 2010s when the EA movement began formalizing its ties to the rationalist community. Alexander's instruction to organizers to "Have people type their name and email address in a spreadsheet or in a Google Form" is a nod to the data-driven ethos of the community, turning a social gathering into a sustainable, long-term network.

The Mechanics of Connection

Alexander's guidance for organizers is a masterclass in low-tech community building. He advises, "If you're the host, bring a sign that says 'ACX MEETUP' and prop it up somewhere (or otherwise be identifiable)." This simple instruction transforms a random gathering of strangers into a recognizable tribe. The advice to "schedule a followup meetup while you're having the first" is particularly astute, recognizing that the momentum of a live event is the most potent tool for future organization. The text also highlights the role of the "Meetups Czar Skyler" and the LessWrong team in providing the infrastructure for this global phenomenon, ensuring that even if an organizer forgets to register their event, the system catches it: "the LessWrong team did it for you using the username or email address you gave on the form."

The sheer variety of venues—from a "writers' club" in Chengdu to a "wildlife park" in Jos, Nigeria—demonstrates that the content of the meetup is secondary to the act of meeting. In Jos, the organizer J.J promises, "I'll be covering the gate fee, and food will be provided," a gesture that removes financial barriers and signals a deep commitment to hospitality. This level of personal investment stands in stark contrast to the transactional nature of many modern social interactions. The feedback loop is also built into the system, with Alexander providing a survey link for attendees to offer "compliments, complaints, curiosities, etc," ensuring that the community remains responsive to its own evolution.

If you didn't make a LessWrong event for your meetup... the LessWrong team did it for you... If you need to change a meetup date or you have any other questions, please email skyler[at]rationalitymeetups[ period]org.

Bottom Line

Scott Alexander's coverage succeeds because it treats the logistics of community building with the same rigor as the philosophical debates that define the rationalist movement. The strongest part of this piece is its refusal to gatekeep; by explicitly inviting those who might feel alienated, it expands the circle of discourse in a way that feels both radical and necessary. The biggest vulnerability lies in the reliance on volunteer energy in a world increasingly hostile to public gathering, as evidenced by the safety protocols in conflict zones. Readers should watch for how these local nodes sustain themselves beyond the initial hype of the "Meetups Everywhere" campaign, as the long-term health of the network depends on the ability of these organizers to turn a one-off event into a permanent fixture of their local intellectual landscape.
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    Deep Dive

    Rationalist community

    Based on Wikipedia: Rationalist community
The Movement That Thinks It Might Save the World
Imagine a group of people who genuinely believe they might be humanity's last line of defense against extinction. Not in a dramatic, Hollywood way—no bunkers or weapons stockpiles—but through careful thinking, probability calculations, and blog posts. This is the rationalist community, and whether you find them inspiring or insufferable likely depends on how you feel about people who've decided that being right about everything is both possible and morally necessary.
The rationalists emerged from the internet in the early 2000s, coalescing around blogs with names that sound like they were chosen by very earnest graduate students: LessWrong, Overcoming Bias, Slate Star Codex. What started as a collection of people interested in cognitive science and decision theory has grown into something stranger and more influential—a subculture that has captured the attention of Silicon Valley billionaires, shaped the artificial intelligence safety debate, and occasionally spawned what critics call cults.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/rationalist-community/
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    Effective altruism

    Based on Wikipedia: Effective altruism
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.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/effective-altruism/

  


  
  
    In ‘candyman,’ race erased class

    Various · Compact Magazine · Mar 31, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  A horror film about a ghost becomes an argument about who gets to haunt history. Compact Magazine uses Bernard Rose's 1992 Candyman — and its distance from Clive Barker's original short story — as the entry point for a sharper question: when race becomes the master framework for understanding suffering, whose suffering disappears?


The Translation That Changed Everything


Barker's 1985 short story "The Forbidden" is set not in Chicago's Cabrini-Green housing projects but in a post-industrial council estate in Merseyside. The people who inhabit it are, as the piece describes, "poor white folk: single mothers, old women, pensioned men who are no longer able to defend themselves." The monster who haunts them is not the ghost of a lynched slave but something more diffuse and harder to name — the accumulated weight of managed decline, industrial abandonment, and the slow erosion of any narrative that might explain their condition.


When Rose relocated the story to Chicago's South Side, he didn't simply change the postcode. He changed the diagnosis. The film's Candyman is the product of racial terror — a son of a slave lynched for loving across the color line, his wound the wound of American slavery still festering beneath the projects. It is a powerful and legitimate horror. But the piece argues that something was lost in the translation, something that Barker's original work had taken seriously: "Here the horror is not racism, but abandonment."


This is the analytical hinge on which the entire essay turns. The author — a sociologist at the University of Liverpool, writing in the first person with the authority of someone who left a place like Spector Street in 1984 — is not disputing that racial terror is real or that Candyman's American incarnation is unwarranted. The argument is more specific and more uncomfortable: that when racial frameworks become the only available language for injustice, they crowd out other histories that are no less real.


Spector Street and the Grammar of Suffering


Barker named his fictional estate Spector Street deliberately, and the piece treats the name as a text worth reading. The people who live there are ghosts not in the supernatural sense but in a sociological one — unmoored from community, severed from the labor and mutual recognition that once gave their ancestors a collective identity. As the piece puts it: "They learned to read their failure as personal and individual."


This is among the most precise formulations in the essay. What post-industrial Britain produced, the argument runs, was not simply poverty but a specific kind of poverty — one that arrived pre-interpreted, stripped of structural explanation, delivered to its inhabitants as a verdict on their own character. The unions had organized around skilled and dignified labor; they had little to offer those for whom work had simply ceased to exist. The welfare state provided subsistence but not meaning. And the cultural institutions that might have narrated this experience instead turned their attention elsewhere.


The piece draws a mordant contrast: "Sociology departments like mine were flourishing while the objects of study — far removed from the lives of most academics who taught there — rotted nearby." There is self-implication in this observation, and it lends the essay an honesty that pure polemic would lack. The author is not simply pointing fingers at the credentialed class from a safe distance; she is naming herself as a participant in the very institutions she critiques.


The Semiotics of Renaming


The essay's most concrete example arrives in the story of Gladstone Hall at the University of Liverpool, renamed Dorothy Kuya Hall in 2021 following student complaints about the Gladstone family's connections to slavery. The piece is careful not to dismiss the concerns that drove the renaming; it acknowledges that "slavery played a role in Liverpool's wealth, and that fact, and the suffering it entailed, should be remembered." What it challenges is the epistemology embedded in the process — the way a "democratic" consultation was limited in advance to names that spoke "explicitly to racial equality," foreclosing other possibilities before discussion began.


For the author, William Gladstone was not primarily a symbol of plantation wealth but a figure of "restless moral energy," committed to equality before the law and opposed to aristocratic privilege — the kind of historical figure that a working-class girl with aspirations could claim as her own. The renaming did not simply swap one name for another. It enacted a judgment about whose relationship to history counts, whose identification with past figures is legitimate, whose stories are allowed to be told.


Critics might note that this argument cuts both ways: the students who objected to Gladstone Hall had their own legitimate claims on institutional space, their own reasons for finding the name alienating. A building's name is not neutral, and the university's choice to rename it reflects a real moral reckoning, however imperfectly managed. The essay's insistence that working-class white Liverpudlians were silenced by this process does not fully reckon with the question of who was being heard before it happened.


The Charity Representative's Lecture


One of the essay's most viscerally rendered scenes takes place at a public discussion event on aging inequalities, organized at the site of Liverpool's first school for girls. A charity representative — "polished, cosmopolitan, wearing Doc Martens, an expensive haircut and statement jewellery" — delivers an opening address that pivots quickly into a lecture about the building's origins in the profits of transatlantic slavery. The author scans the faces of the older people in the room: "huddled in thin anoraks, their shopping bags against their knees."


The detail is precise and pointed. These are not the city's wealthy beneficiaries of historical trade routes; they are its current poor, invited to hear their own stories and instead asked to sit quietly in the dock of history. The invocation of "white privilege" as something possessed by pensioners with bus passes and Primark coats is, the piece argues, not just theoretically confused but practically harmful — it makes it harder, not easier, to see who is actually suffering in the present tense.


This is where the essay's argument is both strongest and most vulnerable. The strongest version: moral frameworks have material consequences, and a framework that classifies the city's poorest residents as privileged oppressors will shape policy, institutional attention, and cultural resources in ways that leave those residents worse off. The most vulnerable version: the essay risks implying that attention to racial injustice is intrinsically at the expense of attention to class — a zero-sum framing that the historical record does not always support, and that some critics will identify as a rhetorical move with its own political valences.


Monocausal History and Its Costs


The piece broadens its critique to the International Slavery Museum on Liverpool's Albert Dock, opened in 2008 to commemorate the bicentenary of Britain's abolition of Atlantic chattel slavery. The museum, the essay argues, presents its subject with so little broader context — no other forms of slavery, Britain's abolition role downplayed — that the quarter-million schoolchildren who have visited it are "likely to have taken home the message that no other slavery existed in the world."


Similarly, a university anti-colonial working group's account of eugenics research in the 1920s highlighted work on mixed-race children while omitting, the piece notes, that the same research was "also deeply concerned with purported links between white poverty and mental deficiency." The poor, the marginal, the vulnerable of Liverpool disappear from the account — not through malice but through the logic of a framework that has already decided which suffering is legible.


The essay's rhetorical climax is a description of four moves by which race becomes installed "at the top of the hierarchy of suffering": trade becomes exploitation; exploitation becomes racial exploitation; racial exploitation is described in terms of black suffering; black suffering becomes "the sole motor of Liverpool's growth." Each step is arguable. The cumulative effect, the piece contends, is a history that cannot see what it cannot name.


"They learned to read their failure as personal and individual."


This sentence sits near the heart of the essay's project. The transformation of structural abandonment into individual shame is not a natural process — it is taught, Compact Magazine argues, and it is taught by the same post-industrial forces that stripped communities of work, role, and mutual recognition. When institutions then adopt a moral language that further erases those communities from the ledger of legitimate suffering, the lesson is reinforced. Candyman's invitation — "Don't fight it... Resistance is too hard" — becomes the ambient message of the cultural and academic apparatus itself.


A fair counterpoint: the essay does not fully engage with the question of whether the working-class white communities it describes have been silenced in the ways it claims, or whether they have instead been served by political movements, media coverage, and institutional attention that communities of color have historically lacked. The claim that monocausal racial frameworks dominate British institutions is a contestable empirical claim, not a self-evident one — and the piece makes the argument primarily through illustrative examples rather than systematic evidence.


Bottom Line


Compact Magazine has produced a genuinely difficult essay — one that uses film criticism as a vehicle for making an argument about the politics of historical memory and institutional attention that cannot be easily dismissed or easily accepted. Its central claim, that frameworks which center race as the master category of suffering can render class-based suffering invisible and self-blaming, deserves serious engagement rather than reflexive rejection. The essay is most persuasive when it is most personal, and most vulnerable when it implies that attention is a fixed resource — that naming one injustice necessarily erases another. Whatever one makes of its conclusions, it asks a question that serious institutions ought to be able to answer: whose stories count, and who decides?
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    'Truth and the budget have the last word'

    Various · Animation Obsessive · Mar 29, 2026 · 19 min read

  

  The animated film that went quietly viral last year — clips of two people in a rowboat, wearing masks, talking in the stumbling rhythms of real speech — was not the work of a studio. It came from a husband-and-wife team who made their most personal films while running perpetually out of money, and who built a career on the conviction that animation had something honest left to say.


Animation Obsessive devotes this issue to John and Faith Hubley, the independent filmmakers whose decades of work outside Hollywood's studio system produced three Oscar-winning animated shorts, a feature that flopped catastrophically and is now considered visionary, and a body of work that animators in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe studied with undisguised envy. The piece is a thorough introduction and viewing guide — and a quiet argument that the Hubleys' stubbornness about craft and independence produced something that neither the industry nor the market could have manufactured on its own.


The Blacklist as Liberation


John Hubley's career as a rising name at United Productions of America ended in 1952 when his past membership in the Communist Party got him blacklisted in Hollywood. He opened an advertising studio, Storyboard, to survive. When he married Faith that year, she redirected the studio toward independent animation — and insisted on it. "I have much stronger feelings than John about the risks of spending one's life in advertising," she said. They made their marriage vows include a commitment to produce one independent film per year.


What Animation Obsessive makes clear is that the blacklist, catastrophic as a professional event, may have been the precondition for everything that followed. Faith said it directly: "As a country, we paid a heavy cost. But personally, it allowed us great freedom. I don't know if Johnny ever would have left Hollywood. I don't know if we would have had as creative a life."


Relocating to New York in 1956, they left behind the Hollywood ecosystem entirely. Their first independently funded animated film, The Adventures of * (1957), was commissioned by the Guggenheim Museum — an institution specifically dedicated to breakthrough art. John described the technical mandate: because the Guggenheim required genuine innovation, they developed a wax resist technique, rubbing paraffin over animation drawings, washing watercolor ink over the wax, then double-exposing the result over backgrounds painted the same way. The result, he said, was "like a painting coming to life." It was revolutionary. It was also the template for everything that followed.


Commerce as Cover


To fund the personal films, the Hubleys made commercials. This is a compromise most artists make and most feel ambivalent about. The Hubleys found a way to make it generative. Their Maypo cereal campaign used unscripted recordings of their young son Mark, spliced into narratives. Faith said they "just loved the idea of doing something natural and truthful with a non-professional actor." The ads were warm, authentic, and apparently a tax write-off for a failing product — which meant the Hubleys were paid well and given unusual creative latitude.


Maypo's sales spiked. The Hubleys were hired for a whole series. "It supported our personal films," Faith said. John, who had long hated what he called "prosaic hard-sell dead spots on the air," made the argument that ads should carry the "human elements" that made people watch television in the first place. Whether that was genuine philosophy or post-hoc justification, the work held together. The same improvisational, unscripted approach to audio — which produced the uncanny naturalism that caught millions of viewers off guard last year — ran through every Hubley production, commercial or not.


John noted the pragmatic bargain explicitly: "We make one for them, and one for us."


The Collaboration Question


Animation Obsessive handles the question of creative division carefully, which is the right call. Attributing the Hubley films to either partner alone misreads what they actually made. John was the animation veteran; Faith came from Hollywood's live-action side, with backgrounds in coordination, editing, and script. Their son Ray has since argued that Faith's editing of the improvised dialogue tracks "approaches being something like a writer for the films."


Faith's own account: "We collaborate on the story. John does most of the backgrounds and I do some. I do the character rendering. We both work on the soundtracks. The statement, the content, is made jointly." John resisted breaking it down further, saying only that "all of the films, right from the beginning of our stuff, have always been a very close collaboration, creatively and on every other level."


Animator Shamus Culhane believed Faith brought "a lyric quality, a subtle tender approach to filmmaking... a poetic approach" that John hadn't shown at United Productions of America. The films that won Oscars — Moonbird (1959), The Hole (1962) — came after their partnership formalized. John had won nothing at his prior studio. This is not coincidental.


Temperamentally, the two were opposites. Faith was a go-getter; John was moody, prone to depression after completing a project, hypochondriacal. They argued constantly about the work. "I don't believe there's anything wrong with fighting," Faith said. The collaboration endured and deepened anyway. What that suggests — that sustained creative friction between two people with different strengths and different temperaments can produce work that neither would have made alone — is one of the piece's quieter arguments, never stated outright.


The Animators Behind the Vision


One of Animation Obsessive's strongest contributions is its attention to the animators who executed the Hubley vision. John and Faith were not animators in the technical sense — they designed the films and directed them, but they hired artists whose craft gave their ideas physical life. The Tender Game (1958), a short romance set to Ella Fitzgerald and Oscar Peterson, brought in Bobe Cannon, a legends-tier animator. Moonbird used Cannon and Ed Smith both.


For the later work, Tissa David became indispensable. She animated Eggs (1970) and Cockaboody (1973) by herself — entire films, solo. She was a master of human warmth and limited-frame economy, trained at United Productions of America, and committed to simplicity in a way that suited the Hubleys precisely. "Even if I had a high budget I would do simple animation," she said. David animated much of Everybody Rides the Carousel (1976), including the sixth section — the one with the rowboat, the masks, the couple — that went viral decades later.


The piece credits Barrie Nelson alongside David on that section. Nelson had worked on Windy Day (1968). These are not household names, but the work they produced in service of the Hubleys' vision outlasted almost everything else from that era of American television animation.


The Viral Moment and What It Proves


Everybody Rides the Carousel is not available in restored condition. The copies circulating on YouTube are, in the piece's word, "bleary." One commenter wrote, "I love the way they talk so naturally. It doesn't sound like acting. It sounds like we're listening to a home movie." Millions of views followed on footage that is technically degraded and almost fifty years old.


What that audience was responding to is exactly what John Hubley articulated when he described the mask sequence. The scene depicts a couple moving toward deeper commitment, each feeling threatened, masks appearing on their faces while their real expressions voice the conflict internally. When they succeed in removing the masks, "the figures become abstract, Matisse-like. The enactment is a ballet — a series of arms, legs, torsos and heads flowing in a dance of love." A literal love scene at that moment, he argued, "would be cartoon-like in the old sense, and would therefore present not realism but a flat and ineffective caricature."


That the sequence works on contemporary audiences encountering degraded copies suggests the underlying technique is more durable than the medium. The improvised audio, the unscripted naturalness, the refusal of conventional sentimentality — these are not period details. They produce something that reads as immediate even now.


The Cost of Staying Independent


Animation Obsessive does not romanticize the financial picture. Moonbird won the Oscar in 1960 and didn't pay off until the 1970s. The Hole won another Oscar and wasn't widely seen. Of Stars and Men (1961), the first Hubley feature, was a critical and commercial disaster that wrecked their finances. Faith recalled "banging doors and loud hisses" when it screened at Annecy in France. The studio sank further into debt across the decade.


John put the overhead plainly: "You spend a certain percentage — let's say 20, 30, 40 percent of your day — dealing with matters that have nothing to do with the pure creative." For Faith, this was simply the price of doing serious work. "If you are going to grow, stay alive, remain sensitive and valid, you have to keep working seriously. If your value in life is to be always doing what comes along, you are abandoning your responsibility as an artist."


Critics might note that the Hubleys' position was not entirely without structural support. The Guggenheim funded their first independent film. CBS funded Everybody Rides the Carousel with a half-year schedule. The viral cereal campaign that sustained their personal work was a fortunate windfall, not a replicable model. The romantic narrative of two artists working outside the system obscures the degree to which institutional and commercial patronage made the work possible at all. True independence, fully self-funded, might not have produced anything. The Hubleys were independent within a set of conditions that were considerably more favorable than what most independent animators faced then or face now.


"Truth and the budget have the last word."


That line — attributed in the piece to Faith — captures the Hubley position precisely. The budget constrains. Truth disciplines. Neither is optional. The space between them is where the work happened.


The Films and Their Legacy


Animation Obsessive's viewing guide covers a career that spans from the late 1940s through the 1970s. Windy Day (1968) recorded daughters Emily and Georgia in improvised play and shot the result on layers of underlit vellum. Zuckerkandl (1968) skewered mid-century American conformity — a philosopher's follower urging the community to "be unconscious. Be detached. Don't get involved" — in what the piece reads as a direct response to the Vietnam War. The Hubleys kept their staff deliberately small. "This work is highly personal and it suffers terrifically if it gets farmed out to strangers," Faith said.


The jazz collaborations — Benny Carter, Dizzy Gillespie as regular partners — gave the films a specific texture. Harlem Wednesday (1957) is simply Carter's music over paintings of mid-century Harlem. The Hole (1962) built a conversation about nuclear war around an improvised dialogue between Gillespie and actor George Mathews. The integration of jazz was not decorative. It was structural — another way of importing the improvisational, anti-scripted quality the Hubleys pursued across every element of their work.


That the animators in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe were watching with envy while Disney won popular audiences is an index of something. The Hubleys got the respect of the people who knew. The popular audience, it turns out, was there all along — just waiting fifty years for a YouTube algorithm to surface the footage.


Bottom Line


Animation Obsessive's profile of the Hubleys is one of the better pieces of animation history writing to appear this year — specific about technique, honest about the financial costs of independence, and careful not to flatten a genuine collaboration into a single-auteur story. The viral moment that prompted it is almost beside the point: the work earns the attention on its own terms, and the piece makes a strong case that it always did.
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    A home-cooked meal ...

    Michael Ruhlman · Ruhlman's Newsletter · Mar 28, 2026 · 19 min read

  

  Michael Ruhlman does not merely recount a trip to Egypt; he constructs a quiet argument that the ancient world's greatest technology was not stone or sand, but a profound, sensory connection to nature that modern civilization has severed. In a landscape often dominated by political noise, Ruhlman offers a different kind of analysis, suggesting that the "troubled times" we face are rooted in a loss of communication with the environment, a thesis he supports not with data, but with the voice of a local guide and the rhythm of a slow boat.

The Architecture of Stillness

Ruhlman begins by grounding the reader in the physical disorientation of travel, noting how the body struggles to reconcile time zones after an "11-hour flight from Istanbul." Yet, he quickly pivots from the fatigue of the modern commuter to the deliberate slowness of the Nile. He describes boarding the Dendera, a traditional dahabiya, as a retreat into a different temporal reality. "The day began at seven or so, coffee above deck, watching and listening to the quiet on the Nile," he writes. This framing is effective because it contrasts the frantic pace of contemporary life with the "luxury to relax and write and think" that the boat provided. The vessel itself becomes a character, a "shallow-bottomed boat" that allowed the group to stop not just at temples, but at a farming family's home, blurring the line between tourist attraction and lived reality.

"On the boat was nothing but beauty and comfort and quiet, exceptional meals and truly fine traveling companions."

The author's choice to focus on the boat's interior life—the games, the meals, the stillness—serves as a counter-narrative to the typical "checklist" tourism of the region. He notes that while the group saw the "vivid hues of the ancient paint on the temple columns" in Esna, preserved for millennia, the true value lay in the pause between sites. This approach mirrors the historical significance of El Kab, where, unlike the grand tombs of Pharaohs, the hieroglyphics tell the story of "daily life, not the life of gods and goddesses." By prioritizing the mundane and the human over the monumental, Ruhlman aligns his travelogue with a more intimate understanding of history.

The Guide and the Lost Connection

The core of the piece is an extended dialogue with Sayed Ismael, a guide who has studied ancient Egyptian culture for twenty-five years. Ruhlman uses Ismael's perspective to challenge the modern assumption that progress is linear. Ismael argues that the ancients succeeded because they understood their place in the universe, possessing "Time, brain, muscles" as gifts to be used in harmony with nature. "We should understand that when we arrive as a human and this universe, we have different creatures, and it's not only just the creatures—they are a gift for you," Ismael states.

Ruhlman captures the guide's unique synthesis of theology and ecology, noting how Ismael references the prophet David in Islam, who "succeeded to communicate with all these creatures." This historical touchstone adds depth to the argument, suggesting that the ability to "speak to the tiger" or "the ant" was once a recognized human capability, now lost. The guide posits that modern disease and environmental collapse stem from this severance: "Since we have started to create our modern civilization, we lost our communication."

"Unfortunately, we are the human today. When we talk, we think that it is only just sentence... But there are other ways to communicate with other creatures, it's not only just question and answer."

This is a bold claim, one that critics might argue romanticizes the past or ignores the genuine suffering of ancient life. However, Ruhlman presents it not as a historical fact, but as a philosophical stance that explains the guide's worldview. The guide's assertion that "rocks have a spirit" and that humans are "twenty percent from the human contact" with them is presented with a lyrical gravity that forces the reader to reconsider the material world. The argument gains weight when Ismael connects this lost connection to the crocodile, a creature that "could predict when the Nile would flood," providing critical agricultural data that modern sensors have replaced with less intuitive technology.

The Ritual of Sustenance

The commentary shifts seamlessly from the philosophical to the culinary, using food as a tangible anchor for the abstract themes of connection and tradition. Ruhlman details the "surprisingly good" meals on the boat, describing a menu that ranged from "fried fish from the Nile" to "okra stew" and "fava bean falafel." He notes the significance of the timing, as the group traveled during the end of Ramadan, witnessing the crew break their fast "just after six" after a day without water in the arid heat.

"No food, no water. I could manage the food part. No water all day, in hot, arid Egypt? That would be no fun."

The author uses the preparation of a simple pasta dish, Amatriciana, as a metaphor for the return to a grounded reality after the intensity of the trip. He describes the process of rendering fat and seasoning onions with a "four-finger pinch of salt" as a reflexive act of care. This culinary section is not merely a recipe; it is a meditation on the "home-cooked meal" as a restorative act. He suggests that the "hard-working beloved" waiting at home is the true destination, and the food is the bridge. The inclusion of a specific wine recommendation, a "Tempranillo" (which he jokes his autocorrect mangled), adds a touch of human fallibility that grounds the high-minded travelogue.

"Your hard-working beloved will thank you!"

Ruhlman's integration of the guanciale-bacon mix preference and the specific mention of San Marzano tomatoes serves to remind the reader that the "ancient" wisdom of the Nile is not so distant from the "modern" wisdom of the kitchen. Both require patience, attention to the raw materials, and a respect for the process. The parallel between the guide's reverence for the crocodile's predictive power and the cook's reliance on the render of fat creates a cohesive narrative thread: true understanding comes from paying attention to the natural order.

Bottom Line

Ruhlman's piece succeeds by refusing to treat Egypt as a backdrop for political commentary, instead focusing on the enduring human struggle to reconnect with the natural world. The strongest element is the voice of Sayed Ismael, whose argument that "we have to take our self, our brain, out of this kind of civilization" provides a powerful, if unsettling, lens through which to view modern life. The piece's vulnerability lies in its reliance on a single, perhaps idealized, perspective that risks glossing over the complexities of contemporary Egypt, but as a meditation on the loss of sensory connection, it remains a compelling and necessary read.

  
  

  
  
    Meanderings, 27 March 2026

    Scot McKnight · Scot McKnight · Mar 28, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  Scot McKnight delivers a rare, multi-threaded analysis that connects the quiet mechanics of religious retention to the loud, dangerous theology of modern warfare. While most commentary isolates these topics, McKnight weaves a narrative showing how the failure to understand sociology and the cross leads to real-world consequences in classrooms and on battlefields.

The Power of Inertia and the Rise of the Nones

McKnight begins by observing the surprising stability in American religious life, challenging the assumption that faith is in freefall. He writes, "Inertia may be one of the most powerful forces in the social world. It's just easier to stay the same than it is to change." This observation is crucial because it shifts the debate from "recruitment" to "retention." The data reveals that while mainline Protestant retention has nosedived from 78% in 1973 to 57% today, Evangelical retention has remained remarkably stable at roughly 75%. This stability suggests that the decline of traditional institutions is not due to a sudden mass conversion, but a slow erosion of the next generation's connection to their upbringing.

"Non-religion is no longer just an endpoint—it's increasingly a starting point."

This shift is profound. As McKnight notes, the non-religious demographic has become "sticky," with most raised without religion rather than leaving it behind. This mirrors the historical trajectory seen in the early waves of conversion to Islam, where the initial growth was often driven by conversion, but long-term stability relied on the socialization of children within the faith community. The current American landscape is defined by those who never entered the building in the first place.

Critics might argue that focusing on retention statistics ignores the intensity of belief among those who remain, but McKnight's point stands: the structural integrity of religious groups is now defined by their ability to keep their own, not to attract outsiders.

The Cost of Sociological Ignorance

The commentary then pivots to a sharp critique of the American education system, specifically the deprioritization of sociology. McKnight highlights an op-ed by sociologist Megan Theile Strong, quoting her warning: "We are sociologically ignorant, and it shows." The argument is that without the tools to understand systemic inequality, race, and class, the public is left vulnerable to conspiracy theories and reactionary politics.

McKnight writes, "Nearly one in five Americans believed in QAnon four years ago, an alt-right extremist fantasy that was as popular as some major religions." He connects this susceptibility to a lack of critical education, noting that disciplines like economics and political science dominate policymaking while sociology is marginalized. The result is a society that struggles to track down the true roots of its problems.

This is not merely an academic grievance; it is a warning about the fragility of democracy. When the executive branch or federal agencies lack sociological insight, policies are crafted without a full understanding of their human impact. The author suggests that dismantling educational systems in the name of ideological purity is "sabotage," not reform. The solution, McKnight argues, is better-funded, more accessible education that equips citizens to navigate a complex social world.

The Theological Error of Theonomy

Perhaps the most daring section of the piece is the critique of Theonomy, a theological framework that McKnight argues has found dangerous expression in the current administration's approach to defense and war. He identifies Pete Hegseth, the Secretary of Defense, as the most prominent Theonomist in power today. McKnight writes, "Hegseth represents what happens when Theonomy gains the political power it craves." The core of the critique is that Theonomy "fails to ground its theology in the cross, and so fails to take the cross seriously as the final revelation of God's way in the world."

McKnight argues that this theology isolates the violence of God from the love of God, leading to a belief that "God's Kingdom advances through bombing campaigns." He contends that this is a "deeply incomplete and incoherent theological vision" that mistakes the might of chariots for the power of resurrection. The author writes, "Hegseth is convinced that God acts through the might of chariots and horses... What a great tragedy. What a theological error."

This analysis is particularly striking when viewed against the backdrop of "Match Day" in medicine, where the focus is on healing and service rather than conquest. Just as a doctor like Shay Taylor-Allen, who went from janitor to physician at Yale, embodies a narrative of restoration and community care, the author suggests that true faith should embody service, not the "lethality of the nations." Theonomy, in McKnight's view, has laid down the cross and taken up the sword, believing it is living resurrection while delivering death.

"Patriarchy imprisons us, too, with rigid expectations, broken promises, a false sense of security and superiority."

McKnight extends this critique to the treatment of women in complementarian spaces, noting that the pressure to "not rock the boat" is a form of control that silences gifted voices. He admits his own privilege as a man in these structures, stating, "It is time for us men to listen to the women who do speak up — the ones who say 'the quiet things out loud.'" This call for men to "cowboy up and stop letting women take the attacks alone" reframes the issue of gender roles not just as a women's issue, but as a liberation for men trapped in rigid roles.

Trauma in the Classroom

Finally, the piece grounds these high-level theological and sociological arguments in the immediate reality of the classroom. McKnight points out that trauma is not defined by the event itself, but by "how the child's nervous system responds to overwhelming stress." He notes that 61.8% of adolescents reported experiencing at least one potentially traumatic event before the pandemic, a number that has likely risen.

The author shares the story of Pauline Naftel, a principal who learned to navigate grief not through rigid dogma, but through presence. "There was no formal protocol. But there was presence," McKnight writes. This approach—listening, praying, and making space for tears—stands in stark contrast to the "toxic" stress that alters brain development. The implication is clear: whether in a church, a school, or a government agency, the response to human suffering must be rooted in empathy and understanding, not in the rigid application of power or the isolation of violence.

Bottom Line

Scot McKnight's most compelling argument is the link between a theology that discards the cross and a political culture that embraces lethal force. His strongest evidence lies in the data on religious retention, which proves that the real battle for the soul of America is not about conversion, but about the socialization of the next generation. The piece's biggest vulnerability is its heavy reliance on specific theological critiques that may alienate readers who do not share his framework, yet the underlying call for sociological literacy and trauma-informed care remains universally urgent. Readers should watch how the tension between institutional inertia and the rising tide of the non-religious reshapes the American political landscape in the coming decade.
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    What is wRC+ in baseball? The stat that actually tells you who can hit

    The Baseball Nerd · The Baseball Nerd · Mar 29, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  "The Baseball Nerd makes a provocative claim that cuts through decades of baseball tradition: the most reliable way to judge a hitter isn't a batting average or a home run total, but a single, context-adjusted number called wRC+. In an era where fans are often overwhelmed by a flood of analytics, this piece cuts through the noise to argue that one specific metric does the heavy lifting for offensive evaluation better than any other.

The Flaw in the Box Score

The author opens by challenging the reliability of traditional statistics, noting that "The number on the back of a baseball card lies to you." This is a bold assertion, but the logic holds up when considering how raw numbers fail to account for environment. A .285 batting average might look impressive on paper, but without context, it could simply reflect a player spending half their season in a hitter-friendly stadium like Coors Field during a high-offense era. The Baseball Nerd writes, "The raw number doesn't know that. It doesn't care. wRC+ does."

This distinction is crucial for busy readers who want to understand player value without getting lost in the weeds. By adjusting for both the ballpark and the league's overall run environment, wRC+ creates a level playing field. The author explains that the scale is intuitive, with 100 representing the league average. Anything above is better; anything below is worse. This simplicity allows for immediate comparison across different seasons and stadiums, a feat traditional stats struggle to achieve.

wRC+ is the single most useful number for evaluating a hitter.

Critics might argue that no single statistic can capture the full nuance of a player's contribution, especially regarding defensive value or clutch performance. However, the author anticipates this by framing wRC+ strictly as a measure of offensive skill, separate from the luck of when a hit occurs.

The Math Behind the Magic

To demystify the calculation, the piece breaks down the logic without getting bogged down in formulas. It starts with Weighted On-Base Average (wOBA), which assigns specific run values to every offensive event. Unlike batting average, which treats a single and a home run as equal "hits," wOBA recognizes that a home run generates more runs. The Baseball Nerd notes, "A home run is worth more than a single. A walk is worth more than an out."

From there, the metric applies two critical adjustments: park factors and era adjustments. This is where the analysis gains significant depth. For instance, hitting a ball 400 feet in Denver is fundamentally different than doing so in San Diego due to air density. The author points out that "The thin air in Denver inflates offense. The marine layer in San Diego suppresses it." wRC+ accounts for these physical realities, ensuring a player isn't penalized for playing in a pitcher's park or rewarded for a bandbox.

Furthermore, the metric recalibrates for the era. A .400 wOBA in the high-offense "steroid era" meant something different than in a lower-run environment. This contextual awareness connects to the broader history of sabermetrics, where the goal has always been to isolate player skill from external variables. The author emphasizes that "wRC+ recalibrates so that 100 always equals the average hitter in that specific season."

Case Studies in Context

The article brings the theory to life by examining three distinct player profiles. First is Aaron Judge, whose 2025 season produced a staggering 204 wRC+. The author uses this to illustrate historical greatness, noting that Judge was "more than twice as productive as the average MLB hitter at creating runs." This allows for a direct comparison to Barry Bonds' 2004 record of 233, a feat that is difficult to contextualize without a normalized stat.

Next, the piece analyzes Wyatt Langford, whose full-season slash line looked modest but whose wRC+ trajectory revealed a breakout. By splitting the season, the author shows that Langford posted a 135 wRC+ in the second half, a mark that would rank sixth in the American League. The commentary highlights how "Quality of contact, plate discipline, ballpark effects... All of it pointed toward a hitter finding his swing." This demonstrates the metric's power in identifying development curves that raw counting stats might miss.

Finally, Jose Ramirez is presented as the model of consistency. While he may not generate the same headlines as a power hitter, his wRC+ marks in the 137-166 range reveal him as a top-tier offensive producer. The author argues that "Traditional stats undersell him. wRC+ captures him accurately." This is a vital insight for fans who might overlook players who don't rely solely on home runs.

Why It Beats the Alternatives

The piece also addresses why wRC+ is superior to OPS (On-Base Plus Slugging), the most common advanced stat in mainstream coverage. The author points out a fundamental mathematical flaw in OPS: it adds two numbers that aren't measured in the same units. "On-base percentage and slugging percentage don't scale the same way, so a point of OBP and a point of SLG don't contribute equally to run scoring," The Baseball Nerd writes.

While OPS+ attempts to fix the park factor issue, the author contends that wRC+ uses a more precise methodology. The practical difference might seem small on a game-by-game basis, but over a career or when comparing players across different eras, the precision compounds. This argument is strengthened by the author's admission that wRC+ is not a magic bullet. It must be used alongside defensive metrics and baserunning value to get the full picture.

A 90 wRC+ hitter who plays Gold Glove defense at shortstop might be worth more than a 115 wRC+ hitter who is a defensive liability in left field.

The author also warns against trusting small samples, noting that wRC+ stabilizes around 300-400 plate appearances. This is a necessary caveat for readers who might be tempted to overreact to April performance. Additionally, the piece clarifies that wRC+ is context-neutral, meaning it doesn't reward "clutch" situations. The author frames this as a feature, not a bug, because it measures skill rather than luck.

Bottom Line

The strongest part of this argument is its ability to translate complex statistical adjustments into a single, intuitive number that accurately reflects player value across time and space. The biggest vulnerability remains the potential for casual fans to over-rely on one metric while ignoring the defensive and baserunning components that define total player value. Readers should watch for how this metric evolves as the league's offensive environment shifts in the coming seasons, but for now, it stands as the most reliable anchor for hitting analysis.
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    Based on Wikipedia: Linear regression
Imagine tossing a ball into the air and measuring its height at different moments. You know physics governs its path, but your measurements are imperfect—your stopwatch isn't precise, your ruler has limitations, wind gusts intervene. Somewhere beneath all that noise lies a true relationship between time and height. Linear regression is the mathematical detective that finds it.
This technique sits at the foundation of nearly everything we call data science today. It's the first serious statistical method ever developed, dating back to the early 1800s, and it remains one of the most widely used. Machine learning, for all its neural networks and deep learning glamour, still relies heavily on linear regression for countless applications. Understanding it means understanding how we extract signal from noise, pattern from chaos.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/linear-regression/
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    Bad analogies

    Packy McCormick · Not Boring · Apr 2, 2026 · 15 min read

  

  Packy McCormick cuts through the noise of the AI investment frenzy by dismantling the most seductive, yet dangerous, narrative in modern tech: the idea that burning cash automatically signals a future monopoly. He argues that while the "Amazon playbook" is often cited to justify massive losses in frontier AI labs, the analogy collapses under the weight of specific economic realities that investors are too busy to scrutinize. This is not just a critique of hype; it is a necessary stress test on whether the current capital expenditure binge is building a moat or merely subsidizing a race to the bottom.

The Amazon Mirage

McCormick begins by identifying the core fallacy driving current valuations. He recounts a common internet exchange where critics point out that OpenAI has no profitable business lines, only to be met with the retort, "You could have said the same thing about Amazon!" McCormick rejects this shortcut immediately. "Amazon's success has done a great deal of harm to a great number of companies," he writes, noting that while the retail giant's long-term vision was sound, the specific mechanics of its growth are often misunderstood by those trying to replicate them.

The author's analysis hinges on the distinction between strategic loss and structural inefficiency. He points to Jeff Bezos's 1997 letter to shareholders, where the founder explicitly stated, "When forced to choose between optimizing the appearance of our GAAP accounting and maximizing the present value of future cash flows, we'll take the cash flows." McCormick explains that Bezos's strategy was not merely about spending money; it was about leveraging a "negative working capital engine" where growth generated cash, which funded infrastructure, which in turn drove lower prices and more growth.

"Bezos wasn't afraid of spending money today for cashflow tomorrow, why should Neumann be? But we often put in offers on the same spaces as WeWork, and we had these super finely tuned underwriting models, and looking at our underwriting models versus the prices they paid to outbid us on certain spaces it was clear that no matter how optimistic your monthly revenue projections, there was just no way they were going to make money on each space."

This comparison to WeWork is the piece's most potent warning. McCormick, drawing on his own six years in the proptech industry, illustrates that analogies can be fatal if the underlying unit economics don't align. He notes that Adam Neumann admitted to letting economics get away from him, yet investors often justified the losses by repeating, "It takes money to make money." The result was a bankruptcy that could have been avoided with a clearer view of the capital structure.

Critics might argue that the AI sector is fundamentally different from real estate because software scales with near-zero marginal cost, unlike physical spaces. However, McCormick counters that the current AI model involves high variable costs for every token generated, making the "Amazon" comparison even more tenuous than the WeWork one.

The Uber Exception and the Token Trap

The commentary shifts to examine where the analogy actually works. McCormick concedes that Uber lost significantly more money than WeWork, burning $9.1 billion in 2022 alone, yet emerged as a dominant, profitable entity. "If you'd looked at Uber and said, 'Hey, Amazon lost money too, let me take a closer look,' and then realized that Uber was burning money in actually kind of the same way that Amazon was, to get its product as close to customers as possible in order to improve the customer experience," he suggests, one could have made a smart investment.

The key differentiator, he argues, was that Uber's spending directly improved the customer experience and created a network effect that competitors couldn't match. In contrast, the current AI landscape is crowded with labs "praying at the same altar, the Altar of Scaling Laws." McCormick warns against the "lines of code maxxing" mentality, where the industry confuses activity with value. "You could look at a successful software company, see that they'd written a lot of code, and lazily analogize: LOCs are correlated with success, lines of code are themselves a goal," he writes, invoking Goodhart's Law to suggest that optimizing for token generation may be a trap.

"At some point, when you've gone too deep, the ghost of Jeff Bezos appears and asks you what any of these tokens you're maxxxxing has done for your customers."

The author highlights that unlike Amazon, which had no real competition in its specific strategy of logistics and distribution, AI labs face "multidenominational" competition where everyone is fighting with the same weapons. While Anthropic and OpenAI are growing revenue at unprecedented rates—OpenAI claiming $2 billion in monthly revenue—the variable cost structure remains a vulnerability. Each query costs money, and unlike Amazon's fixed-cost infrastructure, the marginal cost of AI services does not necessarily drop as quickly as volume increases.

The Bottom Line

McCormick's strongest contribution is his refusal to accept "cash burn" as a proxy for "future monopoly," forcing investors to look past the seductive Amazon narrative and examine the actual unit economics of AI. The argument's biggest vulnerability is the uncertainty of the technology itself; if a breakthrough in model efficiency or a new application layer emerges that drastically lowers costs, the current high burn rate could be vindicated as a necessary bridge. Readers should watch for whether the major labs can transition from a variable-cost model to a true fixed-cost infrastructure, a shift that would finally make the Amazon analogy valid.
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    Based on Wikipedia: Present value
The Million-Dollar Question You've Never Thought to Ask
Here's a puzzle that sounds almost too simple: Would you rather have a hundred dollars today, or a hundred dollars a year from now?
If you answered "today," congratulations—you've just intuitively grasped one of the most powerful concepts in all of finance. But the real question isn't whether you'd prefer the money now. It's this: how much more would someone have to offer you in the future to make waiting worthwhile?

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/present-value/

  


  
  
    Weekly sub calls: Expanded

    Various · Sub Club · Apr 1, 2026 · 45 min read

  

  One hundred and forty-one doors are open this week in the literary magazine world, and Sub Club has catalogued every one of them — a sprawling inventory of small presses, poetry journals, speculative fiction outlets, and hybrid arts publications that collectively constitute the beating, underfunded heart of contemporary letters.


What the weekly submission roundup from Sub Club reveals, beneath its columns of deadlines and acceptance rates and response windows, is a portrait of literary culture in 2026: globally distributed, almost entirely nonprofit in spirit, deeply committed to paying writers nothing, and stubbornly, defiantly alive.


The Economics of the Open Door


The most striking fact embedded in this list is how few of these publications pay their contributors anything at all. Of the 141 outlets catalogued, a significant majority offer no payment — and among those that do pay, the rates illuminate the precarious math of literary publishing. Haven Speculative offers eight cents per word. Split Lip Magazine offers a $75 flat rate and maintains a 1% acceptance rate. Poet Lore, which has been publishing continuously since 1889, offers $50 per piece and takes up to 180 days to respond.


Sub Club does not editorialize about this arrangement. The roundup simply presents the data — fee, pay, acceptance rate, response time — and lets writers draw their own conclusions. But the numbers tell a clear story: the economy of literary publishing runs almost entirely on the labor of writers who want to be read, editors who want to curate, and a shared cultural conviction that the work matters even when the market says otherwise.


Solarpunk Magazine, which accepts fiction, poetry, nonfiction, and multimedia on the theme of sustainable futures, pays between ten cents per word and $200 per piece — one of the more generous rates on this particular list. Its mission statement captures something of the optimism that animates this entire ecosystem: "Online magazine imagining new, sustainable futures through speculative fiction, poetry, nonfiction, and art. Demand Utopia!" The imperative is not a metaphor. In a publishing landscape where most outlets cannot pay, demanding utopia is both the editorial policy and the operating condition.


The Range of the Field


The temporal range of the publications listed here is itself a kind of argument. Poet Lore began in 1889. The London Magazine traces its origins to 1732, making it one of the oldest continuously publishing literary periodicals in the English language. The Frogmore Papers has been running since 1983, founded, as the editors note, "by Andre Evans and Jeremy Page at the Frogmore tea-rooms in Folkestone." Dog Throat Journal launched in 2023. Fish Girl Collective, which describes itself as a "secret cult of fish girls," opened its doors in 2025.


These institutions share a submission window in the same weekly roundup. That compression — centuries of literary tradition and brand-new experimental collectives occupying the same call-for-submissions list — is not accidental. It reflects a democratization of publishing infrastructure that digital tools have enabled. A journal founded last year in Nigeria (Juste Literary, est. April 2023, accepting poetry, arts, and creative writing) and a journal that has been shaping British letters since the mid-twentieth century (The London Magazine, founded 1954) now compete for the same manuscripts.


What this means for writers is a genuine proliferation of options, with all the attendant complexity. Dog Throat Journal, which has under 100 followers and a 4% acceptance rate, publishes on a very different register than Waxwing Literary Journal, which has over 10,000 followers, accepts work in English and in translation, and has been building its reputation since 2013. Both want the writer's best work. The roundup does not rank them.


What Editors Actually Want


The mission statements collected by Sub Club constitute a minor anthology of editorial desire — and they reveal a field in active negotiation with its own conventions. The Metaworker Literary Magazine articulates a common ambition when it declares that the editors "publish work that offers a wide range of new perspectives, upends stereotypes and tropes, plays with form or style, or that otherwise surprises, challenges, or enchants." The formulation is familiar from a hundred submission guidelines, but the specificity of the verbs — upends, surprises, challenges — gestures at a genuine appetite for risk.


Dog Throat Journal is more direct. Its guidelines demand work "from the edges of artistic expression," and the editors specify: "Be eccentric, unconventional, experimental, innovative and contradictory. Be weird and filled with non-fluorescent light." The phrase "non-fluorescent light" is doing considerable work there — it is itself the kind of odd, oblique instruction that the journal's ideal contributor would understand immediately and everyone else would find baffling. That is, presumably, the point.


Split Lip Magazine, which has over 40,000 followers and pays $75 flat, describes itself as "totally bonkers-in-love with voice-driven writing, pop culture, and the kind of honesty that gets you right in the kid." The phrase "gets you right in the kid" — a deliberate misquotation of the usual idiom — signals a publication that takes its own advice about voice. Still Here Magazine, a quarterly for what it calls "emotional realism and the quiet courage of staying," accepts reprints and has a 67% acceptance rate, among the highest in this roundup, suggesting a deliberately expansive editorial philosophy.


"Poetry is just the evidence of life. If your life is burning well, poetry is just the ash."


That line, attributed to Leonard Cohen and cited by ONLY POEMS in its submission guidelines, stands as the most striking sentence in the entire roundup. ONLY POEMS, a Canadian publication with over 80,000 followers and a sub-1% acceptance rate, uses it not as decoration but as editorial policy — a statement about what poetry is for and what makes it worth reading. The journal publishes work on the theme of Tarot and Divination this cycle, with deadlines in early April. The acceptance rate suggests that the Cohen standard is taken seriously.


Geography and Reach


The geographic distribution of publications in this roundup deserves attention. Most are based in the United States or the United Kingdom, but the list also includes journals in Canada, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Nigeria, and Hong Kong. Slant'd, a nonprofit press based in the United States, focuses specifically on Asian American and Pacific Islander voices, describing itself as "reimagining publishing to be accessible, equitable, and joyful for Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders everywhere" and noting that it is "proud to be the home of early bylines for incredibly talented creatives." Decolonial Passage, also US-based, welcomes "writing from writers of all backgrounds engaged in the decolonial project, regardless of the writer's race, origin, gender, disability, or geographical location."


Amsterdam Quarterly, which has been publishing since 2011 and accepts work across fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and multimedia, describes itself as an "online literary magazine that publishes, promotes, and comments on art and writing in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, and the world." The Apostrophe, based in Hong Kong since 2023, publishes five original pieces per quarter from "writers from all over the world." Juste Literary, from Nigeria, publishes "random poetry, arts and creative writings" with a 31% acceptance rate — notably higher than many of its American counterparts.


What this geography suggests is that the Anglophone literary magazine ecosystem is genuinely global in its submission base, even when its editorial offices remain concentrated in a few cities. A writer in Lagos submitting to a journal in Folkestone is not an unusual transaction in this landscape.


The Submission Fee Question


Critics might note that the roundup's neutral presentation of submission fees — some journals charge, most do not — obscures a genuine ethical debate in the literary community. Pinch, published by the Creative Writing MFA program at the University of Memphis, charges $4.95 for nonfiction submissions and takes up to 180 days to respond. Wild Roof Journal charges $4.50. Charlotte Lit Press charges $10 for poetry chapbook submissions. The argument against fees is that they create a pay-to-play dynamic that disadvantages writers without disposable income. The argument for fees is that they fund reading costs and reduce spam submissions. Sub Club presents both fee-charging and free journals without comment — a deliberate choice that writers using the roundup will have to navigate for themselves.


Critics might also note that acceptance rates, while useful, tell an incomplete story. An acceptance rate of 65% at The Writing Fae, which has under 1,500 followers, measures something different from an acceptance rate of 4% at Waxwing, with its decade of reputation and 10,000-follower platform. The roundup provides both numbers but offers no mechanism for weighting them. Writers must develop their own sense of what these figures mean in context.


A third tension worth naming: the proliferation of literary magazines does not necessarily mean a proliferation of readers. Mud Season Review celebrates "all the wide-ranging voices that tramp and track in the mud of human experience," but several publications on this list have under 100 followers. The question of who reads these journals — beyond the writers submitting to them — is one the roundup does not address.


What Survives


There is something clarifying about a list this long. One hundred and forty-one publications, most paying nothing, run by editors who read slush piles in their spare time, publishing work that will reach audiences measured in the hundreds or low thousands — and yet the list exists, week after week, because writers keep submitting and editors keep reading.


The Faoileanach Journal, a quarterly cooperative for new and emerging writers founded in 2025, has under 100 followers and a 24% acceptance rate. It accepts poetry, short fiction, creative nonfiction, and nonfiction, and it exists because someone decided it should exist. Fish Girl Collective — "secret cult of fish girls," formerly Sardine Can Collective — launched the same year and already has 400 followers. GossamerWight Literary Magazine, a UK-based quarterly for "dark and unconventional stories and poetry with an uncanny twist," responds to submissions in three days, which in a field where 180-day response windows are standard qualifies as nearly instantaneous.


Zine Machine describes itself as "an online lit mag and literal vending machine for zines" — a formulation that captures something essential about how the youngest of these publications understand themselves. They are not aspiring to be The London Magazine. They are building something else: faster, weirder, more specific, and willing to be ephemeral if that is what the work requires.


Bottom Line


Sub Club's weekly submission roundup is, at its core, a document of institutional resilience — proof that literary culture regenerates itself continuously, in basements and MFA programs and tea-rooms in Folkestone, across time zones and acceptance rate differentials and editorial philosophies that range from the solemn to the deliberately absurd. For working writers, the list is a practical tool; for everyone else, it is a reminder that the infrastructure of letters is built and maintained by people who have decided, against the available economic evidence, that it is worth building.
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    Deep Dive

    Solarpunk

    Based on Wikipedia: Solarpunk
What if science fiction got tired of warning us about the apocalypse and decided to show us how to avoid it instead?
That question sits at the heart of solarpunk, a movement that emerged in the 2010s as a direct rebellion against decades of dystopian storytelling. While cyberpunk gave us rain-soaked neon cities ruled by corporations, and post-apocalyptic fiction showed us scavenging through the ruins of civilization, solarpunk dared to imagine something different: a future where humanity actually figured things out.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/solarpunk/

  

  
    Deep Dive

    Haiku

    Based on Wikipedia: Haiku
A frog jumps into an old pond. Water sounds. That's it. Seventeen syllables in Japanese, and yet this tiny poem by Matsuo Bashō has been translated, analyzed, and debated for over three hundred years. What makes three lines about a frog one of the most famous poems in world literature?
The answer lies in what haiku does differently from almost every other form of poetry. It doesn't tell you what to feel. It doesn't explain or moralize. It simply presents a moment—and trusts you to find the meaning yourself.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/haiku/

  


  
  
    What does it really mean to "find your voice?"

    Jeannine Ouellette · Writing in the Dark · Mar 31, 2026 · 16 min read

  

  Jeannine Ouellette dismantles the self-help myth that "finding your voice" is a singular, static event waiting to be discovered, arguing instead that it is a cumulative construction built from decades of survival, failure, and specific craft. For the busy professional seeking to understand the mechanics of authentic expression, Ouellette offers a rare distinction: the difference between the voice we perform for safety and the voice that emerges from the necessity of being alive. This is not a guide to confidence; it is a map of the psychological terrain required to write with truth.

The Architecture of a Chorus

Ouellette rejects the notion of a monolithic identity on the page. "The voice we are searching for on the page is not simply 'our voice,' as though such a thing exists whole and waiting, like a room with the lights already on." Instead, she posits that a writer possesses a "chorus" of voices gathered from different eras of their life. This reframing is crucial because it relieves the writer of the pressure to be "consistent" in a way that feels artificial. As she notes, "A writer has voices — a chorus of them, gathered over decades, from the basements and rooftops and classrooms and kitchen counters of a life."

The strength of her argument lies in the historical and personal specificity she brings to the abstract concept of "voice." She anchors this in the memory of a "widow's walk," a railed rooftop platform common on 19th-century New England coastal homes, which she shares with a friend named Norah. This architectural detail serves as a metaphor for a space of provisional possibility. "The rooftop was a kind of permission: that language could be important, that our voices counted, that we could sit in the air and make something out of the nothing." By grounding the essay in these physical spaces, Ouellette suggests that voice is not an internal abstraction but a response to the environment and the safety (or lack thereof) it provides.

Voice is not a single thing. A writer does not have a voice the way a person has a fingerprint, fixed and unchanging.

Critics might argue that this approach romanticizes the struggle, suggesting that only those who have endured "basements" or "exile" can access true voice. However, Ouellette counters this by emphasizing that the "secret notebooks" of adolescence were not about craft, but about "the mind's way of staying alive." The argument holds up because it prioritizes function over form: writing begins as a survival mechanism, not a performance.

The Paradox of the Child Narrator

One of the most compelling technical insights Ouellette offers is the utility of the child narrator in accessing truths that adult perspective obscures. She describes a moment where she stopped writing with the "perspective" of an adult who had "done the therapeutic work" and instead allowed a child narrator to emerge. "The child narrator doesn't explain. She doesn't analyze. She doesn't have the vocabulary to translate what she sees."

This is a sophisticated observation on the limitations of adult cognition. The adult voice often seeks to resolve tension, to make the world logical. The child voice, however, "holds disbelief and belief simultaneously without resolving the tension." Ouellette illustrates this with a specific line: "I don't believe in jackalopes. But people have to make up their own minds about these things." This sentence captures the paradox of childhood—living in a world that is both magical and brutal—without forcing a conclusion.

The effectiveness of this section lies in its demonstration of "defamiliarization." By stripping away the adult's "mediation of retrospect," the writer can report the world in a "plain, strange" way. This aligns with the broader theme that voice is not about having the right answers, but about having the right questions and the courage to leave them unanswered.

Survival Before Craft

Ouellette's most radical claim is that craft is secondary to the need for a "room inside language where the self can breathe." She recounts her time in a father's basement during junior high, a place where "my voice grew small" but where she wrote in secret. "The secrecy was not incidental. The secrecy was the whole condition of the writing."

This historical parallel to the concept of a "provisional government"—a temporary authority established to maintain order during a crisis—resonates here. The secret notebook was a provisional government for the self, a temporary structure built to survive a period of threat. "What lived in those notebooks was not craft. It was need." This distinction is vital for any reader who feels their writing is "bad" or "unpolished." Ouellette argues that "it takes the willingness to write badly — genuinely, sometimes heroically badly — on the way to writing well."

The essay acknowledges that high school often forces a writer to "set down" their voice to become "acceptable." "High school was about trying to become acceptable, which is the oldest and saddest project of adolescence." Yet, she frames this loss not as a permanent failure but as an "exile" that eventually drives the writer back to reclaim what was lost. "Exile from ourselves can be its own kind of education."

The thing that matters happens right alongside the thing that is supposed to matter.

This observation about the "fifth-grade social studies class" where the "key turning" moment occurred serves as a reminder that inspiration rarely aligns with scheduled productivity. The "turning of the key" happened while the teacher talked about something forgotten, highlighting that the creative mechanism operates independently of external expectations.

The Long Arc of Circling

In the final analysis, Ouellette challenges the cultural impatience with the slow accumulation of capacity. She describes her early motherhood essays as "circling" dark material, a necessary preparation before direct engagement. "The pretty essays of my early motherhood were my years of circling. I was getting closer."

This metaphor of circling is a powerful antidote to the modern demand for immediate results. It suggests that the "dry stretches" and "seasons when the words land lifeless" are not failures but part of the "great mercy" of the writing life. The author's journey from the "rooftop" of possibility to the "basement" of survival, and finally to the "college poetry class" where form became an ally to feeling, demonstrates that voice is a "complicated vocal blend."

Critics might note that this narrative relies heavily on the author's privileged access to education and the eventual ability to publish, which may not be available to all writers. However, the core principle—that the act of writing for survival precedes the act of writing for craft—remains universally applicable. The "skill" is not in finding a pre-existing voice, but in "learning to recognize and refine the sound of our own complicated vocal blend."

Bottom Line

Ouellette's strongest argument is her redefinition of voice as a dynamic, multi-generational chorus rather than a static trait, effectively dismantling the anxiety of the "perfect" writer. The piece's greatest vulnerability is its reliance on a linear, albeit non-chronological, narrative of personal growth that may feel inaccessible to those currently in the "basement" phase of their lives without a clear exit strategy. Readers should watch for how this framework applies to professional writing, where the "survival" instinct often conflicts with the "craft" of brand consistency.
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    Maundy Thursday: My heart at God's altar

    Various · Wayfare · Apr 2, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  There is a particular kind of spiritual writing that refuses the comfort of resolution, and this Maundy Thursday meditation from Wayfare lands squarely in that tradition. What the piece offers is not uplift but excavation — a first-person descent into the gap between the person one intends to be and the person who actually showed up that week.


The author, Mark, a writing and literature professor at BYU-Idaho and author of four poetry collections, structures the meditation around the stations of the communion sacrament — from the opening invocation of God's name through the blessing of bread and water to the Spirit that follows. But the piece refuses the liturgical arc's usual logic. Grace does not arrive here as relief. It arrives as reckoning.


The Anatomy of a Bad Week


Before any theology can take hold, Mark catalogs the week's wreckage with a kind of unsentimental precision that gives the piece its particular authority. A friend who wouldn't stop talking. A relative assumed to be "sidewinding." A child who wouldn't listen. The anger, he writes, "leached out in passive-aggressive moves against my wife, who admitted she found it hard to breathe when she heard the edge in my voice, my facial lines crinkling, aging me ten years in five minutes."


That image — a spouse unable to breathe, a face that ages a decade in five minutes — carries more moral weight than any doctrinal statement the piece might offer. It does not editorialize. It simply observes what cruelty looks like in a house where no one is technically being cruel. The passive-aggressive pivot. The door left. The hours lost to MLB.com and LinkedIn, where, as the piece puts it, "those photos scintillated with an intoxicating veneer, cruise-like waves, and opening night spotlights."


This is one of the meditation's sharper cultural observations: social media functions here not as distraction but as self-punishment, a way of measuring one's own interior mess against the curated exteriors of others. The scroll becomes its own purgatory — not restful, not pleasurable, just a sustained low-grade immolation of whatever remained of the evening.


Then came the rationalizations. "The mumbled murmurs, 'But then . . .' and 'I never . . .' and 'How do you expect me to . . . ?'" The piece is exact about the grammar of self-justification — the incomplete sentence, the trailing ellipsis, the argument that never quite forms but never quite stops either.


The Congregation as Mirror


One of the meditation's most quietly ambitious moves is its portrait of the congregation. After cataloging his own failures, Mark turns outward to the people seated around him, and the effect is disorienting in the best way. Here is a sister who uses a walker and teaches weekly classes. A young man who stutters but shows up to mop the gym floor when others don't. A calloused-handed tradesman in the back, his grammar loose, his presence steady. A forty-year-old woman, recently arrived from another country, enrolled in college for the first time, "looking at the floor, perhaps wondering about rent and debt."


And the octogenarian who taps him on the back and says "Gotcha" for the fifth time that month, his eyes "at once coherent and vacant."


These figures are not offered as inspiration. They are offered as fact. The piece does not moralize about them or use them to make a point about humility. They are simply present — ordinary, carrying their own weights, showing up. The effect is to dissolve the narrator's solipsism without announcement. He notices other people, and briefly, the inward spiral stops.


Critics might note that this gallery of congregants risks a kind of tokenism — the disabled woman, the stuttering young man, the immigrant newcomer arrayed as spiritual scenery for the narrator's self-examination. The piece does not entirely escape that tension. But Mark's own admission of slipping back into solipsism immediately after the gallery — "I look over my knuckles, open and close my hands into fists" — suggests some awareness of the irony. The gaze outward does not hold. That, too, is part of the confession.


The Theology of the Body


The meditation's most formally striking section is its treatment of the Atonement. Where the prose has been expansive and searching, here it compresses into single words, stacked like stones:


"Frayed. Cracked. Fractured. Split. Severed. Broken. Torn. Whipped. Shredded. Cut. Slashed. Rent."


And then, in the section on blood, a different list: "Wine. Pores. Sweat. Platelets. Hematidrosis. Consanguinity. Flagrum. Thorns. Press. Cup. Hemothorax. Shed."


This is a deliberate shift in register — clinical and ancient at once, the medical terminology ("hematidrosis," "hemothorax") sitting alongside the liturgical ("cup," "shed"). The effect is to make visceral what ritual has made routine. The bread and water passed weekly in those small cups are, the piece insists, proxies for something the body actually underwent. Wayfare is not letting its readers aestheticize the sacrament. It is asking them to stay with what it points to.


The section titled "Willing" turns this outward. Mark admits that willingness, spoken aloud in an air-conditioned chapel, is easy. "I'm willing to shovel snow in the middle of July. I'm ready to garden when the harvest is thick." But the gap between that declared willingness and actual availability — the late-night text he hesitates to answer, the barn burning across town that he finds pretexts to ignore — is where the piece finds its sharpest edge. "Not now lingers like 6:00 o'clock traffic." The simile is almost comic, and exactly right.


Seasonal Faith and Its Drift


The piece is honest about the rhythms of belief in a way that much devotional writing is not. "I find it easier to remember specifically during Christmas and Holy Week," Mark writes. "Often, though, budget analysis, travel songs, and baseball season lure me away." He describes tripping over "petty arguments," tumbling "down the slippery slope of a news story's bitterness," sidling "up to the rumors of increased property taxes."


This is faith described from the inside of ordinary life, not from the elevated vantage of devotional confidence. The prayer "God, be merciful to me, a sinner" — drawn from Luke 18:13 — is offered with a telling qualification: "I keep hoping the line will act like a mantra even when it doesn't." The honest admission that the liturgy sometimes fails to deliver its promised stillness is rarer in religious writing than it should be.


"I want to use his name less like punctuation, routine, or doorstop. More like the feeling that arrives after a first snowfall or when I've heard my children breathe at night."


Counterpoints are worth raising here. The piece is deeply interior — even confessional — and readers outside its specific theological tradition may find the LDS liturgical markers (the "ordinance," the "emblems," the ward structure) opaque enough to create distance. The meditation assumes a reader who knows what it means when young men administer the sacrament, who understands the geography of a chapel with adjacent hallways. This is not a criticism of the piece's authenticity but an observation about its radius. It is writing from deep inside a particular community, and it does not pause to translate. Whether that limitation is also a kind of integrity is a fair question.


The Close


The meditation ends not with resolution but with a physical memory. Mark describes leaving the hospital with his wife after the birth of a child — "Wind and rain pushed us off the curb and into the parking lot" — and leaning into "that pure singular presence." It is the only moment in the piece where grace arrives not as aspiration but as recalled fact. Something that happened. Something that held.


The final sentence pulls that memory into the present tense: "It kept my broken heart then — and even now — secure and driving through the viscous October air." The viscosity is precise. The air has weight. The driving continues. This is not arrival. It is continuation.


The piece's title frames the occasion as Maundy Thursday — the night before the crucifixion, the night of the Last Supper, the night of betrayal. Wayfare chose this particular liturgical moment to publish a meditation on the distance between intention and action, between the self one presents and the self one's wife cannot breathe around. The calendar choice is not incidental. Maundy Thursday is specifically the night things fell apart before they were made whole. The piece inhabits that interval without rushing through it.


Bottom Line


This Maundy Thursday meditation from Wayfare earns its ambitions through specificity — the spousal argument, the social media spiral, the lineup of ordinary congregants — refusing the consolations of devotional abstraction in favor of something more demanding and more honest. It is a piece about the gap between declared faith and lived faith, written by someone with no apparent interest in flattering the distance. Readers who want their Holy Week reading to leave them feeling good will need to look elsewhere; readers willing to sit with the Thursday before the Friday will find it precisely calibrated.
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    Is peña parra’s new job an exile, or probation?

    Various · The Pillar · Mar 30, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  Few personnel moves in modern Vatican history carry as much subtext as the reassignment of a man who admitted under oath that his own actions were not always honest or lawful — and who is being rewarded with a prestigious diplomatic post for it. The transfer of Archbishop Edgar Peña Parra from papal chief of staff to apostolic nuncio to Italy is a study in institutional face-saving, and The Pillar dissects it with unusual candor.


Eight Years at the Center of the Storm


Peña Parra became sostituto — effectively the Vatican's day-to-day chief of staff — in 2018, stepping into a role freshly vacated by Cardinal Angelo Becciu, who was himself later arrested and convicted in a financial crimes trial. The timing was inauspicious from the start. The Secretariat of State's finances were already embroiled in what became known as the London property scandal, a labyrinthine series of investments that would eventually cost the Holy See hundreds of millions of euros and generate years of litigation across multiple jurisdictions.


By his own account, Peña Parra inherited a department in chaos. The Pillar reports that "the archbishop inherited a department where officials stone-walled oversight, blind-sided superiors with last minute decisions, and deploying accounting sleight-of-hand to cover the true state of the financial affairs." That framing — the new sheriff arriving to find the town already on fire — has been central to how Peña Parra has understood and presented his own tenure.


But The Pillar is not willing to let that self-portrait go unchallenged. Rather than pursuing transparent corrective measures, the article notes, Peña Parra "decided that reporting and correcting corruption risked departmental reputational damage, and elected instead to effect a brute-force separation of the Secretariat of State from its investment managers." The decision backfired catastrophically — triggering serious embarrassment for Pope Francis, the loss of vast sums, and a cascade of lawsuits in foreign courts. In testimony before the Vatican's own tribunal, Peña Parra conceded the obvious: that his actions were not always honest or necessarily lawful.


A Record Unlike Any Other


The financial scandal alone would make Peña Parra one of the most controversial figures in recent curial history. But The Pillar documents a pattern of conduct that goes well beyond it.


In one episode that received relatively little attention outside Vatican-watching circles, the archbishop ordered illegal electronic surveillance of a Vatican banking official — a man who had simply refused to extend the Secretariat of State a nine-figure loan to help it escape the consequences of the London deal. The irony is almost too neat: the very loan request that sparked the initial criminal investigation into the affair triggered an act of illegal retribution against the official who turned it down. Witnesses at the Vatican trial also testified to Peña Parra engaging freelance members of Italian intelligence to conduct what The Pillar calls "extra-territorial, and presumably also extra-legal, surveillance" of other financial contacts.


These episodes were serious. What followed them was extraordinary. In September 2024, Peña Parra intervened in the case of an Argentine priest, Alberto Ariel Príncipe, who had been convicted of sexual abuse of a minor by not one but two separate canonical tribunals operating under the authority of the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith. Peña Parra signed a letter announcing an unspecified "extraordinary procedure" — he did not explain by whose authority or under what canonical norms — that vacated both convictions and ordered the priest reinstated, describing his conduct as mere "recklessness."


The Pillar describes this as perhaps "the most extraordinary incident of the now-former sostituto's career." The sostituto's office has no jurisdiction over sexual abuse cases — none. The intervention was so far outside any recognizable legal framework that it prompted a public, formal nullification from Archbishop John Kennedy, head of the disciplinary section of the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith. A senior curial official publicly contradicting another senior curial official in real time is vanishingly rare. That it happened at all signals how anomalous Peña Parra's action was.


The possibility that Francis had personally, albeit informally, ordered his attempted rehabilitation of Príncipe was arguably the most plausible explanation for an otherwise incredible act of overreach by the archbishop, one which canonical experts apart from Archbishop Kennedy were curiously unwilling to criticize.


Francis's Shadow, Leo's Problem


To understand why Peña Parra remained in office through all of this, The Pillar asks readers to reckon with something uncomfortable: the late Pope Francis bore a degree of responsibility for the environment in which these decisions were made. The piece argues that Peña Parra's conduct "cannot be considered apart from the context of his directly serving under a pope with his own distinctly unorthodox style of governance — one which clearly at least tolerated the archbishop's style, if not encouraged it or even directed it at times."


This is a delicate but consequential claim. If the Príncipe intervention was undertaken on informal papal instruction, then the Vatican's chief of staff was not a rogue actor but an obedient one — executing the wishes of the man he served. The silence of canonical experts in the immediate aftermath of the incident, The Pillar notes, made that interpretation more plausible, not less. Whatever the truth, Francis's death did not free Pope Leo XIV to simply dismiss Peña Parra without consequence. The article explains why: doing so "would likely have provoked some attempts at public self-justification from the archbishop, and could have triggered the release of damaging allegations against the previous pope." A man who knows where the bodies are buried is not easily fired.


Critics might note that this framing — however plausible — is itself speculative. The Pillar offers no documentary evidence that Francis directed Peña Parra's more controversial interventions. The more prosaic explanation, that an ambitious official overreached in ways a tired and ailing pope failed to check, is equally consistent with the facts. The institutional culture that allowed these incidents may say as much about structural dysfunction as it does about personal loyalty or papal instruction.


The Assignment Itself


The Roman nunciature — the Vatican's diplomatic mission to Italy and San Marino — is simultaneously one of the most prestigious and least operationally demanding postings in the entire Vatican diplomatic service. The Pillar captures the paradox precisely. As Bishop of Rome, the pope already plays an unusually direct role in Italian ecclesiastical affairs, often bypassing the nuncio entirely. Relations between the Italian state and the Holy See, when they become genuinely significant, are typically handled at the level of the Secretariat of State, not the nunciature. Italian bishops, given their proximity to the Vatican, have "much less practical need to send communications to and from different Vatican departments care of a diplomatic pouch."


The result, as The Pillar observes, is that "Peña Parra's new assignment could be seen as a prestigious non-job, or at the very least turned into such by the pope if that's what he wanted it to be." The title is real. The rank is real. The office is real. The leverage is largely gone.


Peña Parra is also, as the piece emphasizes, physically still in Rome — "only literally and metaphorically across the street" from the Vatican. He vacates the corridors of power but not the city. Whether that proximity produces continued informal influence or simply makes his sidelining more visible depends, The Pillar suggests, on what he does next.


Exile, Probation, or Audition?


The Pillar's headline frames Peña Parra's new post as either exile or probation. But the piece's own analysis suggests a third possibility: audition. At 66, Peña Parra is not finished. A full decade of diligent service as nuncio would, by Vatican custom, come with a reasonable expectation of elevation to cardinal — even if paired with retirement. A shorter successful term might enable a return to curial work. Both outcomes depend on his behavior, and The Pillar is blunt about the incentive structure: "Both those prospects could serve to incentivize Peña Parra to adapt quietly to his new post, and keep to the Italian side of the river."


This is also, implicitly, a statement about Pope Leo XIV's governing philosophy. The departure from custom here is notable: sostituti are typically given charge of a Vatican dicastery and elevated to the College of Cardinals. Peña Parra gets neither. His predecessor in the role, Becciu, ended up in court. Peña Parra ends up across the street. The Pillar frames Leo's emerging approach as a preference for "by-the-book governance and the rule of law" — a pointed contrast with the informality that characterized much of the Francis years. Whether that preference translates into structural reform of the Secretariat of State, or merely a personnel change at its top, remains to be seen.


Critics might also raise the question of whether any of this constitutes accountability. A man who admitted to ordering illegal surveillance, who intervened without jurisdiction to reverse the conviction of a sexual abuser, and who conceded under oath to acting dishonestly, has been given a senior diplomatic posting with the implicit promise of further honors if he behaves himself. The institutional logic is coherent. The moral arithmetic is harder to defend.


The Price of Institutional Memory


One of the quieter arguments running through The Pillar's analysis is about the cost of institutional knowledge. Every sostituto exits the job carrying a detailed map of curial operations, relationships, and vulnerabilities. Peña Parra carries an unusually detailed one — including, the article notes, knowledge acquired through "private intelligence contractors." That is not knowledge a new pope can simply wish away. The months of negotiation over a "mutually agreeable" assignment reflect the reality that managing an exit is sometimes more important than enforcing consequences.


The Vatican is not unique in this respect. Institutions regularly negotiate the departures of figures who know too much to dismiss cleanly. What is unusual here is the degree to which The Pillar makes this calculus explicit, tracing the logic from the final year of the Francis pontificate through to the Roman nunciature announcement. The piece treats the reassignment not as a clean break but as a managed transition — one that tells the curia something about how Leo XIV intends to govern without quite committing him to any particular course of action.


Bottom Line


Archbishop Peña Parra's transfer to the Roman nunciature is less a verdict than a deferral — a carefully constructed arrangement that removes him from the center of curial power while leaving open the question of what his record ultimately means for his standing in the Church. The Pillar's analysis makes clear that this outcome reflects the accumulated weight of two pontificates, not just one man's reassignment. Pope Leo XIV has signaled a preference for legal governance by what he declined to give Peña Parra, not merely by where he sent him.

  
  
  
    Deep Dive

    Juan Diego

    Based on Wikipedia: Juan Diego
The Man Who Changed a Hemisphere
In December 1531, a middle-aged Aztec peasant walked past a hill on his way to church. By the time he returned home, he had set in motion events that would make his cloak one of the most venerated objects in the Christian world and transform the religious landscape of an entire continent.
Twenty-two million people visited the Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe in 2010 alone. That's more annual visitors than the Vatican receives. And all of it traces back to four encounters that a man named Juan Diego Cuauhtlatoatzin claimed to have had over the course of a single week.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/juan-diego/

  


  
  
    Fruit on a barren tree

    Various · Wayfare · Mar 28, 2026 · 15 min read

  

  This piece challenges a deeply ingrained assumption: that religion is primarily a manual for self-improvement. Instead, the author argues that scripture—specifically its most skipped sections, the genealogies—reveals a God who acts despite human failure, not because of our perfection. In an era obsessed with optimization and personal branding, this reframing offers a radical alternative: faith is not about fixing yourself, but trusting a story larger than your own flaws.

The Myth of the Self-Made Saint

The author begins by dismantling the transactional view of faith that dominates modern religious discourse. "I think I'd win a bet that most Sunday school teachers skip the genealogies in the Bible," they note, observing that these lists are often treated as "odd footnotes or appendices with little relevance." Yet, the author insists these passages are central to understanding the divine narrative. The core argument is that we have conflated religion with the "ideology of American self-help manuals," a tradition stretching from Benjamin Franklin's relentless optimism in his Autobiography to today's productivity hacks. As the author puts it, "All of these books take as their premise that your life could be idealized if you just worked harder."

This critique lands with force because it exposes a subtle theological drift. The author points out that phrases like "qualify for exaltation" or "access the atonement" suggest a system where "obeying these instructions will result in rewards for us." This framing reduces the divine to a cosmic vending machine. But the text argues that this is a modern invention, not a biblical one. In scripture, the main character is never the human hero. "The main character of the Bible is not Adam or Moses or Paul; the main character is God," the author writes. This distinction is crucial. It shifts the burden of salvation from human effort to divine initiative. "In scripture, religion is something that God instigates," they continue. "God reaches out. God seeks humanity."

Critics might argue that this view risks absolving individuals of moral responsibility, turning faith into passive waiting. However, the author anticipates this, clarifying that the point is not to stop trying, but to stop believing that our efforts are the engine of redemption. The goal is to "understand the world of justice and mercy that God is creating around us," rather than obsessing over our own moral ledger.

The main character of the Book of Mormon is not Nephi or Alma or Mormon; it is God.

Barrenness as a Divine Playground

The commentary then pivots to a brilliant literary analysis of the genealogies in Genesis, specifically the transition from the long, decaying line of Shem to the barrenness of Abraham's wife, Sarai. The author describes the genealogy in Genesis 11 as a record of "slow entropy," where lifespans shrink and the family line moves inevitably toward collapse. "The genealogy claims that collapse is natural; that our lives, left to themselves, will eventually and ultimately simply unwind," they observe. This mirrors our contemporary experience of "doomerism," where negativity dominates our feeds and we expect institutions to fail.

Yet, the author highlights a stunning reversal. "The marvel of the Bible is that barrenness is God's playground." When God speaks to Abraham in Genesis 12, it is an echo of creation itself, moving from emptiness to order. The author draws on Marilynne Robinson's reading of Genesis 50:20, where Joseph tells his brothers, "Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good." This is the theological pivot: God's covenant is not a legal contract dependent on human performance. "God lets human beings be human beings, and that His will is accomplished through or despite them but is never dependent on them," the author writes.

This perspective is particularly potent when applied to the Book of Mormon's book of Omni. The author notes that in this short text, the purpose of the record shifts from spiritual instruction to a mere genealogy, and eventually to a statement of stasis. Abinadom, one of the record keepers, declares, "I know of no revelation save that which has been written... that which is sufficient is written." The author interprets this as a moment of spiritual freezing, where the community believes "all the important things have already been written about" and change is impossible. It is a moment of "barrenness" where the voice of God seems to have vanished.

Breaking the Stasis

The piece concludes by showing how divine intervention shatters this frozen state. Just as God spoke to Abraham in the face of barrenness, God breaks into the stagnation of Omni's lineage. The author notes that Abinadom's son, Amaleki, suddenly reports that God called King Mosiah to lead a people into the wilderness. This is not a reward for perfect behavior; it is an act of grace in the midst of decay. The author writes, "When God speaks to Abraham here, he is calling into existence something new... a new promise to Abraham that he and his family will be blessed and changed and made something altogether new."

The argument here is that faith is the capacity to imagine this newness. "Abraham's ability to imagine this is why Genesis says that he had faith," the author explains. This reframes the entire religious experience. It is not about being the hero of your own story, but recognizing that you are part of a larger, redemptive narrative that God is writing. "The point for human beings is not that we need to work harder on personal self-improvement; it is that we need to understand the world of justice and mercy that God is creating around us."

Bottom Line

The strongest part of this argument is its reclamation of the genealogies, transforming them from boring lists into profound theological statements about grace and entropy. By contrasting the "self-help" model of religion with the "God-centric" model of scripture, the author offers a compelling antidote to modern spiritual burnout. The biggest vulnerability lies in the potential for this view to be misread as fatalism, though the text carefully navigates this by emphasizing God's active role in history. Readers should watch for how this framework applies to their own experiences of failure and stagnation, asking not "How can I fix this?" but "What new thing is God doing here?"
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    Carthago

    Various · Wayfare · Mar 28, 2026 · 29 min read

  

  Wayfare has published something genuinely rare: a long theological poem that earns its difficulty. "Carthago" arrives in archaic verse, dense with allusion and formal restraint, and demands — not requests — the reader's full attention. The reward is proportional to the effort.


Prison, Philosophy, and the Boethian Frame


The title announces the conceit before the first line arrives. Carthago — not the ancient city, but Carthage, Illinois, where the poem's speaker will die. The piece frames itself as a prison meditation, a condemned man's testament written from captivity, and the structural echo of Boethius's Consolation of Philosophy is neither accidental nor subtle. Where Boethius awaited execution under Theodoric and wrote his great reconciliation of fate and providence, this speaker — clearly drawn as Joseph Smith, founder of the Latter-day Saint movement — writes from Liberty Jail in Missouri, awaiting transfer and eventual martyrdom. The poem opens:


"This prison house of mine would ill-annoy, / As if a Punic enemy to stop, / This hallow-handed work progressing on."


The Punic reference doubles the title's work. Carthage destroys its enemies; the speaker refuses to be destroyed. The poem will not allow its narrator to be merely a victim of history. The prison is recast as a scriptorium, a place where dictation and revelation continue regardless of the bars.


Wayfare's choice to run this piece unsigned — as a publication-level work — is itself a form of argument. The poem does not ask to be evaluated as personal confession. It presents itself as institutional, communal, doctrinal. The "I" inside it is less an individual lyric voice than a prophetic office speaking across time.


The Dramatis Personae of Scripture


What makes the poem structurally ambitious is its parade of visitors to the imprisoned narrator. These are not imagined companions but figures from what the poem frames as genuine visitation — the river's son (Moses), an unnamed man who dwelt between two rivers (the poem gestures toward Melchizedek, the mysterious priest-king of Genesis who blesses Abraham and then vanishes from scripture), and a hidden man fed twice daily by ravens who never died (Elijah). Each arrives bearing a commission:


"To us committed he the gathering / Of all the fathers and their families / Whose struggle in the face of Justice gave / A name to reach the four parts of the earth."


This is the poem's theological center: a doctrine of dispensational restoration, in which the keys, authorities, and offices held by ancient prophets are physically conferred upon the narrator through the laying on of hands. The poem is not metaphorizing. It is making claims that would strike many readers as either magnificent or preposterous, and it makes them in formal verse without embarrassment or hedging.


The river's son section is among the poem's most moving passages. Moses — never named, always "the river's son" — lays hands on the narrator's head in an act of ordination and transmission: "he had laid his hands upon my head / And gave me full the spirit of wisdom / As he and I knew Other face to face." The grief at Moses's departure is genuine and tender. "Mine eye had dimmed to weep the river's son." The poem allows the narrator emotional vulnerability precisely here, at the moment of greatest prophetic empowerment. The two registers — the grief of mortal friendship and the grandeur of celestial commission — do not cancel each other. They intensify each other.


Language as Veil and Revelation


Throughout, "Other" stands in for the divine — a choice both theologically resonant and formally striking. The word does double work: it keeps the divine at a reverent distance while insisting on genuine alterity, on the radical otherness of God from human categories. "One Besmeared Upon" — an unusual, somewhat startling circumlocution for "the Anointed One," or Christ — similarly refuses the easy familiarity of conventional Christian devotional language. These coinages force a kind of active reading. The reader cannot coast on received vocabulary.


The poem's archaic syntax ("upon entering's a court where's bread to shew," "as upturned almonds at the top") requires patience. Wayfare is not making accessibility easy, and the piece is frank about this tension: "But how, O prison guard, I asked myself, / Does one contain th'eternal in a word? / Before you cite the logos unto me, / Recall that wordplay's not divinity."


This is the poem's most provocative philosophical moment — a claim that language is always inadequate to revelation, that the creed the narrator is about to deliver is not the thing itself but a finger pointing toward it. "The source of Holy Writ's a constant flow / And never fully poured in single draft." Against traditions that treat written scripture as complete and closed, the poem insists on the ongoing, always-exceeding character of divine disclosure.


Critics might note that the poem's archaic register can feel, at times, less like earned difficulty than inherited costume — the thee's and thou's and inverted syntax occasionally obscure where genuine theological depth ends and stylistic posturing begins. The decision to write in a pseudo-King James idiom was presumably deliberate, but it is not without risk: it can make the poem feel like pastiche of scriptural language rather than a fresh encounter with it.


The Articles in Verse


The poem's second movement — beginning roughly with "In Letters" — shifts register dramatically. The narrator, having described the visionary commissions received in his prison, turns to the task of articulating doctrine for a community that needs to know what it believes. The structural model here is the Articles of Faith, the thirteen brief credal statements Joseph Smith drafted in 1842 in response to a request from a newspaper editor. The poem versifies these, one by one, through its numbered stanzas.


This is where the poem is most interesting and most challenging to evaluate. The articles themselves are not poetry — they are doctrinal propositions. The poem's achievement is rendering them in a form that preserves their propositional content while giving them lyric weight. The second article — concerning individual moral accountability — is a good example: "A punishment will be for every sin / By each man done, and that respectively; / No son shall bear the weight of father's sin." This is clear theological statement, but the poem places it in a context of explicit argument against other Christian traditions: "While some hold man condemned before his birth, / More yet consider him by Adam cursed / Or worse than these: that Eve hath failed us all."


The poem is not interested in diplomatic ecumenism. It knows where it stands and says so. The fifth article's claim to prophetic authority through ordination — "a man is called, we do believe, / Of Justice with His Mercy hallowing, / And that by prophecy and manumised / To hear and speak and teach of Other's will" — is placed in explicit contrast with Protestant claims of scriptural sufficiency and Catholic claims of apostolic succession. The narrator stands "apart from these, conversing deep, / With one who owns the vineyard and the tree."


The eleventh article's handling of religious liberty is worth noting, particularly for how it situates the narrator's own persecuted position within a broader commitment to freedom of conscience: "to worship Twofold One we claim, / According to our conscience dictating, / And not exclusively be this on us / But holding forth to all the freedom that / We would have held to us." From a prison cell, the poem articulates a principle of religious tolerance that extends even to those who have imprisoned its narrator. The irony is not belabored. It doesn't need to be.


Critics might push back here on whether the poem achieves genuine lyric integration of its doctrinal content or whether the versified articles remain essentially prose propositions wearing metrical clothing. The tension is real. The strongest passages are those where the doctrinal and the personal most fully merge — the section on the visiting messengers, the extended meditation on captivity and freedom, the grief at Moses's departure. When the poem is most argumentative, it is least purely a poem.


Captivity and Freedom


Running through the entire work is a sustained meditation on the paradox of captivity as a condition of spiritual freedom. The narrator is physically imprisoned; the poem insists this imprisonment is cosmically irrelevant to the work at hand. "Though borne in chains, in everything made free / As Other taught: to serve is mastery." This is not mere pious consolation. The poem earns this claim by showing how the prison itself becomes the site of visitation, revelation, and doctrinal articulation. The bars do not slow the work. They may, the poem implies, have made it possible.


The descent into despair — "I fancied none had felt as low as I; / Myself as whelmed the most excepting none" — is followed by a direct divine address: "I heard His voice, O prison guard, and 'Son'; / His peace was unto me as He'd begun / To mete the brevity of all my woes / And promise yet a triumph o'er my foes." The comparison to Job — explicitly invoked — is generous to the narrator. Wayfare is presenting a figure who has moved through the dark night of the soul and come out the other side carrying not despair but doctrine.


The image that closes the poem's first movement is haunting: "We set our capitol upon the banks / Whose currency was river-fed in thanks / To Other Whose command to beautify / Our Commerce newly-gained would show that I / Am as the messengers who came to me / And by a river called to prophesy." City-building as prophetic act. Commerce as spiritual currency. The translation of heavenly vision into earthly institution — temple, creed, gathered community — is the poem's true subject.


Bottom Line


Wayfare has published a poem of genuine ambition and, in its best passages, genuine achievement — a work that takes the prison meditations of Joseph Smith seriously as literature without flattening them into either hagiography or critique. The piece asks readers to sit with difficult, archaic language in service of claims that are either revelatory or absurd depending on one's prior commitments, and it does so without apology. That refusal to be easy is, finally, the poem's most honest quality.

  
  

  
  
    Bearing across

    Various · Wayfare · Mar 28, 2026 · 30 min read

  

  A poem arrives in the form of a vision, and the vision arrives in the form of a library. Wayfare's "Bearing Across" is not easy reading — it demands something closer to liturgical attention — but readers who give it that attention will find one of the more ambitious pieces of religious verse to appear in a small literary publication in recent memory.


The piece is a sustained narrative poem in forty-nine numbered stanzas, written in an archaic English that sits somewhere between the King James Bible and Dante's terza rima. It follows a visionary narrator who receives guidance from a heavenly Messenger, descends to a hilltop tomb where a word lies buried beneath stone, encounters the shades of canonical poets, and is ultimately charged with a mission to read, translate, and bear witness. The theological architecture is unmistakably Latter-day Saint — the golden plates, the Urim and Thummim, the eternal coexistence of intelligence and matter — but the poem's ambition is to set that tradition in conversation with the whole of Western letters, from Gilgamesh to Milton.


The Visionary Frame


The poem opens with an epigraph drawn from an early American prophetic voice — "I am not ashamed, afraid, or averse to tell you what ought to be told: that I am under the direction of messengers from Heaven, daily and nightly" — and immediately establishes its governing conceit. This is a first-person account of visionary encounter, but rendered in verse so ornate and self-consciously literary that the narrator's credibility becomes the poem's first argument. How does one tell of divine instruction without being dismissed? By speaking in the inherited tongue of those who came before.


The Messenger appears early: "With darksome air aglow beyond the noon / By far-seen vesture white as ought be sought." The figure descends with classical ease, takes hold of the narrator "with signs and words and hands," and begins a sustained theological dialogue that will occupy the poem's middle sections. Wayfare renders this encounter in a verse style that flatly refuses contemporary idiom — every contraction is elided, every subordinate clause is inverted — and the effect is deliberate estrangement. The poem does not want to be read quickly.


The Theology of Eternal Intelligence


The poem's densest and most rewarding section is the Messenger's discourse on the nature of God and humanity. The argument draws directly from the Latter-day Saint doctrine of eternal intelligence — the idea that the human mind was never created from nothing but has always existed alongside God, capable of growth and increase. The Messenger puts it in verse that manages to be both philosophically precise and genuinely strange:


"Intelligence, unmade and increate, / And independently ensphered as man, / Is one of two composing all there is; / Thus all is things to act and acted on."


This is not standard Protestant metaphysics. The poem insists on a cosmos where matter and mind are coeternal, where God's greatness consists not in creating from absolute nothing but in knowing and acting from eternal fullness. The narrator pushes back — "The human mind is coequal with God's? / Th' intelligence of spirit's immortal, / It lacks beginning, thus it hath no end?" — and the Messenger confirms: yes, this is the tradition, rightly read.


The Hebrew appears at the hinge of this argument. The Messenger corrects the common translation of Genesis: "But when ברא 'tis rightly rendered thus: / 'The head one of the Gods brought forth the Gods.'" This is the King Follett discourse in verse — Joseph Smith's 1844 sermon on the plurality of gods and the eternal nature of intelligence, compressed into a couplet and placed in an angel's mouth. Whether one finds this reading persuasive or not, the poem is doing serious theological work, and it knows exactly what it is doing.


The Canon as Curriculum


The poem's most surprising turn comes when the Messenger, having established the metaphysical ground, pivots to literary instruction. The narrator is told to read — not just scripture, but everything. The canon is presented not as competition with revelation but as preparation for it:


"Seek ye out from books the best to learn, / Of Gilgamesh in whom the greater love, / That man can have, a friend for friend, subsists; / Then Beowulf who warred for kith and kin." The list continues: Plato for the youth of Christendom, Aristotle for its Middle Age, the Attic tragedies, Cicero, Seneca, Marcus Aurelius, Homer, Virgil, Dante, Shakespeare, Milton. This is not a defensive gesture — the poem does not present these texts as threats to be inoculated against. They are the curriculum of a serious mind, prescribed by a heavenly guide who seems entirely comfortable in the company of pagan poets.


The editorial logic here is bold. Wayfare is arguing, through its narrator's Messenger, that revelation and humanitas are not opposed — that "a grand and fundamental principle / Is to receive the truth where'er its whence." Spiritual instruction and classical education are treated as continuous rather than competing projects. "Believe and claim all good, for it is thine" is the governing principle, and the great books are a treasury of good that belongs to anyone willing to do the reading.


Critics might note that this synthesis, however appealing, tends to flatten the genuine tensions between, say, Greek tragic fate and LDS eternal progression, or between Shakespeare's mordant irony about human nature and the poem's essentially optimistic anthropology. The Messenger's reading list is curated with a light hand — the darker currents in those texts go unremarked.


The Encounter with the Dead


The poem's second movement, subtitled "Disallusioning," introduces a new element: the narrator returns to the hilltop and encounters the shades of poets past. The first is "a man emmantled poet sovereign" who "sang as with a voice of canon-fire" and responds to the narrator's approach with hostility — six feet of sword, swung in warning. The Messenger intervenes: "And would ye strike another with a sword, / Though he be over thee set by thy Lord?"


The scene is deliberately obscure, but its shape is recognizable: this is the descent to the underworld, the consultation of the dead that appears in Homer, Virgil, and Dante. The narrator must prove himself worthy to speak with the canonical dead before he can receive their instruction. The mantled poet — whose "articles" numbered thirty-nine and who sought to reform a "canon o'er indulged" — is almost certainly a figure for a Protestant reformer, perhaps Luther or Cranmer, whose Thirty-Nine Articles defined Anglican doctrine. This poet, confronted with the narrator's tradition, admits that the canon cannot be reformed from within but must be "opened and restored to Other's use."


A second shade follows — one "who loved the globe and made his son / The dwelling-place for love to sleep and die" — who sounds very much like Shakespeare, the Globe Theatre his identifying mark, love and death his abiding subjects. This shade, too, is calmed by the Messenger's intervention and yields something to the narrator's questioning.


The sequence is the poem's most technically accomplished. Wayfare is constructing a scene in which the narrator's new tradition must earn its place in the company of the old, must demonstrate that it can read those texts and receive their testimony without appropriating or erasing them. The Messenger's mediation is crucial: the narrator cannot access the canonical dead on his own authority; he needs the angelic conduit to establish the terms of dialogue.


Language as Garment


The poem's final theological claim concerns language itself. The narrator asks how to translate correctly — how to handle passages the learned understand differently — and the Messenger's answer reframes the question entirely: "An Other's mind is thine and shall instruct." Translation is not a scholarly exercise but a spiritual one; the translator does not impose her own reading but receives another's.


The Messenger elaborates: "Before ye can declare ye must obtain, / The word of Justice dressed as when it came. / For language is the garment of His light." This is a theory of sacred language that is neither fundamentalist (the King James Version as divinely dictated) nor relativist (all translations equally valid). Language is the form revelation takes in a particular moment and place — "Whichever meets the moment's wear and wend, / As He gives understanding unto men" — which means translation is always contextual, always dependent on divine assistance, always incomplete.


The poem ends with the narrator reaching into the tomb, finding the buried text, and glimpsing the great שׁלֵם — the Urim, the instrument of divine light and translation — before being cautioned not to remove it but only to read. "So called I rose, went down, took up, and read." The final line is characteristically compressed: it collapses the entire narrative into a single sentence of five monosyllables. The vision is over. The work begins.


Critics might question whether the poem's frame — visionary encounter, angelic instruction, buried golden text — does enough to distinguish genuine theological argument from elaborate genre exercise. The archaic diction sometimes obscures whether the poem is making claims or performing them. And the synthesis of LDS theology with the Western canon, while ambitious, occasionally reads as more asserted than demonstrated: the Messenger tells the narrator to read Homer and Dante, but the poem does not quite show us what the reading has done to the theology, or the theology to the reading.


A further tension: the poem's confidence in "Other's mind" as the final arbiter of meaning risks a certain quietism. If all interpretation ultimately depends on divine instruction, the reader's own intellectual effort — which the poem otherwise celebrates — becomes subordinate to a prior authority that cannot be checked or questioned. The Messenger's sharp rebuke when the narrator presumes too much ("'Tis not made thine to feed thy lust") points toward an epistemology that is not quite as open as the great books curriculum implies.


Bottom Line


"Bearing Across" is a serious, strange, and genuinely ambitious poem — the kind of thing that appears rarely in any publication and almost never in a small literary journal. Wayfare has published a work that asks what it would look like to receive a revelation in full awareness of the tradition, to be schooled by angels in Gilgamesh and Milton before being handed a golden text. Whether the synthesis fully holds is a question the poem itself raises and does not entirely answer — which is, in the end, the right kind of question for a poem to ask.
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    The London viral video crisis

    Michael Macleod · London Centric · Apr 1, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  Michael Macleod opens with a scene that feels like a plot point from a thriller, yet it serves as the perfect microcosm for a much larger, systemic crisis: the collision of real, low-level crime with the algorithmic incentives of fake viral videos. While the capital's reputation is under siege, Macleod argues that the government's response is not just about policing streets, but about fighting a war for the truth in a global information marketplace where "hate brings views." This is a critical intervention for anyone trying to understand why London feels both dangerous and safe, and why the administration is now treating a TikTok trend as a national security threat.

The War for Perception

The core of Macleod's argument is that the narrative of London's collapse is being manufactured for profit, often by actors with no stake in the city's actual well-being. He illustrates this with a chilling anecdote about Norwegian journalists who, while discussing the city's safety, were immediately pickpocketed by a woman using a distraction technique. "In this instance, we grabbed the thief, who immediately surrendered the phones and headed off to find other victims," Macleod writes. This incident highlights the tangible reality of petty crime, but he quickly pivots to the more insidious threat: the digital distortion of that reality.

Macleod notes that the days of the BBC defining global perceptions are fading. Instead, the narrative is driven by "algorithmically-driven social media feeds" where content farms mix real footage of disorder with completely fabricated stories. He points out that platforms like X, formerly Twitter, have created a financial incentive structure where creators are paid based on views, leading to a surge in "London Has Fallen" content. "One major driving force has been the shift by platforms such as Elon Musk's X... towards paying users who upload videos that go viral depending on how many views their content receives," he explains. This economic model rewards outrage, making it profitable to exaggerate the city's decline.

"Hate brings views."

The author's observation that this phenomenon is not just about crime, but about the monetization of fear, is its strongest point. However, critics might note that focusing solely on fake videos risks downplaying the very real grievances of residents who feel unsafe due to genuine increases in specific types of crime, such as phone snatching. Macleod acknowledges this tension, noting that while many clips are real, they are often mixed with mislabelled footage to create a false totality. The administration, represented by Mayor Sadiq Khan and Met Police Commissioner Mark Rowley, has recognized this threat, briefing diplomats on how to counter these narratives. "There is a perception around the globe about London being unsafe," Khan told the assembled diplomats, arguing it didn't reflect the progress made on reducing the murder rate.

The Institutional Response

The piece details a fascinating shift in how the executive branch is engaging with soft power. Rather than relying on traditional diplomatic channels alone, the government is arming ambassadors with data to counter specific viral claims. Macleod writes, "The aim was to brief international representatives and ensure they and their teams are equipped to support London's efforts to counter these false narratives." This is a pragmatic recognition that in the modern era, an investor's decision is often made after scrolling through Instagram, not after reading a government white paper.

Macleod highlights the specific metrics the administration is using to fight back, such as the fact that London's murder rate is now the lowest since records began and is below other major cities like Paris and New York. "When you hear news about London being unsafe that's just not true," Khan told the ambassadors. Yet, the author questions whether these official rebuttals can compete with the visceral impact of a viral video. "Whether the ambassadors will be able to be heard over the sound of the next viral video is another matter," he concludes. This skepticism is well-placed; the speed of social media often outpaces the deliberation of statecraft.

Corporate Accountability and the Built Environment

Beyond the digital battlefield, Macleod turns his attention to the physical infrastructure of London, exposing a scandal involving Criterion Capital, one of the city's largest landlords. The investigation reveals that tenants were handed electrical safety certificates issued by a company that had been out of business for three years. "Some residents in blocks owned by Asif Aziz's Criterion Capital were recently handed safety-critical electrical checks on their properties even though they had no recollection of an electrician ever visiting," Macleod reports. This is a stark example of how the drive for profit can compromise basic safety standards, echoing historical concerns about the unchecked power of large property developers in the capital.

The author notes that Criterion Capital admitted to the issue only after pressure from the mayor and government ministers, claiming they were victims of a "rogue electrician." However, the company's refusal to self-report the breach to local councils raises questions about accountability. "As you know, that is not at all what we have written and is patently untrue and misleading," the company told London Centric when asked if they were admitting to issuing fake paperwork. This defensive posture contrasts sharply with the administration's call for transparency. The connection to broader issues of housing safety is evident, especially when considering the history of tenant neglect in London's rental market, a theme explored in depth in related coverage of the city's housing crisis.

"At no point would we ever compromise on resident safety."

Macleod's coverage of the Criterion Capital scandal is particularly effective because it grounds the abstract concept of "safety" in the concrete reality of a tenant's home. The fact that the fraudulent certificates bore the address of an empty shop unit opposite a housing minister's office adds a layer of political irony that underscores the urgency of the issue. While the company claims to have rectified the situation, the initial failure suggests a systemic rot that goes beyond a single rogue contractor.

The Shifting Cultural Landscape

The piece concludes with a lighter, yet culturally significant observation: the rebranding of an American candy store on Oxford Street to a "Gulf Candy Store." Macleod notes that this shift may reflect changing global power dynamics and tourist demographics. "I think it's very funny to see how American soft power might be shifting and associations with American candy may not be as glamorous as they once were," says researcher Dr. Nayana Prakash. This small detail serves as a metaphor for the broader theme of the article: the fluidity of London's identity in a rapidly changing world.

Bottom Line

Michael Macleod's piece is a masterful dissection of how modern reputation is forged, showing that London's image is currently being contested in a battle between real-world crime, algorithmic manipulation, and institutional defense. The strongest element is the clear linkage between the financial incentives of social media platforms and the distortion of the city's safety record. However, the argument's biggest vulnerability lies in the assumption that official data can effectively counter the emotional resonance of viral video, a challenge that remains largely unresolved. Readers should watch for how the administration's new diplomatic tactics play out against the relentless churn of online disinformation in the coming months.
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    We have to hold the line against the cruel pseudoscience of facilitated communication

    Freddie deBoer ·  · Mar 30, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  Freddie deBoer delivers a scathing indictment of a major publication for legitimizing a debunked pseudoscience that has caused real-world harm. He argues that by treating facilitated communication as a valid method for a nonverbal author to write a novel, the New York Times is not just making a journalistic error, but actively participating in a dangerous fiction that exploits desperate families. This is not a debate about disability rights; it is a confrontation with a technique that has been scientifically discredited for decades, yet continues to resurface in the cultural mainstream.

The Mechanics of a Debunked Technique

DeBoer opens by dismantling the premise that a severely autistic man could suddenly produce a sophisticated novel through the help of a facilitator. He describes the method as a "zombie technique that must be defeated over and over again." The core of his argument rests on the overwhelming scientific consensus that the output comes from the facilitator, not the disabled individual. He cites the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, which states unequivocally: "Facilitated Communication (FC) is a discredited technique that should not be used." This institutional clarity is crucial, yet often ignored in favor of heartwarming anecdotes.

The author explains that the mechanism behind this phenomenon is the ideomotor effect, the same unconscious muscle movement that drives Ouija boards. "The facilitator is not deliberately faking communication but unknowingly producing it, usually to satisfy their own desperate longing to connect with the disabled person." This distinction is vital; it shifts the blame from malicious fraud to a tragic psychological blind spot. The evidence supporting this is not marginal. DeBoer points out that in rigorous double-blind tests, where the facilitator and the subject are shown different images, the output almost 100% of the time matches what the facilitator saw, not the subject. This historical context is reinforced by the fact that similar patterns were observed in the 1990s during the "Satanic Panic," where facilitated communication led to false accusations of abuse that devastated families.

"One can fully affirm the dignity, intelligence, and humanity of non-speaking autistic individuals while rejecting a method that has been repeatedly shown not to give them a voice."

This line cuts through the emotional fog that often surrounds the topic. DeBoer argues that accepting FC as valid actually erases the humanity of the disabled person by attributing their words to someone else. Critics might note that dismissing the method entirely risks alienating families who feel they have found a breakthrough, but deBoer counters that false hope is more damaging than the truth. The argument holds up because it prioritizes empirical evidence over emotional satisfaction.

The Journalistic Failure

The commentary then shifts to the specific failure of the New York Times in reviewing the novel "Upward Bound." DeBoer contends that the paper treated the review as a simple human-interest story, ignoring the decades of research that debunk the method. He notes that the review only briefly mentions the controversy, quoting skeptics in a parenthetical rather than engaging with the science. "The Times article never grapples with the evidence. Instead, it substitutes anecdote for science." This is a profound failure for a publication that claims to be the "paper of record."

DeBoer suggests that this failure is not accidental but structural. He argues that the Times is increasingly driven by a subscriber model that caters to affluent, progressive readers who prefer narratives of "underdog triumphs and redemptive uplift." By presenting FC as a story of liberation, the paper flatters the moral intuitions of its audience while sidestepping the harsh reality of cognitive impairment. "The whole framing is deeply misleading," he writes, noting that the review invites readers to believe that skepticism is merely prejudice rather than a conclusion drawn from rigorous testing.

"It's about ventriloquism, a profound misattribution of voice."

This metaphor is the piece's most striking image. It reframes the narrative from one of empowerment to one of erasure. The facilitator becomes a ventriloquist, speaking through the disabled person, while the actual voice remains silent. This is not a story of a "caged mind" finally speaking; it is a story of a different mind speaking through the disabled body. The stakes are high, as deBoer points out, because the legitimization of FC has led to "dozens of false accusations of sexual abuse," including the notorious case of Anna Stubblefield, where a facilitator claimed a man with severe cerebral palsy had consented to sex with her.

The Cost of False Hope

DeBoer concludes by addressing the human cost of this pseudoscience. He acknowledges the immense emotional burden on parents of severely disabled children, for whom the promise of hidden intelligence is "understandably seductive." However, he insists that the standard of evidence must be high precisely because the stakes are so high. "The Times legitimizes that false hope," he argues, diverting resources away from evidence-based communication methods that could actually foster independence.

The author's critique is not just of the Times, but of a broader cultural tendency to prioritize feel-good stories over uncomfortable truths. He notes that the FC community has even rebranded the technique to avoid scrutiny, using terms like "spelling" or "letter boards" to evade the label of facilitated communication. Yet, as deBoer points out, "it's all still FC, all still a matter of a verbal and cognitively-unimpaired adult 'interpreting' the language of a severely disabled person." The persistence of this practice despite overwhelming evidence of its falsity is a testament to the power of wishful thinking.

"Facilitated communication does not empower disabled people, it erases them."

This final assertion encapsulates the entire argument. The method does not give a voice to the voiceless; it replaces their silence with the voice of the facilitator. The Times, by endorsing this narrative, has failed in its duty to the truth and to the vulnerable populations it claims to serve.

Bottom Line

DeBoer's argument is a masterclass in separating emotional appeal from scientific reality, effectively dismantling the myth of facilitated communication with rigorous evidence and sharp prose. His biggest vulnerability is the potential for his critique to be perceived as cold or dismissive of the families involved, though he carefully navigates this by emphasizing the harm caused by false hope. Readers should watch for how major media outlets continue to handle similar pseudoscientific claims, as the pressure to produce uplifting narratives often clashes with the duty to report the truth.
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    ⏜ Our radical plan to replace the NBA draft ⏜

    Nate Silver ·  · Apr 1, 2026 · 26 min read

  

  Nate Silver doesn't just critique the NBA's current draft system; he proposes dismantling it entirely in favor of a high-stakes auction model designed to eliminate tanking and restore competitive integrity. By replacing the lottery with a currency of Acquisition Rights Capital, Silver argues we can solve the league's most persistent incentive problem: the financial reward for losing. This is not a minor tweak to the ping-pong balls; it is a fundamental restructuring of how talent is distributed, backed by data that suggests the current system actively punishes teams for trying to win.

The Tanking Incentive

Silver opens with a blunt assessment of the regular season's decline in quality, noting that "a full third of the league — five teams in each conference — basically gave up on the season at some point between October and February." He argues that the league's current hesitation to act stems from a confusion between losing and tanking, a distinction that has allowed perverse incentives to fester. The author points out that "about half the games on any given night 'feature' a tanking team," rendering the product unwatchable for fans willing to pay premium prices.

The core of Silver's argument is that the current draft rules create "weird cliffs in the system and perverse incentives" that encourage teams to lose intentionally to secure a higher pick. He suggests that the league's proposed solutions are merely "tinkering around the edges with the current rules, full of the same kinks and quirks that will be exploited by future Sam Prestis and Daryl Moreys." This critique lands hard because it acknowledges the strategic sophistication of modern front offices; they will always find a way to game a system that rewards failure. By reframing the issue as an institutional design flaw rather than a moral failing of specific owners, Silver makes a compelling case for a radical overhaul.

Critics might argue that an auction system favors wealthy franchises with deeper pockets to hoard capital, potentially widening the competitive gap. However, Silver anticipates this by capping bids and distributing capital based on performance, aiming to protect the league's "middle class" rather than just the worst teams.

"Losing isn't the same thing as tanking, and perhaps it's fine to reward the former but not the latter."

The Mechanics of ARC

Silver's proposed solution is the Acquisition Rights Capital (ARC) system, a mechanism where teams bid on players using a currency allocated based on their season finish. "The draft would be replaced with an auction-type system, where teams bid on eligible players each June with Acquisition Rights Capital or ARC," he writes. This shift transforms the draft from a random lottery into a strategic market where teams can carry over capital, trade it in whole units, and target specific players rather than hoping for a lucky draw.

The author details how this system would flatten the odds, noting that "the steepest part of the curve, in terms of the expected value gain from dropping an additional position in the standings, is roughly between the 20th and 23rd positions" under the current rules. In his model, this incentive to lose is reduced by roughly half. Instead, the system rewards teams that make the playoffs with more capital, while ensuring the bottom three teams receive a flat allocation, similar to the current 14 percent chance for the top pick but without the volatility of the lottery balls.

Silver emphasizes that this approach allows for "more flexibility to tweak the knobs to the league's desired levels," such as penalizing tanking by deducting capital rather than stripping picks entirely. He illustrates this with the example of Steph Curry, suggesting that under this system, a team with spare ARC could "steal a player like him" rather than relying on a lottery win. This connects to the broader concept of fungibility, where capital becomes a universal asset rather than a team-specific pick, simplifying trade negotiations significantly.

"Every fantasy football nerd's favorite solution, an auction rather than a draft, provides for a lot more flexibility to tweak the knobs to the league's desired levels."

Strategic Depth and Fairness

The auction format introduces a new layer of strategy, particularly regarding the "max bid" cap of 100 ARC. Silver notes that "the #1 overall pick is worth about twice as much as the #7 pick," meaning the top prospects will often exceed the maximum bid a single team can make. This forces teams to make difficult decisions: do they save their capital for multiple solid players, or risk a tie-breaker lottery for a generational talent?

He argues that this reduces the element of luck, stating that "bad teams would still be rewarded with better capital, but they wouldn't be quite as subject to the literal bounces of the lottery balls." Furthermore, the system includes rules to prevent a single franchise from dominating the top tier repeatedly, such as limiting a team to winning a max bid "at most 2 times in any 3-year window." This addresses the concern of perpetual dynasties while still allowing for the occasional breakout success.

Silver also touches on the historical context of draft value, referencing how the second round has become increasingly irrelevant, with the "back half of the second round literally zeroes out." His system eliminates the second round entirely, allowing teams to bid on players until their capital is exhausted or they reach their roster limit. This mirrors the efficiency seen in other sports markets, where value is determined by player performance rather than draft slot number.

"If there's a player they really like — say, Steph Curry in 2009 — they can grab him, provided he's not a max player."

Bottom Line

Silver's proposal is a bold, data-driven attempt to align the NBA's incentives with the goal of competitive balance, effectively removing the financial reward for tanking. While the complexity of an auction system and the potential for wealthy teams to outspend others remain valid concerns, the argument that the current lottery is broken is undeniable. The strongest part of this piece is its ability to translate abstract economic incentives into a concrete, actionable mechanism that could fundamentally change how the league operates. Readers should watch for how the NBA responds to the growing frustration with tanking, as Silver's ARC system offers a plausible, if radical, path forward.
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    I know it when I see it

    Based on Wikipedia: I know it when I see it
The Six Words That Haunted a Supreme Court Justice
In 1981, Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart made a rueful confession. Of all the carefully reasoned opinions he had written across decades on the nation's highest court, he knew exactly which words would follow him to the grave: "I know it when I see it."
He was right. Those six words, scribbled into a short concurrence back in 1964, became one of the most quoted phrases in American legal history. They appear in law school textbooks, philosophy seminars, and countless dinner party arguments about the nature of knowledge itself. Stewart had intended them as a modest admission of limitation. Instead, they became his immortal epitaph.

Read full deep dive: https://hex-index.com/wikipedia/i-know-it-when-i-see-it/

  


  
  
    How our prism NBA draft model works

    Nate Silver ·  · Mar 28, 2026 · 17 min read

  

  Nate Silver doesn't just predict who will be drafted; he reveals why the NBA's most expensive contracts often go to the wrong players. By shifting the focus from raw career totals to head-to-head probability, the PRISM model exposes a critical flaw in how teams value "safe" veterans versus high-variance teenagers. This isn't just a new spreadsheet; it's a mathematical argument that the league's salary cap structure fundamentally rewards volatility over consistency.

The Architecture of Comparison

Most draft models try to predict how good each player will be — some number representing future WAR, or a tier classification, or an over/under on career minutes. PRISM doesn't quite do that. Instead, it asks a different question based on pairwise comparisons: given two prospects, which one will have the better NBA career? This design choice matters for a few reasons. The author argues that traditional regression models tend to compress projections toward the average, effectively punishing outliers. By contrast, pairwise rankings allow the model to preserve the structure of a gradient boosting model while allowing us more interpretability into prospect volatility. This approach mirrors the psychological concept of pairwise comparison, where humans are often better at judging relative differences between two options than assigning absolute values to a single item. The model treats every prospect as a contestant in a massive tournament, comparing them against every other player to generate a win probability matrix.

"They can also reward exceptional prospects that outperform the training set."

This is a crucial distinction. In a world where data often pulls predictions back to the mean, Silver's model is designed to let the outliers shine. The core of the argument is that by comparing players directly, the system can identify the rare talents who break the mold, rather than just confirming what the average college stats suggest.

Defining the Role Before the Rank

Before the main ranking model can evaluate prospects, it needs to know what role each one is likely to play. PRISM's role predictions assign each prospect a probability distribution across three offensive archetypes (creator, spacer, big) and three defensive archetypes (perimeter, help, anchor). The author notes that a prospect with 45 percent creator, 35 percent spacer, and 20 percent big is meaningfully different from one at 90/5/5. The first is a "tweener", the second fits the archetype. This classification drives a "tweener score", which measures how cleanly a player maps to a single archetype. Interestingly, the data suggests that playstyle versatility is often an indicator of tweener status, yet the impact on development varies by position. Among on-ball creators and bigs, clear roles predict stronger NBA development. The league still needs point guards who run offenses and centers who anchor defenses. But among spacers, tweeners can actually develop better — the modern NBA rewards shooters who can do a little of everything without being locked into one mode.

Critics might note that labeling a player a "tweener" carries a negative connotation that the data doesn't always support, potentially biasing scouts against versatile players who could thrive in modern lineups. However, Silver's breakdown clarifies that the penalty for being a tweener is not universal; it depends entirely on the specific skills the player brings to the floor.

"Playstyle versatility is often an indicator of tweener status — prospects who spread their possessions across isolation, spot-up, transition, and self-creation without a dominant mode tend to have less concentration in any one archetype."

The Noise of Small Samples

One of the most technical yet vital components of the model is how it handles the inherent noise in college statistics. College statistics are built on small samples. A prospect who shoots 15-for-40 from three has a 37.5 percent clip, but that's 40 attempts — roughly the same number an NBA player takes in two weeks. Raw percentages at that volume are dominated by noise. To solve this, the model uses Bayesian padding, a statistical technique that shrinks each player's shooting and rate statistics toward a prior expectation. This process is similar to the statistical concept of shrinkage, where extreme values are adjusted toward the mean to reduce the impact of random variance. Every player is pulled toward a weighted blend of role-group averages, and for returning players, this prior is further refined by their own prior-season stats. The result is that downstream metrics are built on stabilized inputs rather than raw noise.

"This padding is applied to our box score and play-by-play stats. Importantly, it happens before any composite features are computed, so downstream metrics like expected points per 100 possessions from each shooting zone are built on stabilized inputs rather than raw noise."

This methodological rigor is the backbone of the model's credibility. By acknowledging that a 30% shooter on 20 attempts is statistically indistinguishable from a 40% shooter on 20 attempts, the model avoids the trap of overreacting to short-term flukes. It forces the reader to respect the sample size, a lesson often ignored in the heat of draft season.

The Economics of Volatility

Perhaps the most compelling section of the piece is the analysis of why teams often swing for high-upside players despite the risks. The NBA's salary structure punishes high-commitment contracts for non-elite production. The difference in development between players who peak at +4.0 EPM and those who peak at +2.0 EPM widens over time. The author presents a thought experiment: Player A has a 100 percent chance of becoming a "good" player, while Player B has a 25 percent chance of becoming "elite" and a 75 percent chance of landing at "above average." On pure expected value, Player A looks better. But in a league with a salary cap, teams are optimizing for expected surplus. Player B profiles differently. In the 25 percent scenario where he becomes elite, you have a franchise cornerstone producing +4.7 EPM on a max deal — massive surplus, and the kind of player championships are built around. But if he's "merely" above-average, you simply don't (or at least you shouldn't) extend him at the max.

"This is exactly why teams often optimize for different outcomes in the NBA — combined with aging curves, it's unlikely that older, creation-driven prospects will warrant the type of investment in the NBA that gives them positive EV on max contracts."

This reframes the entire draft strategy. It's not about finding the most consistent player; it's about finding the player whose upside justifies the risk of a max contract. The model suggests that older, safer players often fall in the draft because they cannot generate the necessary surplus value to justify the long-term financial commitment. The gap between a franchise-altering player and a roster-clogging one is often decided in the first year of the rookie contract, a signal the PRISM model is designed to detect early.

"The difference between those two outcomes, as the aging curves show, is the difference between a franchise-altering max contract and a roster-clogging one."

Bottom Line

Silver's PRISM model succeeds by stripping away the illusion of certainty in draft projections and replacing it with a probabilistic framework that aligns with the NBA's unique economic realities. Its greatest strength is the integration of Bayesian statistics to tame noisy college data, but its most valuable insight is the economic argument for preferring volatility over safety in the draft. The biggest vulnerability remains the inherent difficulty of predicting human development, as no model can fully account for the intangible factors of work ethic and injury, but this approach offers the clearest map we have for navigating the chaos of the draft lottery.
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