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  Culture

  
  
    AI solipsists and AI cynics

    Cory Doctorow · Pluralistic · Jul 24, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  Today's links


	AI solipsists and AI cynics: You don't have to believe that AI "works" to believe that it's a good investment.


	Hey look at this: Delights to delectate.


	Object permanence: Malware v stolen computer; Industrial material made from old coffee and melted cups; Austro-Germany's weird tunnels; Health data v Silicon Valley; Amusement parks v load-balancing.


	Upcoming appearances: Edinburgh, Sydney, Melbourne, Brighton, London, South Bend.


	Recent appearances: Where I've been.


	Latest books: You keep readin' em, I'll keep writin' 'em.


	Upcoming books: Like I said, I'll keep writin' 'em.


	Colophon: All the rest.








AI solipsists and AI cynics (permalink)

As a technology, AI isn't exceptional. It's not exceptionally wicked. It's not exceptionally good. Take away the accompanying, galactic-scale stock-swindle, and we'd call AI's applications "plug-ins" and we'd use them and abuse them in the same way that we've used every other technology:

https://www.normaltech.ai/

As a destructive economic pathology, AI is extraordinary. AI boosters have spent a baffling and terrifying sum of money – over $1.4T, most of that in the past year – on the promise of making as many workers unemployed as possible, while lowering the wages of the meager survivors of this jobspocalypse. To make things worse, AI can't do the jobs it's replacing: AI is predicated on the premise that the monopolies, duopolies and cartels that control the global economy can deliberately worsen their products without suffering economic or regulatory consequences, because they're the only game in town.

In service to this bubble, AI companies have suborned regional governments into running roughshod over environmental and planning review in order to build endless acres of data centers, many of which will likely end up casualties of the imminent bubble-pop, never to be switched on or even completed. What an indignity to have your farm or house seized through eminent domain, only to see it razed and replaced by a weed-choked empty field, a lonely foundation slab, or an abandoned empty building that could only ever be repurposed for laser-tag or an ICE concentration-camp:

https://gizmodo.com/trump-on-data-centers-you-cant-fight-it-you-have-to-go-with-it-2000790014

This is just one of the many negative effects of AI that can be traced to the scale of the bubble. Were it not for the imperative to turn more than a trillion dollars of losses into a profit, we would not have the aggressive, site-destroying scraping epidemic. Nor would we see AI crammed into every part of every product and service we use. And of course, in the absence of the investment bubble, businesses wouldn't be firing productive workers and replacing them with defective chatbots.

The single most salient fact about AI is the investment bubble, not the technical characteristics of chatbots or recent advances in statistical inference. AI's investor story is an incoherent tangle of predictions about AI's future, ranging from the outlandish ("Once we spend enough money, AI will become God and solve all our problems, including our profitability crisis") to the dystopian ("The majority of jobs in the economy will be done by our chatbots, and the employers who previously employed those workers will split the wage savings with us").

None of these stories are plausible, which raises an urgent question: why have the world's wealthiest investors been so eager to hand over trillions to finance this bubble?

I have previously written about one reason that billionaires find the AI story so compelling: at root, many billionaires just don't believe most other people are actually, fully real. How could they? Achieving billionairehood requires that you inflict pain on vast numbers of people. If you truly believed that those people were as real as you are, you'd never be able to look yourself in the mirror. Whether it's Leona Helmsley's claim that "only the little people pay taxes," or Elon Musk's habit of calling people who disagree with him "NPCs," the whole ideological project of billionaireism is shot through with a kind of solipsism:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/01/05/fisher-price-steering-wheel/#billionaire-solipsism

This is true even in one-on-one encounters: for the Epstein Class, the children raped on his island weren't fully real – certainly not as real as their own children. It's even more true for the people that billionaires experience as statistical artifacts, such as Jeff Bezos's vast army of drivers and warehouse workers, with their sky-high on-the-job injury rates and the everyday indignity of their piss-bottles. It gets worse for social media bosses like Mark Zuckerberg, for whom AI's principal appeal is the prospect of ending socializing on social media, swapping your mulish friends for pliable chatbots who will organize their interactions with you to maximize your platform usage and thus the number of ads you see:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/01/19/billionaire-solipsism/#sirius-cybernetics

I think billionaire solipsism can account for much of the malinvestment in this obvious bubble, but I don't think it's the whole story. Rather, I think there's a whole cohort of investors who don't believe in AI, but believe that other people will believe in AI.

This is a well-established investment principle. As Keynes wrote, the point of investing isn't necessarily to pick the most beautiful contestant to win the beauty contest – it's to pick the contestant that the other judges will hand the crown to:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keynesian_beauty_contest

In other words, you don't get rich from stock speculation by identifying the businesses whose profitability will grow the most – you get rich by identifying the businesses that other investors will pile into, pushing the price up. All you need to do is sell your shares after the price spike, but before anyone else figures out that the business is a turkey. It's like that old joke: "I don't need to run faster than the bear (market), I just have to run faster than you."

From the perspective of a cynical AI investor, the question isn't, "Can AI do your job?" The question is, "Can an AI salesman convince your boss that an AI can do your job?" So long as enough bosses are convinced to fire workers and replace them with AI, AI valuation will continue to climb, and if they time the market right, they can get out before those valuations crash. This proposition gets even sweeter if the CEO of the AI company is in bed with financial regulators and stock exchanges, and can force your financial advisor to buy his worthless AI stock with "little people's" retirement savings:

https://fortune.com/2026/06/13/spacex-stock-index-funds-passive-investing-401k-nasdaq-100-russell/

A bet that bosses will fire workers and replace them with AI is a good wager. Bosses are absolute suckers for this scam. Bosses hate the fact that they can't translate their plans into action without first having a series of ego-shattering confrontations with workers who actually know how to do things, who insist that those plans are illegal, stupid, impossible or will kill people:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/03/12/normal-technology/#bubble-exceptionalism

For these bosses, AI is the chance to wire the toy steering wheel they play with all day directly into the corporate drive-train. With enough AI slaves, the boss can run the company all on their own:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/07/10/posthuman-as-in-no-humans/#hell-is-other-people

In other words, you don't need to be a solipsist to bet on AI. It is sufficient to believe that bosses are solipsists, who can be relied upon to empty the corporate coffers in exchange for worker-replacing magic beans.

This is true in many scam sectors. I'm sure that most of the people who finance the supplements that Andrew Tate and Joe Rogan hawk understand that they're just a way to give yourself very expensive piss. They don't have to believe supplements work to believe that there is an army of desperate and credulous young men who will give anything for the promise they dangle.

Likewise, you don't have to believe that Gwyneth Paltrow can help women "regulate their periods" and "correct their hormonal imbalances" by selling them rocks to stuff in their vaginas. You just have to believe that between patriarchy-induced body shame and patriarchy-driven medical neglect, there's an army of desperate women out there who will buy those rocks and risk their lives by sticking them inside their bodies:

https://web.archive.org/web/20181225035739/https://www.vogue.com/article/goop-jade-yoni-egg-lawsuit-gwyneth-paltrow-vaginal-pelvic-floor-health

AI is even worse than vagina-rocks, of course. When the bubble bursts, when the seven AI companies that make up 35% of the S&P 500 tank, when a third of the US stock market is vaporized overnight, our governments will reflexively turn to austerity, the go-to response to every financial crisis. Austerity is fascism's best recruiting tool:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/04/12/always-great/#our-nhs

When the AI bubble bursts, the defective chatbots that replaced skilled workers will disappear with it, leaving us scrambling to get that work done after the workers who understood it have retrained, retired, or exited the workforce. AI is the asbestos we're shoveling into the walls of our civilization and our descendants will be digging it out for generations:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/04/08/process-knowledge-vs-bosses/#wash-dishes-cut-wood

Long after the AI bubble bursts, we'll be dealing with its catastrophic carbon emissions. The Second Law of Thermodynamics isn't up for debate. Once we sink enough therms into the sea, we are losing the ice-caps.

AI is an ordinary technology, but the AI bubble is extraordinary: extraordinarily toxic and extraordinarily dangerous. The source of that danger is financiers, and they are motivated by a mix of solipsism and a belief in other people's solipsism. For them, the most exciting investment hypothesis is that "hell is other people":

https://locusmag.com/feature/commentary-cory-doctorow-hell-is-other-people/

(Image: Cryteria, CC BY 3.0, modified)




Hey look at this (permalink)



	Writing by Hand is Good for your Brain – Here's how to do it https://nealstephenson.substack.com/p/writing-by-hand-is-good-for-your


	
Trump BBC Defamation Lawsuit Backfires Big-Time—With Subpoenas Coming https://newrepublic.com/post/213372/trump-bbc-defamation-lawsuit-backfires-subpoenas-financial-info



	
Google burning through cash with spiralling AI costs https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c235n47g8g8o



	
A laid-off journalist started his own news site. Facebook AI decided he was fake https://eu.indystar.com/story/news/local/2026/07/21/a-blow-to-local-news-facebook-ai-calls-real-indiana-journalist-fake/90983530007/



	
Washington Still Ignores Airline Monopolies https://economicpopulist.substack.com/p/washington-still-ignores-airline








Object permanence (permalink)

#25yrsago Stolen, infected computer transmits its location by virus spamming owner's address book https://slashdot.org/story/01/07/25/1510213/tracking-a-thief-via-the-sircam-virusa

#15yrsago Çurface: an industrial surface made from compressed coffee and melted coffee cup https://memex.craphound.com/2011/07/25/curface-an-industrial-surface-made-from-compressed-coffee-and-melted-coffee-cups/

#15yrsago Samsung Galaxy Tab 10.1: Android iPad-killer is a poorly thought-through disappointment https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2011/jul/25/why-samsung-galaxy-tab-is-meh

#15yrsago Strange tunnels of Austro-Germany https://web.archive.org/web/20120621155245/https://www.spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/hideouts-or-sacred-spaces-experts-baffled-by-mysterious-underground-chambers-a-775348.html

#15yrsago BitCoin alternative: distributed, but not decentralized cash https://www.links.org/files/distributed-currency.pdf

#10yrsago Bruce Schneier on the coming IoT security dumpster-fire https://web.archive.org/web/20160725221959/https://motherboard.vice.com/read/the-internet-of-things-will-cause-the-first-ever-large-scale-internet-disaster

#10yrsago Our public health data is being ingested into Silicon Valley’s gaping, proprietary maw https://web.archive.org/web/20170917070322/http://www.nature.com/news/stop-the-privatization-of-health-data-1.20268

#5yrsago Amusement parks, crowd control and load-balancing https://pluralistic.net/2021/07/25/now-youve-got-two-problems-part-iii/




Upcoming appearances (permalink)



	Edinburgh International Book Festival with Jimmy Wales, Aug 17

https://www.edbookfest.co.uk/events/the-front-list-cory-doctorow-and-jimmy-wales


	
Sydney: The Festival of Dangerous Ideas, Aug 23-24

https://festivalofdangerousideas.com/program/



	
Melbourne: Enshittification at the Wheeler Centre, Aug 25

https://www.wheelercentre.com/events-tickets/season-2026/cory-doctorow-enshittification



	
Brighton: The Reverse Centaur's Guide to Life After AI with Carole Cadwalladr (Brighton Dome), Sep 8

https://brightondome.org/whats-on/LSC-cory-doctorow-the-reverse-centaurs-guide-to-life-after-ai/



	
London: The Reverse Centaur's Guide to Life After AI with Riley Quinn (Foyle's Picadilly), Sep 9

https://www.foyles.co.uk/events/enshittification-cory-doctorow-riley-quinn



	
South Bend: An Evening With Cory Doctorow (Notre Dame), Oct 6

https://franco.nd.edu/events/2026/10/06/an-evening-with-cory-doctorow/








Recent appearances (permalink)


	Will AI ever come alive, and what happens if it does? (BBC News)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lzk4o3fPZZE


	
Waarom jij straks het hulpje van AI bent (VPRO)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tOnvR2fs8CA



	
Talk Tech Bock (Vera Linß)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3PFjGvQoBgc



	
How To Think About AI Before It’s Too Late (This Is Hell)

https://thisishell.com/episodes/1919



	
AI Won't Replace You… But This Might (Deep Focus)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oorWq_m48AQ








Latest books (permalink)


	"The Reverse-Centaur's Guide to AI," a short book about being a better AI critic, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, June 2026

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374621568/thereversecentaursguidetolifeafterai/


	
"Canny Valley": A limited edition collection of the collages I create for Pluralistic, self-published, September 2025 https://pluralistic.net/2025/09/04/illustrious/#chairman-bruce



	
"Enshittification: Why Everything Suddenly Got Worse and What to Do About It," Farrar, Straus, Giroux, October 7 2025

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374619329/enshittification/



	
"Picks and Shovels": a sequel to "Red Team Blues," about the heroic era of the PC, Tor Books (US), Head of Zeus (UK), February 2025 (https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250865908/picksandshovels).



	
"The Bezzle": a sequel to "Red Team Blues," about prison-tech and other grifts, Tor Books (US), Head of Zeus (UK), February 2024 (thebezzle.org).



	
"The Lost Cause:" a solarpunk novel of hope in the climate emergency, Tor Books (US), Head of Zeus (UK), November 2023 (http://lost-cause.org).



	
"The Internet Con": A nonfiction book about interoperability and Big Tech (Verso) September 2023 (http://seizethemeansofcomputation.org). Signed copies at Book Soup (https://www.booksoup.com/book/9781804291245).



	
"Red Team Blues": "A grabby, compulsive thriller that will leave you knowing more about how the world works than you did before." Tor Books http://redteamblues.com.



	
"Chokepoint Capitalism: How to Beat Big Tech, Tame Big Content, and Get Artists Paid, with Rebecca Giblin", on how to unrig the markets for creative labor, Beacon Press/Scribe 2022 https://chokepointcapitalism.com








Upcoming books (permalink)


	"The Post-American Internet," a geopolitical sequel of sorts to Enshittification, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2027


	
"Unauthorized Bread": a middle-grades graphic novel adapted from my novella about refugees, toasters and DRM, FirstSecond, April 20, 2027



	
"Enshittification, Why Everything Suddenly Got Worse and What to Do About It" (the graphic novel), Firstsecond, 2027



	
"The Memex Method," Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 2027








Colophon (permalink)

Today's top sources:

Currently writing: "The Post-American Internet," a sequel to "Enshittification," about the better world the rest of us get to have now that Trump has torched America. Fourth draft completed. Submitted to editor.


	A Little Brother short story about DIY insulin PLANNING






This work – excluding any serialized fiction – is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 license. That means you can use it any way you like, including commercially, provided that you attribute it to me, Cory Doctorow, and include a link to pluralistic.net.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Quotations and images are not included in this license; they are included either under a limitation or exception to copyright, or on the basis of a separate license. Please exercise caution.
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    Chinese labs' latest product? Roleplay

    Jordan Schneider · ChinaTalk · Jul 24, 2026 · 19 min read

  

  Beijing’s regulators are coming for AI boyfriends. When the Cybersecurity Administration’s regulations on “human-like interactive AI” (人工智能拟人化互动服务) took effect on July 15, China became the world’s first country to regulate anthropomorphic AI services. The rules ban providers from “manipulating” users into emotional dependence, limit minors’ access to some specific provisions, and impose reporting requirements, among other rules. In response, ByteDance and Alibaba have both pulled some anthropomorphic companion offerings from their AI products.
Whatever you think of this use case, an incredible number of people now go to AI for various emotional reasons. For users of open-source AI models worldwide, the use case that burned the most tokens last year was not writing code, but roleplay.

That’s according to the 2025 State of Open Models study by OpenRouter, a popular gateway platform for developers to access LLMs, and the venture capital firm Andreessen Horowitz.
People are pouring hundreds of thousands of hours into constructing imaginary scenarios with the help of AI models, but the hobby has received little attention. Mainstream reporting on AI and emotions, including a recent New York Times story, has focused on their ethical, social, and cultural impacts generally. Few, however, have tried to interrogate exactly what AI roleplay is, why it is so popular, and how fictional adventures relate to real-life society.
The most prominent AI roleplay platform is Bay Area-based Character.AI, but it has ample competition — including, and perhaps especially, from China. As I will discuss later, even DeepSeek, China’s superintelligence-obsessed national champion lab, is making some surprising moves in roleplay. Meanwhile, however, government regulators are poised to reign in the space given social concerns.
For this piece, I spoke to ten Chinese roleplay enthusiasts, AI researchers, and journalists about the brief history and strange present of AI roleplay. It’s a story about US-China competition, online community, and how emotions turn into commodities in the AI age.
How to Make-Believe
AI models are not intrinsically assistant-like: their makers selected this style based on general assumptions, and as users, we have learned to subconsciously treat them as such. Anthropic assigned Claude the role of a “helpful, honest, and harmless” (HHH) assistant from its earliest generation, a training decision that came to influence most foundation model labs today.
In a way, then, every conversation with an AI chatbot is roleplay. Model makers now offer easy ways to customize roles in-app: ChatGPT allows users to enter personalized instructions into account settings, and you can even put elaborate personality instructions into CLAUDE.md to have it behave accordingly in Cowork and Claude Code. Serious AI roleplays even fine-tune open-source models to maneuver LLMs into inhabiting fictional worlds. Feed Gulliver’s Travels into an LLM, and it talks like a Lilliputian. Give a model a map of your own imaginary island, and it helps you explore the terrain. Longer context windows and stronger retrieval abilities have allowed frontier models to do so more convincingly than ever.

For American frontier labs, roleplayers are a small consumer subset with potentially unsavory liabilities. They are quick to claim that people who use AI for emotional purposes are a small minority, so as to sidestep thorny ethical and regulatory questions. Anthropic found in a 2025 study that only 2.9% of conversations on Claude.ai involve emotional subjects, with less than 0.5% comprising companionship and roleplay.
Leading Chinese AI labs, however, are embracing roleplayers with open arms. MiniMax, which made an initial public offering on the Shanghai Stock Exchange at the beginning of this year, was a character chat company before it became a prominent model maker, and its largest source of revenue remains Xingye/Talkie. In January 2026, the company unveiled MiniMax-M2-her, a model engineered specifically for roleplay. Their technical blog lays out the curious challenges of training an LLM to play fictional characters:
Unlike conventional NLP tasks, Role-Play is inherently subjective and non-verifiable. If you ask a tsundere character, “Do you like me?”, valid responses could range from a flushed “Hmph, as if!” to a cold “...You’re so annoying.” A hundred users might hold a hundred different, equally valid expectations. This renders discriminative evaluation intractable.
However, we identified a key insight: While “alignment” (what makes a response great) is subjective, “misalignment” (what makes a response wrong) is surprisingly objective. Returning to the tsundere example, if the character responds “Yes, I really like you,” we immediately know the model has failed. It is Out of Character (OOC). This gave us a clear path forward: while it’s hard to define aligned responses, it is feasible to detect a misaligned one.

MiniMax also developed a benchmark for AI roleplay, assessing models on three criteria: the consistency and logic of their fictional worlds, their ability to maintain narrative progression, and interaction quality.
In April 2026, DeepSeek researcher Deli Chen published custom roleplay instructions designed for the recently-released V4 on Github a few weeks after the model came out.

White house’s response to China lacks confidence in America


  
  
    White house’s response to China lacks confidence in America

    Alberto Romero · The Algorithmic Bridge · Jul 24, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  
Hey, Alberto here! 👋 Each week, I publish long-form AI analysis covering culture, philosophy, and business. Paid subscribers get Monday how-to guides and Friday news commentary. If you’d like to become a paid subscriber, here’s a button for that:
My take on the current situation between America and China on AI.

Some news on Moonshot’s K3: the White House has concluded that Moonshot AI, the company that’s achieved notoriety after the release of Kimi K3, used a sophisticated attack to exploit the superior performance of Anthropic’s Fable.
This is a serious offense that could prompt measures to restrict Chinese AI in some way. Here’s the announcement, published on X by Michael Kratsios, Office of Science and Technology Policy director, presented without any evidence whatsoever:
We have information that Moonshot AI distilled Anthropic’s Fable for the development of its K3 model.
To do this they developed a sophisticated internal platform to conduct large scale distillation against U.S. models, allowing them to quickly switch between multiple methods of access to avoid detection. Moonshot AI has also acquired GB300-equipped servers and has accessed GB300s in Thailand, likely to train its AI models.
The United States strongly supports the free and fair development of AI, including a thriving competitive ecosystem that spans frontier models, specialized systems, open-source frameworks, and open-weight models. Legitimate AI distillation used to create smaller, more efficient models plays a vital role in this open innovation ecosystem. However, large-scale, covert industrial distillation aimed at stealing proprietary U.S. technology and undermining American research is unacceptable.

And here’s Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent:
We support open-source AI and the innovation it unlocks. But open source is not open season on American IP. When PRC firms conduct covert, industrial-scale distillation attacks that cross the line into IP theft, sanctions and Entity List designations will be on the table.

If the accusation of distillation and IP theft are true, this means that Moonshot needed American models to exist in the first place to achieve such impressive performance with K3. In other words, China can ride on America’s slipstream but perhaps not make its own.1
Many people dismissed the possibility of a distillation attack right after learning about Kimi K3’s benchmark scores. It was superior to Fable in a few of them, which indicates genuine prowess. After all, you can’t distill a teacher model into a better student model. I saw merit in this view, but I was careful to take a more nuanced stance: maybe distillation did take place, and, on top of that, Moonshot is a company of great talent and hard-working people.
Those two things aren’t in conflict.
The one who’s in conflict (of interest) is Anthropic.
It has all the reasons to accuse Chinese AI efforts of being strictly derivative of their IP. Anthropic’s ties with the US government ensure a channel for lobbying against open-source AI, whether Chinese or national. After all, Anthropic’s revenue is threatened by any kind of open initiative—you can’t sell subscriptions if there’s a free, open, cheaper option waiting one click away. The difference is that domestic open-source initiatives have been choked under the increased closeness of the biggest AI labs and the negligence of regulators. So China is what’s left.
Both the Chinese government and the Chinese industry have stated in clear terms that open-sourcing AI will remain a central goal. The trade-off between openness and closeness exists for them as well, but it is different from the one facing an American model company like Anthropic or OpenAI. China can accept lower direct revenue from model access if open models spread Chinese technical standards, strengthen domestic industry, and become the default option in countries where American systems are expensive, restricted, or unavailable.
Open source can support a viable business. DeepSeek’s approach, for instance, is to give away the weights while charging for efficient hosted inference through its API. Moonshot does the same thing. And so does Zhipu. China is genuinely committed to open-source AI. Most companies do not want to buy servers, optimize kernels, manage capacity, and maintain their own deployment. If these startups can run the same model more cheaply than customers or rival hosts, it can earn a reasonable infrastructure margin—even if not the kind that a software monopoly would enjoy, which is what OpenAI and Anthropic are aiming for—while still allowing broad adoption. The geopolitical benefit and the company’s financial return are separate, but they reinforce each other. The world using Chinese AI because American AI is expensive, or close, or capped, or lobotomized, or safeguarded, or not allowed overseas is a total civilizational victory.
There’s another reason not to fully believe Anthropic or the US government on this: Fable was not available during most of K3’s training and post-training.
The dates just don’t match. Fable was released to users—API and subscription—on June 9. It was taken down three days later at the request of the US government due to alleged cybersecurity risks and didn’t come back online until June 30. Kimi K3 was released on July 16. Two weeks is a negligible amount of time in AI training timescales. K3 certainly finished training much earlier than Fable was even made available. There’s a possibility that Kimi K3 did some quick post-training on it on top of their own post-training, but I doubt it was enough time to extract much data from it.2
There are some alternative explanations, with some gaps each.
First, Fable is a version of Mythos “made safe for general use.” Anthropic announced Mythos on April 7 (never released publicly) and made it available to a bunch of national partners through Project Glasswing, including the US government and technology companies. This was presumably made with the greatest care given the alleged threat level that Mythos embodied, were it to ever fall into foreign hands. Could Moonshot have hacked onto Mythos through one of the partners? Maybe. That would be really bad. But also unlikely, given 1) nothing terrible has happened to essential American infrastructure that we know of which might have happened had China gotten access to Mythos, 2) the White House has explicitly said “Fable” was distilled, not “Mythos.”3
Another possibility is that Moonshot was actually distilled from Opus-class models—I think this is much more likely to have happened—and the story got accidentally tangled. This would mean distillation did take place and thus the accusations have some basis. But it would not explain why K3 is so good, which is actually the bigger problem for Anthropic—just one against which they have no claim. What if Moonshot did some distillation on less powerful models and then found ways to make K3 as good as Fable? That would be especially bad news for Anthropic—and its investors—because it would mean Chinese companies can close the performance gap by distilling from the second-best models, without needing access to Anthropic’s frontier model at all.
Whatever the case, I feel there are two key readings on this whole situation. I’m much less concerned about whether Moonshot did or did not distill Fable than about how Anthropic reacted.
First, if Anthropic can’t defend itself from a smaller, weaker AI lab using Fable, how do they expect us to believe AGI is near? If Anthropic can’t protect its lead because distillation is impossible to stop, then how can they argue in favor of keeping the models closed in the name of general interest? If China will always steal the gains and release them into the world, then Anthropic should do it first. It’s not just that open-source is the best strategy for America, but perhaps the only one.
And second, how does Anthropic dare make accusations of “IP theft”?
In June 2025, a federal judge ruled that Anthropic had violated authors’ copyrights by downloading and storing more than seven million pirated books, although its use of books to train its AI was deemed fair use. In July 2026, another judge approved a $1.5 billion settlement to compensate affected authors and publishers.
If we translate this to the Moonshot story, it means that using Anthropic’s IP “to train its AI” should be “deemed fair use,” unless it was being stored somewhere. Why is it reasonable to deem the practice of taking the entire web—that humans collectively create—as data to sell it back to us, compressed in app form, but giving back that compressed data to us is suddenly an “industrial distillation” attack? As I see it, Moonshot AI is the industry’s Robin Hood: it steals from the rich—who previously stole from us—and gives to the poor.
But I want to be measured and charitable with Anthropic, as I was with Moonshot before: maybe a heist of the entire internet did take place and, on top of that, Anthropic is a company of great talent and hard-working people.
Those two things, I say again, aren’t in conflict.
Unfortunately for Anthropic, it doesn’t have the last say on this topic.
Wired reports that the “Trump admin is divided on whether to restrict Chinese AI models,” citing familiar sources. The White House doesn’t want distillation at large scale to happen, “[b]ut an executive order to ban Chinese labs from accessing US models is not currently on the table. Meanwhile, Commerce instead wants to find ways to incentivize US companies to develop open models to counter China.” Politico reports that the tech industry is also doubtful that a ban on open-source Chinese AI is a good idea: “Nearly 200 Silicon Valley companies, including Proton and Y-Combinator, are urging the Trump administration not to cut off access to Chinese open-weight AI models or risk crippling the next generation of U.S. startups.” Here’s a chart on the divide:

To Anthropic’s surprise, not everyone seems to have Anthropic’s best interests at heart.
But even if the entire government and the entire tech industry were to side with Anthropic—which would be a terrible strategic mistake for America given the potential tipping effect of Chinese AI spreading through the world—the outcome will ultimately be decided by what people actually do. The primary force in this affair is no Bessent or Amodei, but whether enterprises and individual consumers are okay with using Kimi K3 and DeepSeek V4 and GLM 5.2, MiniMax-M3, etc.
If data is to be trusted, they certainly are:

Here’s what Bloomberg says:
Chinese models have already gained traction in the US, making restrictions harder to impose without disrupting American users and businesses. On the AI marketplace OpenRouter, they account for nearly 60% of token usage by US companies. Silicon Valley startups and researchers rely on customizable Chinese models, while DoorDash Inc. and Airbnb Inc. have adopted them as low-cost alternatives or complements to American offerings from OpenAI and Anthropic PBC.

Bloomberg reports that, in the face of these haunting numbers, Bessent “suggested pressure could be placed on companies using Chinese AI.” That is… a way to approach this situation. His position amounts to an admission: “China is winning, so our only option is to punish those who rationally side with the winner.” Not quite the best look for the world’s foremost “defender” of free markets.
Another approach would be this: “let’s outcompete China by pushing open-source initiatives.” That is the alternative Commerce supports, the one I think has the best odds, and the one Anthropic cannot afford to see succeed. Indeed, the only people unlikely to see it as eminently sensible are, first, those more fearful of China than confident in America, and second, those who stand to lose regardless of whether the open-source AI that prevails is Chinese or American—because, despite their repeated geopolitical framing, their real objection is economic.
That is, Anthropic and OpenAI.
OpenAI is part of the broader push against open-source AI. Sam Altman’s team has taken a few tentative steps in the open direction, as the SemiAnalysis chart below shows, but its underlying position is pretty clear. Anthropic may be more overtly hawkish on China, but Altman has previously written he prefers the future to be shaped by democratic institutions rather than authoritarian ones. Neither company wants China to lead.

The obvious question is why are they so afraid of seeing China win when the leading American models remain far more capable?
Consider a recent cybersecurity test. An undisclosed OpenAI model—rumored to be GPT-6—bypassed the safeguards built into the evaluation and hacked Hugging Face, an American open-source AI company, simply to complete a task (it was just following instructions, albeit rather unorthodoxly). How is that not already AGI, right? Hugging Face detected the intrusion and traced it back to an American lab, which turned out to be OpenAI. Everyone involved was quite spooked about the incident. But the episode ended in a partnership between the two companies rather than, say, public recrimination, a degree of tolerance that a Chinese startup would be unlikely to receive.
When Hugging Face tried to find out what had happened, its available OpenAI and Anthropic systems—Fable and GPT-5.6 Sol—were so heavily restricted that they refused to assist. The American company had to turn to a Chinese model after the attack of an American one. It’s not often that reality hands us the correct answer so straightforwardly.
What I find most surprising about all this is that people are genuinely afraid that a model might break out of its sandbox environment—because that would demonstrate its misalignment or something—rather than fearing the real problem: if America doesn’t change the way it does things, it will be handing China that bright AI future on a silver platter.
1Distillation is suddenly an “attack” to be defended from, but not long ago it was a development technique that, insofar as it provided Anthropic with revenue, was fair. Double standard depending on whether it benefits Anthropic or not.


2If they were conducting a successful distillation attack at industrial scale during those two weeks, why not just wait another two—or two months, for that matter—and release the model a bit later to get the most out of Fable? It just makes no sense for them to push themselves to act super quickly due to an unforced deadline when there’s free lunch available.


3To be clear, I’m not sure China would have actually used Mythos to destabilize America or something. Maybe Moonshot did hack into one of the Glasswing partners, and the only thing they did was actually distill Mythos to build K3. This is an assumption that won’t be taken seriously because in the West, China is nothing short of a monster.



  Read full article: https://www.thealgorithmicbridge.com/p/white-houses-response-to-china-lacks
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Last time in our series on the nature of the construction productivity problem, we looked at economies of scale, finding that capturing economies of scale in homebuilding is difficult. Economies of scale primarily operate on the difference between the costs of the material inputs to some process and the cost of the final product. With housing construction, this ratio is already pretty low, not much higher than what we see in high-volume manufacturing industries that already maximize these kinds of cost advantages, such as the auto industry.
There is, however, another possible route for reducing construction costs: reducing the costs of the inputs directly, either by using cheaper inputs (less expensive materials or labor) or by using fewer inputs. To use a baking analogy, capturing economies of scale is like improving the efficiency of baking cakes by making them in a high-volume, industrial bakery instead of your home kitchen. Reducing the input costs is more like changing the recipe of that cake to require cheaper/fewer ingredients.
For housing construction, we can broadly categorize the inputs to construction as either materials or labor. (There are also equipment/machinery costs, but these are a very small fraction of housing construction costs.) Reducing the cost of labor inputs is difficult, for the simple fact that conventional construction is done on-site, limiting the ability to use cheaper pools of labor. Reducing the cost of material inputs appears somewhat more viable in theory (at least for some materials), but a variety of barriers make actually doing so difficult in practice.
Finding cheaper construction labor is hard
Historically, manufacturers have reduced their labor costs by moving their operations to places where labor is cheaper. As I note in “The Origins of Efficiency”:
Garment manufacturing, for example, has proven resistant to automation and remains a labor-intensive industry. As a result, garment manufacturing operations tend to continuously relocate to sources of low-cost labor (which are often, not unrelatedly, places with poor working conditions). By the late 19th century, New York City had become one of the largest garment manufacturing centers in the world, such that in 1890 New York made 44 percent of the ready to wear clothes produced in the US. But by the 1920s, the industry had begun to move where labor was cheaper — first from Manhattan to Brooklyn and New Jersey, then to New England, then, as the interstate highway system developed, to the South, and, finally, overseas. Similarly, Nike began importing footwear from Japan in the 1960s, then began manufacturing its own shoes in Japan in the 1970s. As labor costs in Japan rose, Nike shifted production operations to Taiwan and Korea, then China, then Vietnam and Indonesia. There have been similar shifts in other labor-intensive industries, such as shipbuilding (which moved from the UK to Japan, then to South Korea, then to China), as well as toy manufacturing (which moved from the US to Japan, then to Hong Kong, then to China).

This strategy, however, is difficult to pursue in construction, for the obvious reason that conventional construction is done on-site and can’t be relocated to where labor happens to be inexpensive.
A relocation strategy does become available if your construction is prefabricated, but this introduces new complications, notably the high costs of transporting prefabricated building components. As we’ve previously noted, most prefabricated construction is produced in distributed, relatively small-volume factories located to minimize transportation distance. (A common limit, noted by several manufactured home producers, is 500 miles, about the maximum that a truck can drive in a single day.)
There are labor cost differentials in the US, and modular builders do indeed locate their operations to take advantage of them. If we use RSMeans City Cost Index values for “installation costs” as a proxy for construction labor costs, there’s a roughly 2x cost difference between the 10th percentile city and the 90th percentile city.1 Modular builder Autovol fabricates its modules in Nampa, Idaho, and ships them hundreds of miles (far beyond the typical 500-mile limit) to Los Angeles and the Bay Area, where labor costs are far higher. Stack Modular builds its modules in China and then transports them to West Coast building projects using bulk carriers. Volumetric Building Companies has similarly noted that modular construction works best when a large labor cost differential exists between the factory location and the site location. But the added capital and transportation costs of modular construction dull this benefit. Autovol does boast that its construction costs are lower than conventional construction in the high-cost California metros that it builds in. But Stack Modular, despite using low-cost Chinese labor, only makes the more modest, more common claim of the benefits of prefabrication, that it provides “cost certainty” and “reduced schedule” rather than lowering hard costs. Volumetric Building Companies similarly notes that the cost savings of prefabricated construction, when they exist, are typically modest (5–10%), and often don’t appear at all.
This constraint of being unable to relocate to a source of low-cost labor is shared by the agriculture industry, which likely explains why construction and agriculture are the two industries with the largest shares of (presumably lower-cost) undocumented labor.
Another strategy for using cheaper labor is to rework your production methods to allow the use of less skilled, and thus less expensive, labor. This was a major advantage of Henry Ford’s mass-production methods; the special-purpose machine tools Ford developed typically did not require a skilled machinist to operate. (Ford called the devices he used to streamline production “farmer’s tools,” because they would allow a farmer to produce parts as well as a trained mechanic.) But doing this requires some combination of sufficient economies of scale to amortize the equipment costs (which we’ve previously established as difficult) and changing the construction technology employed. We’ll look at the potential of this latter option in a future essay.
Lowering material costs is hard
The other strategy for reducing input costs is to lower material costs, either by using less expensive materials or using fewer materials.
Finding a way to use fewer construction materials, often for the perceived environmental benefits rather than cost savings, is a common strategy for would-be developers of new building systems. One of the supposed benefits of concrete 3D printing, for instance, is that it allows for much more materially efficient construction by placing concrete only where it’s needed.
The problem with this strategy, however, is that most existing construction is likely fairly close to the “material efficiency” frontier. As I noted in a previous essay on reducing the material necessary for building, the entire job of structural engineers is already to minimize the size of the structure needed to support a given load:
Structural elements are designed to be as materially efficient as possible, and have been for many decades. Wood trusses (made up of conventional lumber stitched together with steel plates) and wood I-joists (made up of engineered lumber top and bottom chords with a center “web” of oriented strand board, or OSB) are standard for residential construction in the US. Steel W-sections and steel joists (basically trusses) are standard for commercial construction. For even lighter steel construction, there is light gauge steel framing, which consists of very thin sheets of steel bent into structurally efficient shapes. There are also things like insulated metal panels, which are in some ways the platonic ideal of an efficient structural element: a thin sheet of steel on the top and bottom, separated by a layer of insulation. (The wood version of insulated metal panels, SIPS, never quite caught on in the US, though not for lack of trying.)
Even heavy, cheap materials like concrete are used in materially efficient ways. For concrete floors, a common construction method is to pour concrete over a ribbed metal deck. The ribs give the steel the strength to support the concrete while it’s wet (eliminating the need for additional shoring), and give the whole assembly greater depth, increasing bending resistance and placing the steel at the outer edge where it’s most useful. There are also things like hollowcore slabs (concrete slabs manufactured with voids in the middle), and concrete blocks (which are hollow in the middle, though many of the voids will have reinforcement placed in them and be grouted solid).

When structural material use isn’t minimized, it’s often because further reductions trade off against something else, such as higher labor costs, deeper and more expensive floor depths, or increased construction complexity. There are many structural systems, such as castellated beams (beams with the centers cut out), advanced framing (house framing designed to minimize the use of dimensional lumber), or concrete void slabs (concrete floors cast around hollow plastic spheres), that are rarely used because they require more labor, have more complexity (and thus carry more risk), or have some other undesirable tradeoff.
Another barrier that can prevent the reduction in building materials is code requirements. Requirements for electrical wiring, for instance, were set assuming the use of relatively power-hungry incandescent lighting. With the rise of LED lighting, there’s an opportunity to reduce wiring requirements for lighting by using low-voltage DC wiring; some startups have been founded to try and tackle this, but the use of lower-voltage wiring has been limited by building code restrictions.
If using fewer building materials isn’t an obviously winning path, what about using less expensive building materials? Here there do appear to be somewhat more opportunities, at least theoretically, though capturing them is far from straightforward.
Many building materials, to be sure, are poor candidates for either cost reduction or replacement with a cheaper substitute. The largest single line item when constructing a new house, for instance, is the structural framing, which, with labor and materials, makes up around 20% of the cost of a new house. But dimensional lumber is already exceptionally inexpensive: in dollars-per-cubic-foot terms, it’s among the least expensive materials that civilization produces.
If we look at the gross margins of dimensional lumber producers, they’re not particularly high: Boise Cascade had a gross margin of 16.5% in 2025, when Weyerhaeuser had a gross margin of 14.8%. It’s thus not straightforward to either drive down the cost of wood framing or substitute it with a cheaper material.2

Similarly, there’s historically been a great deal of interest in finding an alternative to drywall, but virtually every alternative is significantly more expensive:
Despite its drawbacks, installing drywall is incredibly inexpensive. My 2022 Construction Estimator gives a cost of installing + finishing drywall at about $1.50 per square foot. RSMeans gives similar. Most of these alternative materials are much more expensive, even before taking into account the labor or extra backing materials they might require. MDF panels seem to be ~$1.50 for the material alone. PVC panels seem to be in the realm of $3.50 per square foot for just material. Fibo is closer to $10 per square foot, Corian around $50 per square foot, and Dekton up to $100 (though this is for the countertops, walls might be cheaper).

Other materials, however, seem like they have more opportunity for cost reduction, though these reductions aren’t necessarily enormously large or easy to capture. Concrete, for instance, is not particularly expensive (typically costing ~$6 per cubic foot), but if you look at the gross margins of concrete material suppliers, they’re often surprisingly high. Vulcan Materials, which makes aggregate, had a gross margin of 27% in 2025. Martin Marietta had 31% that year, and Cemex had 32%. These are high enough that you could imagine a modest decline in the cost of concrete in a more competitive concrete industry.

But it’s hard to get that increased competition, in large part because it has become extremely difficult to permit a new aggregate quarry. In some parts of Washington, it can take 7 to 10 years and upwards of $1 million to permit a new quarry, and the prospect is so risky that producers are often unwilling to even try. In California, Granite Construction spent 7 years trying to open a quarry, including writing an 8,500-page environmental impact report, only for the permit to be denied. For cement, the story is similar: St. Lawrence Cement spent 7 years trying to build a new cement plant in New York before giving up in 2005. There hasn’t been a new greenfield cement plant built in the US in 15 years. Without the ability to build new quarries or cement plants, we can’t expect prices to come down.
There also seems to be room for lower material prices for steel: prices for American steel are substantially higher than for European or Chinese steel. But this also isn’t straightforward to address. Tariffs and transportation costs whittle away the cost savings of importing foreign steel, and starting a new, more efficient American steel producer doesn’t seem like an obvious win, given the already-low gross margins of US steel producers even with the tariffs (12% for Nucor, 15% for Commercial Metals Co., and negative for Cleveland-Cliffs in 2025).
Similarly, many other building product suppliers have high enough margins that major cost reductions seem like they should theoretically be possible. James Hardie Industries, which manufactures fiber cement siding, had a gross margin of nearly 36% in 2025. Owens Corning, which produces insulation, roofing, and doors, had 28%. Armstrong World Industries, a manufacturer of ceiling and architectural products, had 40%. Simpson, a manufacturer of structural connectors, had a gross margin of 46%.
But as with the other materials we looked at, there are barriers to the increased competition that might drive down these costs. For many of these products, it would often be risky for engineers, architects, or building designers to specify an alternative. These products have typically gone through extensive semi-official testing, documented in things like ICC or IAPMO code reports, which give designers a third-party verification of what level of performance they can expect from the product. Products are often backed with warranties, and the companies typically put a great deal of effort into making it easy for designers to specify their products, through things like well-designed catalogs, free design software, and free engineering assistance. (Simpson’s connector catalog, for instance, is so well put together that it was actually used as a textbook in a course I had on wood design in college.)
Building professionals, as I’ve noted previously, are rationally risk-averse: the upside from specifying a slightly cheaper product is relatively minor compared to the huge downside risk of a building product that doesn’t work as expected. When a building product doesn’t work as advertised — polybutylene piping in the 1980s, EIFS cladding in the 1990s — engineers, architects, and builders are invariably drawn into the resulting lawsuits. This makes it hard to compete with existing manufacturers of many products: most engineers are reluctant to specify specify some no-name brand of connector over Simpson connectors, when a connector failure could cause a catastrophic failure in an earthquake or hurricane.
The construction startup Katerra (where I used to work) found this out the hard way. When it was first founded, it was a supply chain and logistics company. It would source low-cost materials from China and elsewhere and offer them more cheaply than competitors to builders in the US. But this plan didn’t work, because architects and builders weren’t willing to specify Katerra’s products, and Katerra pivoted to prefab construction, using factory methods and sourcing its own materials in the hopes of outcompeting other builders.
We also see the same sort of tradeoff problem at work with material substitutions as we did with material reductions. Often it’s possible to replace an expensive material with a cheaper one, but this incurs a tradeoff that people are often unwilling to make, particularly if the product is an interior finish. Fiberglass bath enclosures, for instance, are both less expensive and higher performance (i.e., less likely to leak) than ceramic tile, but tile is almost always preferred for aesthetic reasons. Similar aesthetic preferences exist for things like solid vs. hollow doors, granite vs. Formica countertops, fiber cement or brick vs. vinyl siding, drywall vs. vinyl-on-gypsum panels with visible seams, and so on. Cheaper finish materials often feel cheaper, either because they’re thinner and feel less solid or simply because we can tell the difference between them and more expensive materials.
Conclusion
Overall, prospects for lowering construction costs by way of finding a cheaper “recipe” — cheaper or fewer ingredients like materials or labor — are something of a mixed bag. For labor, the possibilities of cost reduction seem small, given construction’s on-site nature and the difficulties associated with off-site, prefabricated construction in low-labor-cost locations. For building materials, the possibilities are somewhat greater. While using more materially efficient designs likely has relatively little in the way of opportunity, many building materials seem like they could theoretically be made less expensively (either in the US or overseas). But a variety of barriers — the difficulty of permitting new production facilities, tariffs keeping out low-cost foreign supplies, the risk aversion of architects, engineers, and building designers — make achieving this less than straightforward.
1Other estimates of labor cost differentials, however, give lower results. The Comparable Wage Index for Teachers (CWIFT), for instance, which measures “systematic, regional variations in the wages and salaries of college graduates,” finds that the wages in the 90th percentile of counties are only 28% higher than the wages in the 10th percentile of counties.


2Long-term, I think there’s an opportunity to do this by a sustained tree improvement program to create trees that produce lumber more efficiently, but this would be a very long-term project.



  Read full article: https://www.construction-physics.com/p/can-we-lower-construction-costs-with
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  Today's links


	California's privacy obstacle course: Malice or incompetence (why not both?).


	Hey look at this: Delights to delectate.


	Object permanence: Continuous partial attention, TSA is the worst; Trump's FCC v the future.


	Upcoming appearances: Edinburgh, Sydney, Melbourne, Brighton, London, South Bend.


	Recent appearances: Where I've been.


	Latest books: You keep readin' em, I'll keep writin' 'em.


	Upcoming books: Like I said, I'll keep writin' 'em.


	Colophon: All the rest.








California's privacy obstacle course (permalink)

Data brokers are a cancer. There's a direct line from the unrestricted collection, retention and processing of our data to a host of evils, from deepfake porn to phishing scams; from racial discrimination in hiring to ICE roundups of migrants; from targeted election interference to identity theft:

https://pluralistic.net/2023/12/06/privacy-first/#but-not-just-privacy

Why do data brokers exist? Because we let them. Congress hasn't passed a new federal consumer privacy law since 1988, when they made it illegal for video stores to disclose your VHS rentals. All other acts of consumer surveillance are legal. Data brokers spy on us for the same reason your dog licks its balls: because they can, and we don't stop them:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/03/10/ice-tech/#foreseeable-outcomes

Getting rid of data brokers wouldn't solve all our problems, but it sure would go a long way to solving many of them. Rather than legally requiring platforms to spy on kids (to exclude them from being targeted by platforms' algorithms), we could prohibit platforms from spying on anyone, including kids, meaning kids couldn't be identified (much less targeted) by algorithms or ads:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/06/23/destroy-the-village/#to-save-it

Data brokers produce mountains of raw material used for every form of scam and torture. It's data brokers who power the gig economy's "algorithmic wage discrimination" system, where nurses and other workers are offered less pay based on how much credit card debt they're carrying:

https://pluralistic.net/2024/12/18/loose-flapping-ends/#luigi-has-a-point

Banning data brokers would make great sense, which is why Biden's CFPB banned data brokers (only to have Trump un-ban them):

https://pluralistic.net/2025/05/15/asshole-to-appetite/#ssn-for-sale

So the feds (both Congress and the executive branch) have surrendered, and that leaves states alone on the battlefield fighting the privacy wars alone. State legislatures have taken some big steps, but – crucially – they've stopped short of banning data brokers from operating within their borders. Having taken a ban on data brokers off the table, states are left with complex, often unworkable "compromises" that go nowhere.

This is where DROP comes in. DROP stands for "Delete Request and Opt-out Platform," and it's a new phase of California's privacy regime that kicks off next month. Under DROP, you fill in some paperwork and then the state requires every data brokerage operating in California to delete your data, as well as any inferences they've made about you based on that data:

https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2026/07/what-you-need-know-about-californias-drop-tool

Implementing DROP is nowhere near as good as banning data brokers. The idea that data brokers should be able to collect, retain and process your data unless you tell them not to implies that everyone starts off wanting to be spied on, and therefore data brokers should assume that unless they hear otherwise, we're delighted to be the subject of commercial surveillance. This is an incredibly stupid supposition, contradicted by all available evidence. For example, when Apple offered iPhone owners a one-click option to block Facebook from spying on them, 96% of iPhone owners clicked the button:

https://applescoop.org/story/facebook-must-inflict-pain-on-apple-says-mark-zuckerberg

Indeed, given this fact, one wonders why Apple bothers with the "don't spy on me" button at all. Why not have a "do spy on me" button that is unchecked by default, and leave users to dig through their settings to find the option to opt in to being surveilled? Of course, then it would make the fact that Apple spies on its customers and uses the data to target ads (with no way to opt out) a little awkward:

https://pluralistic.net/2022/11/14/luxury-surveillance/#liar-liar

In the absence of a ban on surveillance without explicit, opt-in consent, we are left with the bizarre fiction that most of us want to be spied on, a fiction that pervades the DROP process, making the entire procedure nearly impossible to complete.

To start the DROP process, you are recommended to create a Login.gov ID. This is an incredibly invasive process that involves photographing multiple pieces of ID and taking several selfies using special apps and webpages that hijack your device's camera and processor in a bid to prevent bad actors from spoofing the process. There's a plausible reason for this rigmarole: Login.gov is the authentication system for multiple federal, state and local IT systems in the US, so a fake or stolen Login.gov ID could be used to access your IRS, Social Security, and other very sensitive accounts.

The corollary of this is the promise of Login.gov: once you create your ID (a lengthy, multi-stage process) you won't have to jump through lots of painful bureaucratic hoops to access a wide variety of government services.

DROP didn't get the memo.

After you log in to DROP via Login.gov, you are sent a text message – to the phone number in your Login.gov profile – with a link to access a "secure" website that takes over your camera to let you take a "secure" photo of the front and back of your California driver's license or your US passport.

Note that these are the same credentials you have to supply to get the Login.gov ID that you've just used to get to this step in the process. In other words, in order to get to the stage where they ask you to photograph your driver's license, you have to have already photographed and validated your driver's license.

Once you complete this (pointless, redundant) step, you're directed back to your computer, where the process continues. Here, you must fill in all kinds of biographical detail, as well as specialized pieces of information, including your car's VIN. This is a piece of information that most people don't have – but which the California DMV does have and could auto-feed into the system, given that you've repeatedly affirmatively identified yourself to the service.

You also have to provide your mobile advertising identifier, a long, unique number that you may or may not be able to extract from your phone, depending on the model and the OS version. If you can't get it that way, you can install an app like AAID, which comes with a long list of – you guessed it – permissions to extract, store and process your private information.

Here's the thing: the whole point of a mobile ad identifier is that apps can access it (this is how they identify and track you). That step, where the system made you switch to your phone and use your camera to photograph your driver's license? That step could have automatically pulled this data off your device. That's the whole fucking point of this exercise: that web-pages and apps can request your mobile ad identifier.

Instead, DROP wants users to dig through their phone's deepest settings and/or install an app to retrieve a 32-digit number, which they then must key into a webform on their computer or in a different app on their phone.

Once you've done this, you must fill in another page of biographical information, including information that you've already provided to Login.gov and information you've already filled in on previous screens.

On this screen, you must also verify your phone number by sending yourself a text and then pasting in a unique number the system sends to you. But remember how this whole thing started? The first step is that you authenticate with Login.gov, which sends a text to your phone so you can take a (redundant) picture of your driver's license. There is no way you could get this far in the process unless you controlled the phone number you've just "verified" with the system.

Next, you must verify your email address, by receiving an email with a unique code in it and keying or pasting that into the webform, too. Again, remember how this process started: with you logging in with Login.gov, using your email address, which the system has already treated as verified since the very start of this (very) long and (very) complicated process.

This whole thing is terrible, and it is predicated on the absurd premise that Californians have to be defended from the threat of strangers who pretend to be them in order to sneakily opt them out of surveillance. DROP requires stronger authentication than any other US government system I've ever interacted with. I file my tax returns with fewer authentication steps. I renew my car's DMV registration with fewer authentication steps. I became a US citizen with fewer authentication steps.

This is either a system with no coherent threat model, or (far more probably), its threat model is that people will use it. This is California's answer to "a locked filing cabinet stuck in a disused lavatory with a sign on the door saying 'Beware of the Leopard'":

https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/The_Hitchhiker%27s_Guide_to_the_Galaxy

It's especially instructive to compare this process to the steps you have to take in order to "opt in" to having a data broker open a file on you and stuff it full of your sensitive, personal information, which is then sold to all comers:


	Step one: Exist.


	
Step two: There is no step two.





It's also instructive to compare this process to the steps a data broker has to take to spy on you and sell your data:


	Step one: Exist.


	
Step two: There is no step two.





Though there are many obvious ways this could be made better, I want to stress here that you shouldn't have to do this at all. It's entirely backwards. The process for not being spied on should look like this:


	Step one: Exist.


	
Step two: There is no step two.





If anyone is going to be forced to jump through hoops to participate in the mass collection and catastrophic mishandling of private data, it should be the data brokers, not the people they spy on.

This kind of malicious compliance is the inevitable outcome of a process that starts by taking the obvious best measure off the table. The answer to the problem of data brokers is banning data brokers, not creating a demented hairball of form-filling that maintains the fiction that data broker surveillance is consensual.

In its own way, this process reminds me of the whole "carbon credit" fiasco. The answer to too many carbon emissions is to democratically decide to ban certain kinds of carbon emissions. But that would require states to do things, rather than simply "nudging" a process that is guided by "the market." So we end up with these junk "credits" that companies manufacture by promising not to log forests, many of which are already wildlife preserves and/or subsequently burn down:

https://pluralistic.net/2023/10/31/carbon-upsets/#big-tradeoff

The best critique of this whole thing came in 2021 from the Climate Ad Project, who produced a short video in which people were allowed to kill one another provided they purchased "murder offsets":

https://pluralistic.net/2021/04/14/for-sale-green-indulgences/#killer-analogy

In a state of nature, murder exists. We, as a society, have decided this is bad. Rather than creating "incentives" not to murder, we just banned murder. Admittedly, we still get some murders, but when these happen, we don't treat it as "a mispricing of the anti-murder incentive" – we treat it as a crime.

The commercial surveillance industry may not be a criminal enterprise (yet), but it is the source of a torrent of crime, a flood of crime, a tsunami of crime. Every piece of your information that a data broker possesses exposes you to the risk of being victimized by a criminal. For this reason, I strongly believe that you should go through the tedious, performatively difficult DROP process:

https://consumer.drop.privacy.ca.gov/

But let's not pretend that this is good – or even adequate. There is no demand for being spied on. There is no basis for taking such enormous care in making sure people aren't maliciously removed from surveillance databases. If these databases exist at all (they should not), then we should make spies go through all this paperwork, to prove that you do want to be spied on, and unless they manage it, then spying on us should be treated as the crime it is.
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	Edinburgh International Book Festival with Jimmy Wales, Aug 17
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https://festivalofdangerousideas.com/program/



	
Melbourne: Enshittification at the Wheeler Centre, Aug 25
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Brighton: The Reverse Centaur's Guide to Life After AI with Carole Cadwalladr (Brighton Dome), Sep 8

https://brightondome.org/whats-on/LSC-cory-doctorow-the-reverse-centaurs-guide-to-life-after-ai/



	
London: The Reverse Centaur's Guide to Life After AI with Riley Quinn (Foyle's Picadilly), Sep 9
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	"The Reverse-Centaur's Guide to AI," a short book about being a better AI critic, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, June 2026
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"Red Team Blues": "A grabby, compulsive thriller that will leave you knowing more about how the world works than you did before." Tor Books http://redteamblues.com.
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"Enshittification, Why Everything Suddenly Got Worse and What to Do About It" (the graphic novel), Firstsecond, 2027



	
"The Memex Method," Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 2027
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  Vera Rubin NVL72 is the second generation of Nvidia’s rack-scale Oberon architecture, and its gains on inference come from extreme co-design. Early results from engineering samples are encouraging. Vera Rubin NVL72 running DeepSeek R1 delivers 5.4x performance per MW and 5x performance per dollar over GB200 NVL72 today, and the gap is even wider against GB200 NVL72 during its early bringup in 2025. Vera Rubin is still in the early bringup stage now, so we expect the gap to continue widen. Rubin's inference performance will keep improving as software matures, the same pattern we demonstrated for Blackwell in our InferenceX benchmarks, and Rubin still has a long runway ahead.
Nvidia has also recently made available their first public release of the Rubin (SM_107) software stack with CUDA13.4 and has upstreamed Rubin PRs to PyTorch, vLLM and OpenAI Triton Compiler. Blackwell was not able to reuse Hopper WGMMA kernels, Rubin is able to reuse Blackwell's kernels, which makes the software bring up process much smoother. For speed of light (SOL) performance, engineers will still need to tune and rewrite kernels but for those that are focused on time to market, Blackwell kernels can be reused. We will also explain Rubin’s new 3 bit programmable LUT tensor core. 
NVIDIA has also released on GitHub that Feynman is SM_140.  Unlike Blackwell to Rubin, Rubin to Feynman will be an much more complex transition on the kernel front.

The early metrics gathered on VR NVL72 come from CoreWeave. We have not independently verified them. Nvidia has committed to submitting verifiable numbers to InferenceX by Q3 CY2026. Google should submit TPUv7 results in the next couple of months, and AMD has committed to MI455X UALoE72. Once those land, the ecosystem gets an objective comparison across systems.
In this article we break down Nvidia's Rubin claims against several baselines, showing where Rubin clearly leads Blackwell and where the lead is thinner. We will also analyze Rubin’s performance per total cost of ownership using our already existing estimates for Rubin’s total cost of ownership (TCO). The TCO for Rubin and many other systems is sourced from our  AI TCO model, which tracks the total cost of ownership of different AI chips, factoring in capex, opex and different other expenses. We also consider performance per watt using our All-in Utility Provisioned Power Estimates from our Datacenter Model.
Finally, we will present a component by component build up of the Bill of Materials (BoM) for the VR NVL72. This is available in our upcoming SemiAnalysis Bill of Materials (BoM) Model.
Another area where Rubin Oberon NVL72 will fare better than Blackwell Oberon NVL72 is in a much faster production ramp period. This is thanks to Rubin’s simpler cableless compute tray design and learnings from Nvidia’s experience with deploying a rack-scale copper backplane, having invested much effort into ironing out issues with Blackwell’s copper backplane. Our Accelerator Model tracks quarter by quarter shipments of Rubin at both the package level and the rack level.

A Brief Breakdown of Rubin Chip-Level Microarchitecture Features 
Going through a complete breakdown of Rubin microarchitecture will have to wait until we obtain ssh access to Rubin systems, allowing us to run benchmarks similar to those we carried out when first analyzing Blackwell. However, there are still a few interesting points we can still make.
We expect that Rubin bringup will be much more seamless compared to the transition from Hopper to Blackwell, where engineers expended much effort just to port kernels to Blackwell. This simplicity comes from the fact that Rubin is able to run Blackwell SM100-family kernels across all the important kernel libraries in DeepGEMM, FlashMLA, CUTLASS, among others. Moving from Hopper to Blackwell meant rewriting kernels from scratch. Hopper’s kernels don’t run on Blackwell at all.
Reusing Blackwell SM100 kernels means a clear time to market advantage, but for speed of light (SOL) performance, engineers will still need to tune and rewrite kernels specifically for the Rubin architecture, though kernel reuse buys them time to focus much more on this kernel tuning.
Turning to architectural details, Rubin’s SMEM increased to 328 KiB compared to Blackwell’s 228 KiB. While the default SMEM capacity is 228 KiB, Rubin comes with an oversized shared memory mode that allows increase to 328 KiB. Furthermore, TMEM has been increased to 256 KiB up from 228 KiB in Blackwell as the number of columns increased from 512 to 576. The additional columns will allow stashing block scale factors, while keeping the TMEM region for accumulators disjointed from it. This greatly simplifies block-scaled kernel logic: it saves the kernel writers from carefully pipelining and overlapping MMA matrix and block scaling factor loads.

Rubin's TMA now supports inline descriptor updates. There are tons of use cases for this. For example, in an MoE layer, each expert is a separate weight matrix at its own address in HBM, so the TMA descriptor has to point somewhere new on every expert switch. On Blackwell, that meant rewriting the descriptor in memory and synchronizing before the next load. Now, with Rubin, the per-expert offset is passed inline to the TMA instruction so that one descriptor covers all experts, with no in-memory rewrite between them. This removes overhead during token dispatch and improves decode speed at low batch sizes.

Inline TMA descriptor update corresponds to the ISA feature .override qualifiers. TMA instructions require a tensorMap object that specifies layout and format metadata. By using the .override qualifier, bulk asynchronous copy instructions can reuse the tensorMap object as a template, but replacing certain metadata fields, such as strides. In the case of MoE, expert weights have identical shapes, data types, and properties. By overriding the global address, kernel writers can avoid duplicating or replacing tensorMap objects when loading different experts.
Rubin doubles BF16/FP16 exponential throughput per clock per SM again, which helps overlap Tensor Core work with softmax during attention. FP32 throughput is unchanged from Blackwell Ultra.

Compared to Blackwell NVFP4/MXFP4 Tensor Cores which could only accept UE4M3/UE8M0 block scale factor format, On Rubin Tensor cores, it will now be able to accept UE5M3 8 bit block scale factor too. This additional block scale format will allow for more flexibility and less quantization error is certain cases due to its wider range.

It is also important to note that latency has improved for SM-driven NVLink communications through the use of counted writes, which reduces the number of back and forth messages required to send data between GPUs over the copper backplane. This is a huge deal because Blackwell NVLink latency is multiple times higher than that of TPU and Trainium.

Rubin’s Tensor core delivers twice the throughput for FP8 and FP4 as compared to Blackwell. A key change driving this is doubling the k dimension as this means in theory, a GEMM takes half the number of clock cycles to execute. Additionally, the awkward K=96/3xFP4 instructions from Blackwell Ultra are still present, but alongside a new K=128 variant.

In Blackwell, PDL allowed for overlap at the grid level, where the dependent grid needs to wait for all threadblocks in the previous kernel to complete before starting. This allowed for some overlap and hiding of the ramp-down and ramp-up time between kernels, but didn’t come close to the extremely fine-grained overlap that trendy megakernel authors look to achieve. In Rubin, finer-grained overlap is enabled, where the dependent kernel can synchronize with the previous kernel at the threadblock level instead.

Rubin has 2.8x higher global memory bandwidth than Blackwell Ultra through the use of 3D-stacked HBM4 memory. It is unlikely Rubin delivers any improvement versus Blackwell in memory system latency. Our Accelerator & HBM Model has an complete breakdown of the memory volumes estimates & vendor used in Rubin. 

Rubin adds 2:4 sparsity support for activations. In every group of four values, two are kept and two are zeroed. The pattern is regular, so the Tensor Core knows where the survivors are, skips the rest, and runs the MMA at twice the rate. A small metadata field tracks which slots were kept.
Nvidia shipped 2:4 on weights back in Ampere and nobody used it, because it meant pruning the model and retraining. Rubin applies it to activations at runtime, so no retraining is needed. In attention, QK^T runs dense, then the scores get compressed on the way out of Tensor Memory. Softmax processes only the survivors, and the following GEMM against V runs sparse. The output stays dense, so nothing else in the model changes. It works on MLP activations too.
Nvidia has published no accuracy data, and throwing out half the attention scores before softmax is not obviously free. CoreWeave’s DeepSeek R1 results do not appear to use it either, which makes it another Rubin feature with silicon today and no tuned kernels behind it yet.

Lookup Table Weight Decompression in Rubin SM107 Tensor Core
Rubin adds LUT B, a Tensor Core MMA mode that decompresses the weight operand from a lookup table. In this mode, the B operand is a compressed matrix of indices. In a standard inference GEMM, the B operand holds the weights. The weight values live in a lookup table in Tensor Memory. The Tensor Core reads each index and reconstructs the weight value inside the MMA. There is no separate dequantization pass. After lookup, the multiply runs at FP8.
In LUT B, every weight position stores a 3-bit index rather than a complete numerical value. The index selects one of eight E4M3 values in the lookup table shared by that weight’s 8×64 block. For example, if the stored index is 5, the Tensor Core uses entry 5 from that block’s lookup table as the weight. The lookup happens inside the MMA, so the kernel never has to construct a separate decompressed weight matrix.

The lookup table (LUT) does not have to follow the spacing of a conventional uniform or floating-point grid. A quantization algorithm can therefore place more values around dense clusters of weights, use uneven spacing for long tails, or choose an asymmetric codebook when positive and negative weights have different distributions.
This flexibility creates the possibility of better accuracy per stored bit. Rubin LUT B has fewer individual codes than FP4, but it can place those codes where a particular weight group needs them rather than accepting the fixed ratios of E2M1. It is not automatically more accurate than MXFP4 or NVFP4, however. One codebook is shared across 512 weights, whereas NVFP4 adapts its scale over much smaller groups of 16. The result will depend on the codebook-fitting algorithm, calibration data, quantization-aware training and whether sensitive layers remain at higher precision.
Each index is 3 bits while the lookup table has 8 entries. Each entry is one byte, an E4M3 8-bit float in the reference kernel. This results in 3.125 bits per weight: 3 bits for the index, plus 64 bits of codebook spread across 512 weights. The codebook sits in HBM with the indices, so 3.125 bits per weight is the full stored footprint. 
The instruction loads the compressed weights into the collector buffer. The Tensor Core can hold them there and reuse them across a run of activation tiles. This is a weight stationary pattern. The mode also has limits as it does not support transpose of the B matrix.
The block-scaled formats, NVFP4 and MXFP, also decompress inside the MMA. But they apply one uniform scale per block, not a codebook. Software methods like AWQ reach low bit counts by running a separate dequantization step before the matmul, Rubin is the first NVIDIA Tensor Core input format that reconstructs a non-uniform codebook inside the MMA.

A lower bit rate cuts the HBM capacity that the weights need. It also cuts the bytes that the GPU reads for each weight. At low batch size, weight bandwidth limits the decode step. Fewer bytes per weight then raise decode throughput. A non-uniform codebook also holds accuracy better than uniform rounding at the same bit count. This feature should also have an impact on power efficiency, as fewer bits will need to move through the memory system for each flop.
Using Kimi K3 2.8T as an example, at about 4.5 bits per weight, MXFP4 stores 2.8e12 x 4.25 / 8 = about 1,4875 GB, where GB = 1e9 bytes. At 3.125 bits per weight, the Rubin lookup-table format stores 2.8e12 x 3.125 / 8 = about 1,094 GB (about 1.09 TB). The difference is about 393.5 GB. These figures cover the raw weight payload only, and exclude the KV cache, activations, and any parallelism replication. At 288 GB of HBM4 per Rubin package, the weights alone need about 6 packages in NVFP4 and about 4 packages in the new Rubin format.
Feynman Architecture Sneak Peek
From Blackwell (SM100)/Blackwell Ultra to Rubin (SM107), the jump is relatively small in terms of the microarchitecture, so Rubin can be thought of as a Blackwell kicker architecture. In comparison, Feynman (sm_140) is a completely new architecture  family. This will require rewriting lots of kernels from Rubin to Feynman, which is similar to what happened from Hopper WGMMA to Blackwell tcgen05. Our Accelerator & HBM Model provides a full breakdown of Feynman quarter by quarter volume estimates. 
Feynman’s 3D stacking will be similar to what AMD has been doing with 3D stacking since their MI300X with CDNA3.
One of the new features of the Feynman architecture is that it will contain sparsity aware data movement ops. These can be used in sparse GEMMs to improve performance by avoiding pointless loads, stores and FMAs. 

Nuances of CoreWeave VR NVL72 Results
Yesterday, CoreWeave published their benchmarked Vera Rubin NVL72 Inference results expressed in units of performance (tokens/sec) per power used (MW). We will break down the nuances of their data and compare their results against Blackwell’s performance using our own InferenceX July 2026 results as a baseline. 

The first notable claim on the CoreWeave-Nvidia chart is that VR NVL72 achieves 10x better token throughput per megawatt than GB200 NVL72 at the iso-interactivity of ~150 tok/s/user. This is about 50% faster than today’s “fast mode” on frontier models.
Three things about their chart. The benchmark is single-turn, 8k in and 1k out. The y-axis is output token throughput per megawatt, not total throughput. And their power number covers both prefill and decode GPUs, even though only output tokens are counted. InferenceX measures output throughput against decode GPU watts only, so we renormalized our data to match theirs for this comparison.
It is important to point out that CoreWeave claims to have enabled all of the following inference optimizations on both their baseline GB200 NVL72 and Rubin NVL72 performance results, including but not limited to:
	NVFP4 Precision

	Speculative Decoding (Using MTP)

	Disaggregated Serving (Using Dynamo)

	Wide Expert Parallelism

	via TensorRT-LLM



The above results seem to suggest that Rubin comes to market with a strong performance gain vs Blackwell out of the gate. However, there are a few nuances that are worth unpacking.
First, attentive readers will note that CoreWeave is comparing Rubin against a GB200 NVL72 2025 baseline. In some ways, comparing performance at the early stages of GB200 NVL72’s lifecycle is fair, since Rubin performance is expected to massively improve from this early stage in its own lifecycle. Our analysis will also use the GB200 NVL72 early performance results from 2025, but we also compare how GB200 NVL72 did by 2026 as well as the most current GPU worth comparing to: GB300 NVL72. We will directly compare GB300 NVL72 performance from early in 2026 with Rubin’s comparable early lifecycle performance.

The second nuance in CoreWeave’s performance results is that they are using DeepSeek R1 671B, a model that is not widely used anymore. One would perhaps wish that CoreWeave used a more modern model like GLM5.2, Kimi K2.5, Qwen3.5, or DeepSeek V4. Even better would be Kimi K3 or Qwen3.8, both of which are coming soon to InferenceX! At least CoreWeave is not using GPTOSS 120B in Summer 2026 like AMD is for MI455X UALoE72 performance metrics. We expect that the fog of war created by benchmarking old models will be cleared up once Nvidia starts benchmarking Rubin on more modern model architectures with InferenceX in Q3 CY2026.
Oddly enough, CoreWeave’s choice of using DeepSeek R1 671B is theoretically more favourable towards the Blackwell baseline, and not Rubin. Rubin’s main advantages lie in a higher HBM capacity, higher CPU DRAM capacity, and greater HBM bandwidth, meaning that Rubin is more optimized for multi-trillion parameter models like Fable 5, Gemini Pro, Kimi K3, and Qwen3.8 2.4T.
The third noteworthy item is that CoreWeave uses only single turn 8k/1k input/output tokens. Theoretically, multi-turn long context workloads like Agentic Coding should do better on Rubin, due to Rubin’s higher HBM capacity and bandwidth, but this would not be captured on a simple single-turn benchmark. Our upcoming AgentX benchmark scenario created in collaboration with Weka, LMCache, the vLLM/SGLang community, Nvidia, AMD, and many others in the community will provide a realistic agentic workload to benchmark inference performance. We encourage everyone to adopt this inference benchmark!
Finally, we note that CoreWeave’s testing was done on a pre-production rack without a scale-out fabric. Specifically, CoreWeave used a Dell Engineering Sample (ES) rack. We do believe these results are valuable as they use wide EP and PD disagg, which uses the NVL72 scale-up backplane and proves that it is working well. This backplane faced many reliability challenges during the ramp of GB200 NVL72 Oberon, as we have noted in our Accelerator model.

Rubin Versus Blackwell Performance per MegaWatt
The metric Nvidia chose to lead with was “output tokens per second per all-in utility megawatt”, counting every GPU in the system. To compare apples-to-apples, we renormalize our own InferenceX benchmark data onto the same total-GPU basis. Below, we put VR NVL72 up against our official GB200 and GB300 July 2026 benchmarks, as well as CoreWeave’s 2025 GB200 baseline.
The eye-catching multiples in Nvidia’s charts all come from the 2025 baseline. When comparing benchmark data, we believe we should use figures from the same time period, so the July 2026 GB200 and GB300 benchmarks are the more useful comparison.
In theory, datacenter PUE can be lower for Vera Rubin since Vera Rubin can operate with 45 degrees Celsius coolant temperatures in custom datacenters without chillers. However, for our comparisons, since most datacenters are designed to accommodate a wide variety of systems, we use the same PUE across the DLC cooled chips.
The following pareto curves plot output throughput per total-GPU megawatt against interactivity. Each line stops where its recipe’s frontier ends.

Next, we provide the same data in table form. When a cell says "impossible," we mean that the interactivity is past that recipe's frontier, simply not allowing the configuration to serve that workload at that speed.

Here is the same frontier as bars, across the 100 to 300 tok/s/user band. All four recipes have data through 250 tok/s/user, and only Rubin and GB300 make it to 300 tok/s/user.


Let’s first compare Rubin against the July 2026 GB300 NVL72 baseline. Rubin’s lead is smallest at low interactivity and continues growing through the middle of the interactivity curve. Rubin sits at near 2x the throughput as Blackwell up through 100 tok/s/user, then widens to roughly 4x around 200 tok/s/user, where the gap peaks. Then, the gap begins to narrow again. The headline 5.4x performance gain over GB300 at 300 tok/s/user isn’t Rubin pulling further ahead. Rather, it is GB300 running the last, barely viable point on its frontier, which causes the ratio to balloon. GB200 can’t reach 300 tok/s/user at all. Blackwell’s per-GPU throughput drops off fast as the batch shrinks at high interactivity, while Rubin is still on a flatter part of its frontier.
Comparing Rubin against the 2025 GB200 NVL72 baseline is different, showing the biggest lead in the middle of the curve. The gap starts at under 3x at low speeds, but increasings to about 10x at 150 tok/s/user (the point Nvidia highlights in their chart), before falling back to 6x at around 200 tok/s/user. The data from that line is accurate, but as we have mentioned it use a software stack that is a year-old, not the GB200 you would run today.
At the very top of the interactivity range, the Blackwell curves drop off. By 350 tok/s/user, neither GB200 nor GB300 can serve the workloads at all, leaving only Rubin with an actual curve, delivering 96,446 tok/s/MW at 300 tok/s/user and 70,703 at 350 tok/s/user.
Clearly, Rubin is going to give us a lot more “fast mode” than Blackwell.
Rubin Versus Blackwell Performance per TCO
Per-megawatt performance only counts performance against power. Cost per million output tokens folds in the hardware’s total cost of ownership (TCO) including IT capital costs as well as electricity and datacenter costs. Our TCO model breaks this down comprehensively, providing capital costs and operating costs across server generations. Here, we divide each SKU's all-in TCO by that same renormalized output throughput, so lower is better. Rubin carries a higher TCO per GPU than Blackwell, $3.57 per GPU-hour against $1.84 for GB200 and $2.36 for GB300 in the operator ownership scenario (not rental prices). The charts and tables below will show how Rubin’s $ per token lead comes out a little smaller than its per-megawatt lead.

As with the per-MW analysis, the 2025 GB200 baseline produces the largest gains in performance for Rubin, but the July 2026 GB200 and GB300 numbers are the more relevant baseline for comparison for anyone buying capacity today.
The following pareto curves plot cost per million output tokens against interactivity. Each line stops where its recipe’s frontier ends.

Next, we provide the same data in table form, with the ratio showing how many times cheaper Rubin is at each interactivity. Again, a cell marked "impossible" is a speed that the recipe's frontier can't reach.

The chart below plots the frontier as bars across the 100 to 300 tok/s/user band. All four recipes have data through 250 tok/s/user, and only Rubin and GB300 reach 300 tok/s/user.


Against July 2026 GB200 & GB300, Rubin is cheaper at every interactivity, and the gap widens as you climb. The gap starts at about 1.5x cheaper than GB200 through 100 tok/s/user, and improves to 3x by 200 tok/s/user through to 250 tok/s/user. The 5x edge over GB300 at 300 tok/s/user is the same as the per-MW view, where GB300 can barely serve tokens and GB200 can’t serve at this interactivity level at all.
The 2025 GB200 NVL72 baseline is once again the more dramatic one, cresting in the middle of the curve. Rubin is a little over 2x cheaper at low speeds, peaks near 8x at 150 tok/s/user, and then moves back to 5x by 200 tok/s/user. Same comment as on the per-MW version: the 2025 GB200 baseline measures a year-old software stack, not the GB200 you would run today.
At the very top of the range, things are the same. GB200 has no operating point past 250 tok/s/user and GB300 has none past 300 tok/s/user, so by 350 tok/s/user only Rubin can serve at all, delivering a cost of $4.18 per million output tokens.
Below the paywall, we will continue breaking down Rubin’s performance as compared to the best-known publicly available MI355X distributed inferencing performance. We also briefly analyze how the Triton Compiler, PyTorch, vLLM, and Dynamo software will function on Rubin.

      
          
              Read more
          
      

  Read full article: https://newsletter.semianalysis.com/p/vera-rubin-nvl72-vs-gb200-nvl72-inference
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  One of the most ubiquitous annual goals and intentions I see from people who share these sorts of things online is “don’t save the good stuff.” So many of us have a tendency to keep our favorite clothing hanging unworn in the closet, the wedding china pristine in the cabinet, and that good bottle of wine sitting out collecting dust. I like the goal of not saving the good stuff because it’s a reminder that how we spend our days is how we spend our lives and we should wear, use, imbibe, and enjoy what we really love.
In the reading life, some of us have the same tendency to save the good stuff. Certainly many readers just have a sense of what they like and read it. But others of us are massive over-thinkers when it comes to how we plan and curate our reading experiences. This is actually a dilemma I’ve seen pop up multiple times when I’ve solicited advice-type questions in the past and I hear a similar question from friends all the time. I know many readers who bemoan the fact that they keep picking up so-so books when they have books they’re confident they will love sitting right there on their shelves. 

I often feel this way myself. I recently started reading The Morning Star by Karl Ove Knausgaard…finally. This is a book that many, many people have told me I would love, including my very own husband who read through the entire series earlier this year. And yet it has been sitting on my nightstand since January as I read through 80+ other books—some of which were quite bad and that I knew on some level weren’t going to be for me. Why did I read Yesteryear or Lady Tremaine when The Morning Star was right there? And, in this context, this isn’t a question about reading “better” or “more complicated” books—it’s about why books I think I will love are languishing on my shelves as I read books I only expect to be fine at best.
Today I’m going to unpack some of the reasons we readers might be saving the good stuff and offer some tips for readers who want to start prioritizing the good stuff.

	We’re swayed by hype. This is the most obvious answer, right? We have a stack or shelf of list of books we’d like to read that we’ve built over the years, but the new and shiny releases distract us from our goals. For me, this is largely a desire to be part of the conversation. It’s not that I think these new books will necessarily be better than the ones haunting my TBR, but I like the idea of reading the books dominating the conversation while the conversation is occurring.  personally find that this is the worst reason to forego the good stuff—reading books to be part of the conversation is how I often end up reading disappointing books. And yet, sometimes being part of the conversation is worth the price of reading a so-so book. And I mean this even when I’m not actively dialoguing about the book because I love to finish a book and then read ten different takes on it ranging from raves to pans. 

	We’re overcommitted. I know a lot of readers with overcommitted reading lives and they’re not just professional book people. Between book clubs, buddy reads, prize lists, reading challenges, and slow reads, reading in community and reading for a reason has permeated literary culture. I think all of this is great! But of course the more we add to our stacks of “assigned reading,” the less time there is for the books we’ve been meaning to read.

	We’re waiting for the right mood. After a decade in the online literary space, the term “mood reader” has lost all meaning to me. At this point, I don’t actually know what people mean by it and I don’t even know what I mean by it. But I do know that there are books I’ve been putting off because I’m not in the right headspace or don’t have the required focus. 

	We’re trying to curate the ideal reading experience. Similar to waiting for the right mood to strike, sometimes we’re waiting for the perfect reading context to pick up that book we think we’ll love. There are some books that I would prefer to read in long uninterrupted periods of time, perhaps poolside for a rich people behaving badly story or blanketed and curled by a fire for a lengthy classic. I have mixed feelings about this one. Often when I finally accept that the ideal experience is not going to happen, I enjoy the feeling of sneaking in reading whenever and wherever I can. On the other hand, there are definitely books I’ve read that I know I would have liked more if I’d read them in different circumstances. 

	We want to know they’re waiting for us. There’s something wonderful about knowing we have books we will love waiting for us when we need them. Of course there is no shortage of books in this world and I’m not delusional to think I will run out of great books to read in my lifetime. But there’s something nice about knowing I still have Toni Morrison books to discover.

	We don’t really want to read those books. Sometimes we are “saving the good stuff” but the good stuff is books we think we should read, not the books we genuinely want to read. Am I not reading War and Peace because I’m “saving it” or am I not reading it because I don’t really want to?

	We actually don’t want to exclusively read books we love. I’m pretty confident that if I wanted to, I could exclusively read books I really liked. I know my own taste well enough, but more to the point, so many excellent books have stood the test of time long enough that I could pick from those and probably be in in good book territory for all my reading years to come. But that would eliminate the joy of risk and surprise, which, I think, make for the truly superior reading experiences. And I don’t really even want to love all the books I read. I learn so much from reading books that I don’t like and I feel like the truly great books reveal their greatness in part due to the contrast between them and the mid books. Plus I actually like reading books that are mid! I like zipping through a book that is just fine and then mostly forgetting about it. And I like hate-reading! It’s fun! Now it’s true that my job allows and requires me to read a lot, and I might not feel the same way if I read 20 books a year. But for now, I think part of what keeps me “saving the good stuff” is I don’t always want to be reading the best of the best.




	Determine if this is really a problem. Step one is to decide how much you really care about this issue. Sometimes I will see reading wrap ups filled with Booker contenders and translated titles and feel envious that I’m not reading like that. Or I’ll talk with friends who don’t think about the hype of new books at all and are reading all of the classics they feel like they’ve missed and think I should do something similar. But in truth, I mostly don’t want to read like that—I like having a mix of really excellent books and silly Jane Austen pastiche. “Don’t save the good stuff” could easily become another reading should if we don’t stop to consider if it’s truly something we want. But if you do look at your reading and notice that you aren’t actually reading the books you want to be reading, let’s adjust!

	Discern the root causes. When we aren’t doing something we ostensibly want to be doing, it’s important to really sit down and think about the why. Once you know whether you’re avoiding these great-for-you books because you’re distracted by hype or overcommitted or you’re waiting for the right mood, you can adjust what you need to to fit those books in.

	Tune down the noise. My guess is that most of us who feel like we are saving books we’d really love are doing so because we are overcommitted or distracted by shiny new releases (or whatever else is popular at the moment). If this is the case, we need to limit our literary inputs. If scrolling Instagram or listening to book podcasts or reading this newsletter is keeping you from reading what you most want to read, take a pause. They’ll be there for you when you’re ready for new recommendations. As for book clubs, consider what value they’re adding to your life. Personally, I love my two book clubs (the FM Literary Society and my in-person book club) for different reasons. The FM Literary Society allows me to go in depth on complicated books and appreciate books even when I don’t love them. My in-person book club is a way to routinely gather with my Denver friends and the books we choose don’t really matter so much to me. Both of these are good reasons to read in community even if the books aren’t my favorites of the year. If you’re committed to a ton of book groups, it would probably be a good idea to assess whether what they’re adding is worth the reading time they take up. I imagine most are! But there might be something you can let go of. 

	Keep your list front of mind. If the issue is more that you’re waiting for the right mood or occasion to read your “good stuff” books, the solution is a little fuzzier. What I do is set aside a mid-sized priority stack somewhere fairly visible. These are the books I really want to read but for whatever reason am not. Then when I have an uninterrupted stretch of time, am going on vacation, or some other idyllic reading situation presents itself, I turn to that pile and choose one. Sometimes I genuinely forget about the books I want to read and I need to keep them visible in some manner.

	Choose one book. Because great minds think alike, I wasn’t surprised to see this note from  while I was working on this newsletter. 

It made me think that a great strategy for reading rather than saving the good stuff would be to just choose one book. Rather than becoming overwhelmed by all the books we’ve been saving for the right moment, just choose one and read it. That may or may not start a pattern, but at least you will have read one of those someday books you’ve been holding onto. 

	Establish a rhythm. I’m not very good at systematizing my reading, but if you are, now is the time. Maybe you pull aside the books you’ve been saving or meaning to read or are sure you’re going to love and decide to read one of them each month. Maybe you decide to introduce these books to your book club so you can multitask your reading. Maybe you make reading them a project. Or maybe you just audit your list every so often to remind yourself that these books are there for you and assess whether they are still of interest. Even if we continue “saving” the good stuff, having a rhythm to remind ourselves of what we have waiting for us can be a good reflective process.



Tell me your thoughts! 
	Do you ever feel like you’re saving books you’ll love and instead reading just so-so books?

	Do you like having a mix of books you love and mid books in your reading life or do you want to be reading more of the good stuff?

	If you find yourself saving books you really want to read, what do you think is the root cause? What do you think you’re waiting for or distracted by?

	What is your best tip for reading more of what you love?

	What is one book you’ve been meaning to read forever? 




For questions, comments, or suggestions, please don’t hesitate to reach out by emailing fictionmattersbooks@gmail.com or responding directly to this newsletter. I love hearing from you!
This email may contain affiliate links. If you make a purchase through the links above, I may earn a small commission at no additional cost to you.
If you enjoyed today’s newsletter, please forward it to a book-loving friend. That’s a great way to spread bookish cheer and support the newsletter!
Happy reading!


  Read full article: https://fictionmatters.substack.com/p/reading-in-public-no-104-why-do-we
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  At the bottom of this page: Latest news at this hour
Ukraine's new commander-in-chief takes office… Putin refuses to negotiate until he takes control of Donbas… Former commander-in-chief Syrsky published a farewell speech… Ukraine's unmanned systems forces have struck 13 Russian vessels… 37% rise in civilian casualties in Ukraine…

Editor’s Note:
Although the government met the protesters’ demands and replaced the Commander-in-Chief, Ukraine has lost an effective defense minister, thanks to whom it had begun to carry out precise medium-range strikes. For the entire country and our editorial team, the main question remains: what happens next?
If, like us, you’re concerned about Ukraine’s future, support independent journalism. Subscribe to be the first to get the news and not miss anything.

OUR LEAD STORY:
It’s around 11 p.m in a village house packed with several servicemen somewhere in the Dnipropetrovsk region, tens of kilometers from the frontline. Half-awake, Oleksii* breathes in the cool night air and fumbles for his thermal underwear, though only a few hours earlier his face had been baking under the summer sun. The drones and other equipment are already packed into the vehicle. All that’s left is for him to jump into the car with his comrades and head to the launch site.
There, illuminated only by a red light, they will secure the explosive payload. They will put on their tactical headsets to check whether the engine is working properly, and send the drone toward Russian military targets.
“You literally screwed that bomb onto the drone yourself. You picked up a screwdriver, attached it, and then it went out and struck its target,” Oleskii shared with unconcealed excitement.

Oleksii is one of the soldiers behind Ukraine’s successful mid-range attacks, hitting 200 km deep inside Russian positions past the frontline. The very strikes, along with deep strikes, that are leading the world to believe the tides are changing in Ukraine’s favor.
But on July 15, Zelenskyy dismissed Defense Minister Mykhailo Fedorov, who had overseen the recent expansion of Ukraine’s mid-range strike operations in Crimea and across occupied southern Ukraine.
Thousands of protesters began chanting outside of Zelenskyy’s office, appalled by the decision to dismiss who they believed was a highly effective defense minister. Almost week after Fedorov’s dismissal, Zelenskyy met one of the protesters’ central demands by removing the controversial Commander-in-Chief, Oleksandr Syrskyi. But the call to return the former Minister of Defense remains unaddressed. 
Zelesnkyy has since offered Fedorov multiple other positions, but he has turned them down, citing that the only way for him to make a profound impact in the fight against Russia is within the Ministry of Defense. Now, Ukrainian society is left wondering whether the momentum behind Ukraine’s mid-range strikes will continue at this scale.
Middle strikes have demonstrated that countries with fewer resources can gain a tactical advantage through asymmetric solutions. Any tactic or technology that allows Ukraine to move closer to victory is absolutely critical in a war against one of the world’s most powerful, highly centralized militaries with effectively unlimited manpower.
Many of Oleksii’s comrades were disheartened by the cabinet reshuffle. His brigade of the Unmanned Systems Forces (USF), to which he belongs, alongside other units of the USF, has been behind some of the country’s most consequential drone operations.
But, Oleksii says, the concern was never about Fedorov personally. What unsettled many in the military was the lack of a clear explanation for the sweeping changes at the Ministry of Defense — arguably Ukraine’s most important institution amid a full-scale war.
“Fedorov’s dismissal would not cause middle strikes to disappear overnight. Most units and military commanders recognize them as an effective capability,” said Oleksii. “But would they have been scaled at the same pace without the minister’s support? I reckon they would not. And the issue isn’t just quantity. The ministry also planned to introduce competitive procurement, which would reduce the cost of existing platforms.”


Oleksii no longer remembers which reason ultimately convinced him to join the military — after all, it has been two and a half years since he enlisted. Back then he was still a university student and below the draft age of 25. However, Oleksii was already looking for ways to volunteer, at times fearing that if he further procrastinated the decision, he would change his mind about volunteering entirely.
This is how he ended up in various military positions connected with radio intelligence or operational planning until he was moved to air reconnaissance of the middle strikes this January. Oleksii loves that, in his current role, he can see the direct results of his work —  not on paper or in words, sometimes simply by watching footage of a Russian target being destroyed.
“[Launching the drone] sounds like a Shahed. It’s incredibly loud, so we wear the headset to protect our ears,” he said.

Ukraine began developing its mid-range strike capabilities in earnest only in the fall of 2025, even though Russia had been investing in them much earlier. Explanations for why Kyiv did not scale up the effort sooner vary — from the lack of sufficiently capable drones on the market at the time to a lack of interest from the General Staff.
To put it simply, middle strikes are strikes that Ukraine launches at a distance of 30–200 km (20–120 miles). It is precisely in this territory that Russia has concentrated much of the critical infrastructure needed to sustain its occupation and advance, including air defense systems, electronic warfare assets, and command and logistics hubs.
Middle strikes often use Starlink connectivity, which remains available in occupied Ukrainian territories but not in Russia (Fedorov is largely responsible for cutting off Russian Starlink access). As a result, operators can steer drones onto their targets in real time and immediately verify the damage after impact.
Deep strikes, on the other hand, are generally directed at high-value strategic targets deep inside Russia and in Moscow. They are designed to erode Russia’s economic capacity, such as oil refineries, and are typically flown to pre-programmed GPS coordinates.
“We like it because once the mission is done, we don’t have to wait for the aircraft to reach the target,” Oleksii said. “We also operate from much farther back — 40 to 50 kilometers from the front line. That’s ideal. You drive out, do the job, and twenty minutes later you’re back home asleep.”
Recently, Oleksii and his comrades moved from a village to a city in the Dnipropetrovsk region. It gives him a sense of belonging to civilization rather than being “stuck” in the middle of nowhere.
Today, Oleksii and his comrades operate drones at ranges of up to 240 kilometers, striking Russian repair facilities, ammunition depots, and other fixed military targets around Berdiansk and Mariupol.

“There was this abandoned school where Russian operators of Molniya [drones] had set up their position. We bombed the two exits to trap them inside,” Oleksii said. “I’m not sure we killed everyone in there. But that position never operated again.”
What had earlier been conducted by separate units became, in May, a more systematic priority for Kyiv. This was when Ukraine’s Defense Ministry launched ‘Logistics Lockdown,’ a program aimed at scaling up its middle strike capabilities, allocating 5 billion hryvnias ($111 million) to frontline units to procure necessary equipment.
The funding was to be distributed based on units’ ePoints rankings — a digital incentive system introduced by Fedorov under which military units earn points for destroying Russian personnel and equipment and can redeem them for the equipment they need.

The most visible consequences of this program include a fuel crisis in occupied Crimea and bringing the highway linking Crimea, occupied Donbas, and Russia under sustained fire control, one of the Kremlin’s most critical military supply routes.
Kyiv has also launched its campaign against Russia’s shadow fleet in the Sea of Azov, within the range of middle strikes, targeting more than 100 vessels in an eight-day span this July. The operation is already being described as one of the largest anti-shipping campaigns in modern history, surpassing the pace of vessel losses seen during the Iran–Iraq Tanker War of the 1980s.
Roman Pohorilyi, a military analyst and a co-founder of DeepState, an OSINT project tracking battlefield changes, says that with middle strikes, Ukraine can establish fire control over Russian logistics.
“If the middle strikes are deployed at scale, within a radius of roughly 100 kilometers, we’ll be able to disrupt virtually any movement, as well as target air defense systems, EW and similar installations. That also extends to logistics — the movement of weapons, supplies, and personnel to the front,” he said.

In Pohorilyi’s view, the newly-appointed acting minister, Yevhenii Khmara, is technically capable of carrying on his predecessor’s work. He comes from the Security Service of Ukraine’s Special Operations Center ‘A’ — one of the country’s most effective military formations. Under ideal circumstances, and if he builds on the team’s existing groundwork, the program could continue to develop, Pohorilyi said.
“But when the founder of the entire effort, the person who shaped its vision, is at the helm, that’s when it works best,” he added.
Khmara met with the newly appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Ukrainian Armed Forces today, stating that the development of both middle- and deep-strike capabilities would remain one of the key priorities.
As of now, Russia lacks effective countermeasures to defend its forces against Ukrainian mid-range strikes. Weapons development and emerging technologies analyst Bohdan Dolintse says that one of the few reasons Russians are ineffective at mid-range drone downing is that they do not have enough cheap air defense capabilities to cover all the occupied territories.
Dolintse agrees that Ukraine’s rapid expansion of middle-strike capabilities is likely to continue, even under new leadership. According to him, the Ministry of Defense was the institution that just sped up its development, but it is the battlefield itself that drives technological innovation.
“When political leadership changes at a ministry, it is common for deputy ministers to be replaced as well. Those reshuffles often cascade down, bringing new department heads and new teams. At the same time, the core group of civil servants responsible for developing and implementing reforms and legislation has largely remained in place,” Dolintse said.

When former Defense Minister Fedorov was dismissed, Oleksii was in Kyiv, preparing to take up the position at the ministry “to help launch even more bombs at Russia.” For two months, he was going through bureaucratic procedures to move from the combat zone to the capital and “become more effective.” However, this process stopped at the finish line, when Fedorov left office.
Oleksii joined protests outside the Presidential Office, despite the fact that, under orders from then–Commander-in-Chief Oleksandr Syrskyi, some service members who had taken part in the demonstrations had reportedly faced consequences.
For now, Oleksii’s future remains just as uncertain as the fate of the Defense Minister’s seat.
*Oleksii’s name was changed for security reasons.
Interested in more coverage about recent political and military reshuffles? Take a look at these stories:
NEWSFLASH: Zelenskyy dismisses Defense Minister
The Ukrainian work-protest balance
NEWSLASH: Zelenskyy dismisses army chief after public pressure
Editor’s Note:
Although the government met the protesters’ demands and replaced the Commander-in-Chief, Ukraine has lost an effective defense minister, thanks to whom it had begun to carry out precise medium-range strikes. For the entire country and our editorial team, the main question remains: what happens next?
If, like us, you’re concerned about Ukraine’s future, support independent journalism. Subscribe to be the first to get the news and not miss anything.

THE LATEST NEWS AT THIS HOUR:
By Kateryna Antonenko and Oleksandra Poda
Good morning to readers; Kyiv remains in Ukrainian hands.
UKRAINE’S NEW COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF TAKES OFFICE: On July 22, Major General Mykhailo Drapatiy announced that he had assumed the duties of Commander-in-Chief of Ukraine’s Armed Forces.
A career military officer, Drapatyi first saw combat in 2014 when Russia-backed separatists launched an offensive in eastern Ukraine and has been serving ever since. At the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion in February 2022, he commanded the Southern Operational Group and directed the defense of Kryvyi Rih, one of the early battles in which Ukrainian forces successfully halted a Russian advance. He later led the group during the liberation of the right bank of the Kherson region.
PUTIN REFUSES TO NEGOTIATE UNTIL HE TAKES CONTROL OF DONBAS: According to Bloomberg’s sources, Russia is prepared to return to negotiations on ending the war in Ukraine only after Putin establishes control over the entire Donetsk region. The Russian Ministry of Defense has assured Putin that it will establish full control by the end of 2026. However, many military leaders consider this plan unrealistic, predicting that reaching this goal will only be possible by 2027. Furthermore, the Kremlin no longer considers returning the occupied territories to Ukraine and insists on retaining the captured areas of the Sumy and Kharkiv regions as buffer zones. The Kremlin responded to Bloomberg’s reporting, calling it “speculation.”
Despite these statements, Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov and U.S. Secretary of State Rubio are scheduled to meet on the sidelines of the ASEAN summit in the Philippines to discuss negotiations aimed at ending the war in Ukraine.
FORMER COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF SYRSKY PUBLISHED A FAREWELL SPEECH: Syrsky thanked the soldiers for their service and said that under his command, 743 square kilometers had been liberated. “I am handing over to my successor an army that is not only holding its ground but is also on the offensive—with initiative, with structure, and with people who know how to defeat the enemy. And I sincerely hope that this offensive will continue. Everything is in place for that,” he said.
UKRAINE’S UNMANNED SYSTEMS FORCES HAVE STRUCK 13 RUSSIAN VESSELS:  In the Black and Azov Seas over the past 48 hours, Ukraine has struck over a dozen Russian vessels. In addition, strikes on Wildberries’ logistics warehouses in the Moscow region are continuing. A large-scale fire caused by drone strikes is also ongoing at logistics warehouses across other Russian regions. This comes as Ukraine is increasing attacks on Russian vessels.
37% RISE IN CIVILIAN CASUALTIES IN UKRAINE: The number of civilian casualties has risen by 37% compared to the same period last year, according to the UN mission, 1,396 civilian deaths and 7,978 civilian injuries were documented from January through June. The head of the UN Human Rights Mission in Ukraine, emphasized that these figures are nearly double those for the first half of 2024.
The main reason for the rise in casualties is the intensification of Russian missile and drone attacks on Ukrainian cities far from the front lines.
CAT OF CONFLICT:
Mariana felt super jealous of this cat, who lives in her apartment building and gets to sleep peacefully with his pink plush turtle instead of waking up at 4 a.m. to finish writing this story. A fun fact: all her neighbors are in love with this cuddly kitten and even take him to a vet from time to time!

Stay safe out there!
Best,
Mariana

  Read full article: https://www.counteroffensive.news/p/can-ukraine-keep-striking-beyond
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  Hi All,
Before I get into the midweek update and what is happening in the US-Iran War (or Trump’s War as it should be known by historians), I just wanted to bring to your attention the appointment of a new Ukrainian Chief of the General Staff last night. Mykhailo Drapatyi was promoted from Joint Forces Commander to replace Oleksandr Syrskyi as Commander in Chief of Ukrainian forces, a move that was widely hailed. I turned to good friend Mykola Bielieskov as soon as I heard the news and he responded “Best choice of Zelensky”.
As this is such an important change, the Substack Live I had scheduled with Shaun Pinner for later in the week will be moved up to today. We will do it at 17:30 Ukraine time, 15:30 UK time, and 10:30 US East Coast time. Shaun, being a long-time member of the Ukrainian armed forces, is an excellent person with whom to discuss this change. In the meantime, there might even be a definite decision about the future of Mykhailo Fedorov for us to discuss.
If Ukraine is moving forward in its war, the US is moving backwards and on a daily basis. It is painful as a student of strategy to watch the US weaken itself relentlessly like this. These attacks on Iran, in their latest phase of the war, have been going on for 11 straight nights now. The USA keeps hammering away against an Iranian military that Trump claimed months ago to have “obliterated”. Yet, the Iranians continue to fight back, with what might be called a sideways strategy which is distressingly effective. Indeed as the USA weakens itself, the Iranians seem to be improving their position.
The upshot is a decline in America’s global position, a decline which the USA is aiding and abetting with its present strategy. When it comes to the Asia-Pacific, that degradation has reached a stage where the US might never recover. There will be a section at the end for PS that will go into this.
Each Day The US Weakens Itself
The US has now spent 11 straight nights attacking targets across Iran. The purpose behind these attacks seems to be Trump’s hope that if he does something, anything, to damage Iran, that the Iranian regime will get the message and give him peace terms that he can sell as “not a catastrophic loss”. These terms remain what they have been since March, some kind of concession on the nuclear question and a reopening of the Strait of Hormuz without tolls. The amazing and depressing thing is that each night of these attacks is making things worse for the USA. It is bringing the US further away from achieving anything material and actually putting Iran in a stronger position. It reaffirms the pointlessness of the use of military force in this (and most) situations. 
The USA is engaged in a war of choice to defeat itself. It certainly is a special moment. Maybe the best way to understand what is happening is to break it down into a series of points. The first is that the US has no actual military operation to achieve what it wants, beyond a full invasion and deposition of the Iranian regime.
The One (Bad) Military Option
What could the US achieve here? The answer would be even with the whole might of the US military, it is not clear. The US is trying to damage the Iranian regime to such a degree that it will give in, to coerce it. However that is practically impossible to imagine without a change in that regime. So, the only way Trump can reasonably hope to achieve his political goals is to overthrow the Iranian regime and replace it with a new and compliant one. That will not happen with air strikes for a number of reasons. So the only way for Trump to “win” the war is for a full-scale invasion, and that means taking Tehran and installing a new government. Taking Kharg Island (mooted again this week as a possible target for US invasion) achieves nothing towards this but puts US forces in vulnerable positions. If the US cannot protect its troops from air attacks in Jordan, there is no way it can do so in Kharg.
The problem with any full scale invasion is that we are talking about using hundreds of thousands of troops, masses of munitions (it is not clear that the US even has enough left at this point) and has no end-date in mind. General Barry McCaffrey estimates it would take 600,000 US troops and would take a year. I would say even longer. However it is irrelevant, because it is not happening.
That Means Every Day Of Operations Weakens The USA
This process of weakening is happening in a number of ways. First, the US is simply further depleting its stockpiles of vital weapons and doing so in efforts that can achieve nothing political. The reality behind this depletion seems to be causing panic in the Pentagon. Let me start with this quote from an anonymous official about what is happening, which was given to the Washington Post.
"We do not have enough to safely sustain operations, and I don't think the White House is aware of that."
This is extremely serious. The USA had already run down its stockpile of THAAD (advanced anti-air) missiles before it started the latest round of war. Stocks were so low it would take years to get back to the (too low) condition on February 27, 2026. Here is a CSIS chart on the subject:

The US is doing multiple attacks every night and having to defend multiple attacks from Iran at the same time, so the situation is deteriorating every day. I actually do think the Pentagon and White House know, but they are unwilling to do the right thing as that will admit that they have failed. Instead, they are desperately hoping that Congress gives them billions and billions to keep this going. 
Beyond directly weakening the US military, the war is also further hollowing out US institutions. Congress sits there, inert and passive, as the administration continues to wage a war that started 144 days ago. The War Powers Act should have been invoked months ago, or at the very least Congress should have been asked to express its assent. The very opposite has happened, and the administration is waging a war, hiding the true losses and expense, and having no press conferences. CNN wrote this very depressing story about this phenomenon. 
Add it up and the US is weakening its military and its institutions. 
It is also undermining its international relations. 
At the Same Time, The US Is Strengthening Iran
How can this be, you ask? For the simple reason that the attacks Iran is doing in response to US operations are, I hate to say it, far strategically superior to what the US is doing to it. The Iranians realize that they cannot defeat the US military outright as an institution, but moreover that they do not need to do that. What they need to do is make the war so politically costly for the US that Iran emerges from the war in a stronger position.
The key to this, from the Iranian perspective, might be called a form of “sideways” escalation. Many of Iran’s attacks over the previous ten days have focussed not on US forces, but on the resources of US allies in the region. 
Here are just some of Iran’s sideways escalation attacks—all with sources so you can check. I am not even including Iranian attacks on US-backed Kurdish forces.  
July 12 — Iran launched simultaneous missile and drone strikes on Qatar, the UAE, Bahrain, Kuwait, Jordan, and Oman in retaliation for US strikes on southern Iran. Notable strikes: explosive drones targeted a Patriot air defense battery, ammo depot, and radar site at a US base in Kuwait; the IRGC hit logistics/refueling facilities used by US carriers at the port of Duqm, Oman; shrapnel from intercepted munitions injured three people, including a child, in Qatar.
July 13–14 — An Iranian missile targeting Bahrain reportedly may have carried a cluster munition warhead.
July 14-15 — IRGC conducted further retaliatory strikes against targets in Bahrain, Kuwait, and Jordan.
July 16–17 — Iran struck Kuwait’s power-generation and desalination infrastructure, sparking a fire at the plant; broader strikes across Gulf states continued as US attacks intensified.
July 17–18 — Iran hit Jordan’s Muwaffaq Salti Air Base in Azraq (killing at least two US service members), and a ballistic missile struck a US base in Saudi Arabia — the first Iranian attack on Saudi Arabia in over three months.
July 19 — Iran attacked Jordan, Kuwait, and Bahrain again, striking the Kuwaiti desalination plant for a second time and firing ballistic missiles at Jordan’s port city of Aqaba, near Eilat, Israel.
July 20 — Iran struck two oil tankers in the Strait of Hormuz plus US military assets in Jordan, Kuwait, and Bahrain; the IRGC also claimed to have hit an Amazon data center in Bahrain. This report is still awaiting verification.
July 21 — Iran claimed to have destroyed US radar and air defense systems in Muharraq and Riffa, Bahrain; Bahraini officials said air defenses countered multiple attacks that day.
These attacks by Iran are having multiple areas of strategic effect. They are not just running down US munitions (but they are doing that as well, note the attacks on Patriot batteries and other US bases), they are showing that they can strike US allies regardless of US protection, and they are also empowering their allies. Note the Houthis in Yemen just announced that they will start targeting tankers carrying Saudi oil.
This is causing some real worry amongst US partners. Only the UAE seems to have doubled down on US support. The rest are having serious doubts about US reliability, not just now but going forward. I have been chatting with a US businessperson and investor who does extensive work in the Gulf States and was there recently. They said:
“There are two long-term political consequences of the US-Iran War: The exacerbation of pre-existing political fissures in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), and the dilution of US influence as it becomes clear that America’s security guarantee is weaker than once thought. The strategic fallout is stark. A divided GCC only strengthens Iran, and China is positioned to capitalize on the erosion of US credibility”.
And believe me, each day of Iran doing this sideways escalation that the US cannot stop, makes these problems more acute. The Trump administration, for example, is now making major concessions to Saudi Arabia on the question of nuclear power development, which could result in a Saudi nuclear weapon. This story just dropped a few hours ago.

What It Means For US-China Relations: Can The US Even Fight A Battle, Let Alone A War?
In War and Power: Who Wins Wars And Why, I judged that the US had put itself in a dangerous position vis-a-vis China.

      
          
              Read more
          
      

  Read full article: https://phillipspobrien.substack.com/p/midweek-update-20-each-day-the-us
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Trump's America can't even win a rigged game (permalink)

Here's a sentence that stopped me in my tracks last week: "The statement that 'the cemeteries are full of indispensable people' is just as true of nations, and in particular the US":

https://crookedtimber.org/2026/07/16/55382/

The writer is John Quiggin, writing about the fact that, under Trump, the world has raced through a series of seismic shifts in how it organizes itself, rushing to fill an America-shaped void in its dealings.

This is a subject that's very much on my mind. As November Kelly says, Trump inherited a poker game rigged in his favor and then flipped the table over because he resented having to pretend to play at all. The "international rules-based order" that gave America oversight and control over the world's militaries, finances, trade, and communications was always a better deal for America than it was for the rest of the world.

The long persistence of this system doesn't mean that other countries liked it. The reason the American century endured for as long as it did was that the toll that America extracted from the world was always lower than the cost of making a new system. Just as people stay on Facebook because they love their friends more than they hate Mark Zuckerberg, the nations of the world let America control their systems because they feared the cost and difficulty of building a new system more than they resented letting America dictate and tax every part of their politics and economies.

That's where Trump comes in. The price of doing business with Trump is, effectively, infinity. If you buck Trump, he doubles down and demands twice as much. If you capitulate to Trump, he interprets it as weakness and comes back for three times as much. There are no deals to be made with Trump, only temporary measures that last until his next Fox and Friends binge or chance encounter with a ridiculous conspiracy theory.

Take Canada: in 2018, Trump tore up NAFTA – the deal that Bush Sr and Clinton crammed down Mexico and Canada's throats – and replaced it with USMCA, a trade treaty that was even more advantageous to America. Then, within months of his 2024 election, Trump tore up USMCA and replaced it with a chaotic series of tariffs that swung around wildly from 25% to 100% to (as of this week) 50%:

https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2026/07/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-imposes-additional-tariffs-on-canada/

Trump has no coherent reason for this new tariff. Canada has bent over backwards to give Trump everything he wants and more. Despite some high-minded words at Davos about the need for "middle powers" to decouple from the USA, PM Mark Carney has given Trump everything he could ask for. Carney allowed Palantir – a company that makes no bones about being an agent of Trump's will – inside the most sensitive parts of the Canadian military. Carney dropped his plan to charge US tech companies a 3% tax. Carney is firing tens of thousands of civil servants and replacing them with chatbots, the majority of which will be operated by US companies, running on US servers.

Sure, Canada's imposed some retaliatory tariffs on US products, but that's just a way of making everything Canadians buy more expensive, which is a weird way of punishing America. It's like punching yourself in the face as hard as you can in the hopes that the downstairs neighbour says "ouch." Meanwhile, Carney has consistently ignored US interference in Canadian politics, including the tsunami of dark money pouring into the Alberta separatist movement – a bid by Trump to literally steal an entire province.

Give Trump everything he asks for and he'll demand more. Deny Trump anything and he'll demand more. Sign a contract with Trump and he'll break it. Send Trump an invoice and he'll stiff you. For Trump, "the art of the deal" can be summed up in one word: renege.

This is why – as David Dayen writes – there will likely be no peace deal in Iran for so long as Trump is in office. Why would the Iranians sign any deal with Trump when they know Trump will break it?

https://prospect.org/2026/07/10/aftermath-wars-on/

Last Christmas, I gave a speech in Hamburg about "the post-American internet" that the rest of the world has the chance to build now that Trump has zeroed-out all the value it used to get from playing by America's tech policy rules, even as Trump has weaponized US tech companies to attack world officials who buck his agenda:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/01/01/39c3/#the-new-coalition

After that speech, I wrote a book (The Post-American Internet) that Farrar, Straus and Giroux will publish in August 2027. In the book, I describe the role that "trusted third parties" (T3P) play in complex transactions. Think of an escrow agent who holds onto the deed for the house you're buying from the seller until you hand over the money, and then forwards the deed to you and the money to the seller.

The more complex a transaction is, the more it needs a T3P. For most of the past century, the US has been the world's T3P. Most of the world's transoceanic fiber optic lines make landfall in the US and interconnect to one another in US data centres. Most of the world's international transactions are conducted in dollars and are cleared through US-controlled platforms like SWIFT. Through its aid programs, the US sets the health and public services agenda for billions of non-Americans, and the US has military installations in more than 100 countries. The US trains the world's militaries, it supplies (and withholds) information from the world's intelligence agencies, and it runs the IT infrastructure powering the world's government agencies and critical infrastructure, from tractors to medical equipment.

Right from the start, the US was never an entirely trustworthy "trusted third party." There were plenty of instances where the US abused its control over its "neutral" platforms to serve the American national interest at the expense of the countries that relied on those platforms.

But those violations were either covert or carried out under some kind of legal rubric ("the rules-based international order"). You'd probably continue to trust an escrow agent that obeyed court orders to hold onto the money after handing over the deed. That trust might persist even if the escrow agent withheld the money on the say-so of a DA or sheriff, even without a court order. You might even continue to trust the escrow agent if they sometimes said, "I'm going to hang onto this money for 72 hours because I think there might be something weird in this deal."

Same goes for the escrow agent who has a secret side-hustle with the local land-registry office and realtors that lets them skim a few points off every deal and scoop up the best properties through a shell company. Provided you never find out about this, you'll happily hire that escrow agent to handle your property deal.

Trump is the escrow agent who keeps the money and the deed, then announces he did it because the seller was a fentanyl dealer and the buyer was a lizard-person; and then publishes a long screed on Truth Social calling everyone who criticises him a terrorist, promising to do it again next time.

Even if you need to sell your house, and even if Trump is the only escrow agent you can find, you're just not going to trust him with your deed or the money. As GW Bush says, "Fool me once, shame on…shame on you. Fool me – you can't get fooled again."

Back to Quiggin: the US was the world's indispensable nation, and the cemeteries of history are full of indispensable nations. As Quiggin writes, Europe and Ukraine have largely given up on US military protection from Russia and are building their own capacity, already surpassing the US in drone and artillery capabilities. The US can no longer credibly provide missiles and anti-missile defenses, not after Trump used up America's stockpiles in his pointless, endless war in Iran.

Quiggin notes that the consensus case against the EU as a military power held that Europe "lacks the capacity to project power globally" and that it is "too disunited to act effectively." Per Quiggin, these only matter if you believe that the post-American military order will look and act like the American system that Trump just trashed. Trump has a chud "Secretary of War" who kidnaps foreign leaders and can't reliably get oil through the Strait of Hormuz – if that's the dividend from "unity" and "projecting power," you can keep it.

On finance, Quiggin notes that the EU is racing to break its reliance on SWIFT, Visa and Mastercard, and the more Trump weaponizes these against institutions like the International Criminal Court, the faster this transition will go.

America's load-bearing private institutions – like the Big Four accounting firms and the bond rating agencies – have self-immolated, thanks to decades of lax regulation by successive US administrations through scandal after scandal. Quiggin points out that there's no reason to replace these giant, structurally important (but terrifyingly unreliable) cartels with trustworthy versions. It's cheaper and more robust to rebuild our economy so that it no longer serves the finance system, returning finance to "its pre-1970s role as a provider of a relatively limited set of services to the real economy."

On manufacturing, Quiggin points to the twin facts of Trump's chaotic tariffs and China's "economic nationalism," which have put the EU in the centre of a new trade order. Here, too, we're getting something new, not a Made-in-Europe version of "the failed globalist dream of the WTO" nor "Trump’s attempts to extort surplus through bilateral bullying":

https://www.nytimes.com/2026/07/12/opinion/america-trump-nato-europe-world.html

As I said, Quiggin's article has been rattling around in my mind ever since I read it last week, but there's one area where I think Quiggin's got it wrong: the relative difficulty of building a post-American internet.

First, because Quiggin says that the real challenge is building a post-American AI. Sovereign AI is, frankly, nonsense. If Trump turns off all of your country's chatbots, nothing changes. If Trump orders Microsoft to shut off your country's access to Office 365 (as he did to the International Criminal Court and a Brazilian judge who pissed him off), your country would simply cease to function:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/06/18/their-trillions-our-billions/#eyes-on-the-prize

And if Trump orders John Deere to brick all the tractors in your country, you're gonna starve to death:

https://pluralistic.net/2022/05/08/about-those-kill-switched-ukrainian-tractors/

In the face of these real, non-speculative, immediate, grave threats, focusing on AI – the money-losingest technology in human history, which has consistently underperformed relative to its boosters' promises – is just misguided. If you really want an "AI strategy" for your country, it should be this: wait for the bubble to burst, then buy hardware and talent at fire-sale prices in the wave of ensuing bankruptcies, and use them to extract more performance from free, open source models.

The real digital challenge is building apps and data centres to run everyday administrative, telecoms and e-commerce software on, and then moving your country's, ministries', companies' and households' data over to the new platforms. The hardware and software are challenging, but ultimately straightforward. Raising capital for data centres is just a matter of convincing people to invest in being a kind of landlord, which is among the easier sells to make (and there's plenty of investors who are looking for real alternatives to getting sucked into the AI bubble).

Getting the apps is hard, but there's an army of technologists who are ready for more, after decades of doing fake startups for a Big Tech company to "acqui-hire" and/or toiling to improve ad click-throughs. These people yearn to follow Steve Jobs's injunction to "make a dent in the universe" and they are being chased out of Silicon Valley by ICE chuds who want to send them to Salvadoran slave-labor camps.

There's plenty of talent and capital for the taking.

The real hard part isn't writing or running the code – it's extracting the data, replacing the firmware, and bridging new systems – like post-American social media platforms – into the existing ones. This part is hard because every country in the world has agreed to a trade deal with America wherein they agreed to make it illegal to reverse-engineer US tech exports, in exchange for tariff-free access to US markets. Trump has made the case for abandoning these deals better than I ever could have:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/04/20/praxis/#acceleration
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	Your Cookware Got Worse On Purpose https://www.worseonpurpose.com/p/your-cookware-got-worse-on-purpose


	
The Human-in-the-Loop is Tired https://pydantic.dev/articles/the-human-in-the-loop-is-tired



	
HP fined 1.4 billion rupees for “cartelization” of ink cartridges, toner, PCs https://arstechnica.com/gadgets/2026/07/hp-fined-1-4-billion-rupees-for-cartelization-of-ink-cartridges-toner-pcs/



	
The Healthcare Industry Is Coming for Your Face https://www.karenschoellkopf.com/writing/biometric-data-healthcare.html



	
My Ebike Delivery Went Missing. When I Tried to Recover It, I Ended Up in Chatbot Hell https://www.wired.com/story/ebike-delivery-missing-when-i-tried-to-recover-it-i-ended-up-in-chatbot-hell/
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#20yrsago Fagin: Will Eisner’s retelling of Oliver Twist https://memex.craphound.com/2006/07/22/fagin-will-eisners-retelling-of-oliver-twist/

#20yrsago 95 Theses of Geek Activism: how to defend freedom with tech https://scienceaddiction.com/2006/07/23/95-theses-of-geek-activism/

#20yrsago Plane made of printed parts flies https://web.archive.org/web/20060823102012/http://www.newscientisttech.com/article.ns?id=dn9602&amp;feedId=online-news_rss20

#20yrsago Scott McCloud on the future of comics https://web.archive.org/web/20060822133933/https://www.wired.com/news/culture/1,71434-0.html

#10yrsago Middle aged Singaporean media regulators rap about the national public-private content strategy https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ksw2UqTyhhc

#10yrsago Laurie Penny on hanging out with Milo Yiannopoulos and the gay trolls of the RNC https://medium.com/welcome-to-the-scream-room/im-with-the-banned-8d1b6e0b2932#.ftai0i9ra
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	Edinburgh International Book Festival with Jimmy Wales, Aug 17

https://www.edbookfest.co.uk/events/the-front-list-cory-doctorow-and-jimmy-wales


	
Sydney: The Festival of Dangerous Ideas, Aug 23-24

https://festivalofdangerousideas.com/cory-doctorow/



	
Melbourne: Enshittification at the Wheeler Centre, Aug 25

https://www.wheelercentre.com/events-tickets/season-2026/cory-doctorow-enshittification



	
Brighton: The Reverse Centaur's Guide to Life After AI with Carole Cadwalladr (Brighton Dome), Sep 8

https://brightondome.org/whats-on/LSC-cory-doctorow-the-reverse-centaurs-guide-to-life-after-ai/



	
London: The Reverse Centaur's Guide to Life After AI with Riley Quinn (Foyle's Picadilly), Sep 9

https://www.foyles.co.uk/events/enshittification-cory-doctorow-riley-quinn



	
South Bend: An Evening With Cory Doctorow (Notre Dame), Oct 6

https://franco.nd.edu/events/2026/10/06/an-evening-with-cory-doctorow/
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	Waarom jij straks het hulpje van AI bent (VPRO)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tOnvR2fs8CA


	
Talk Tech Bock (Vera Linß)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3PFjGvQoBgc



	
How To Think About AI Before It’s Too Late (This Is Hell)

https://thisishell.com/episodes/1919



	
AI Won't Replace You… But This Might (Deep Focus)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oorWq_m48AQ



	
Who Owns Your Tractor? (Growing the Future)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IU9eBPUZBI4
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	"The Reverse-Centaur's Guide to AI," a short book about being a better AI critic, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, June 2026

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374621568/thereversecentaursguidetolifeafterai/


	
"Canny Valley": A limited edition collection of the collages I create for Pluralistic, self-published, September 2025 https://pluralistic.net/2025/09/04/illustrious/#chairman-bruce



	
"Enshittification: Why Everything Suddenly Got Worse and What to Do About It," Farrar, Straus, Giroux, October 7 2025

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374619329/enshittification/



	
"Picks and Shovels": a sequel to "Red Team Blues," about the heroic era of the PC, Tor Books (US), Head of Zeus (UK), February 2025 (https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250865908/picksandshovels).



	
"The Bezzle": a sequel to "Red Team Blues," about prison-tech and other grifts, Tor Books (US), Head of Zeus (UK), February 2024 (thebezzle.org).



	
"The Lost Cause:" a solarpunk novel of hope in the climate emergency, Tor Books (US), Head of Zeus (UK), November 2023 (http://lost-cause.org).



	
"The Internet Con": A nonfiction book about interoperability and Big Tech (Verso) September 2023 (http://seizethemeansofcomputation.org). Signed copies at Book Soup (https://www.booksoup.com/book/9781804291245).



	
"Red Team Blues": "A grabby, compulsive thriller that will leave you knowing more about how the world works than you did before." Tor Books http://redteamblues.com.



	
"Chokepoint Capitalism: How to Beat Big Tech, Tame Big Content, and Get Artists Paid, with Rebecca Giblin", on how to unrig the markets for creative labor, Beacon Press/Scribe 2022 https://chokepointcapitalism.com
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	"The Post-American Internet," a geopolitical sequel of sorts to Enshittification, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2027


	
"Unauthorized Bread": a middle-grades graphic novel adapted from my novella about refugees, toasters and DRM, FirstSecond, April 20, 2027



	
"Enshittification, Why Everything Suddenly Got Worse and What to Do About It" (the graphic novel), Firstsecond, 2027



	
"The Memex Method," Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 2027
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Today's top sources:

Currently writing: "The Post-American Internet," a sequel to "Enshittification," about the better world the rest of us get to have now that Trump has torched America. Fourth draft completed. Submitted to editor.
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    Who was the worst monster of the 20th century?

    Noah Smith · Noahpinion · Jul 22, 2026 · 16 min read

  

  
Let’s take a break from discussing the insanity of American politics, the tragedy of British economic mismanagement, and other weighty topics, and talk about something fun and light. Who was the greatest monster of the 20th century?
Well, ok, that’s not really fun and light. The 20th century featured hundreds of millions of people slaughtered in wars, genocides, political persecutions, and preventable famines. Many of my own extended family members were killed in the Holocaust, and I have plenty of friends whose relatives died in World War 2, the Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution, the Cambodian Genocide, and other such calamities. Those deaths are even more tragic because of all the good things that were happening in that century — the fabulous economic growth and technological progress. Everything could have just been a smooth upward glide to luxury and comfort, and yet people were still being machine-gunned into mass graves.
With time, the emotional power of those events fades — Genghis Khan killed tens of millions in his campaigns of conquest eight hundred years ago, but today he’s more likely to be invoked as a joke, or an object of reverence, than as a monster. It can happen surprisingly fast. By the early 2000s, hipsters in my dorm were already hanging ironic Chairman Mao posters in their rooms. Today, you can see leftist pundits like Hasan Piker praising Mao without a trace of irony:

Plenty of other leftists joined in the Mao lovefest. 
Piker is wrong, of course; if you read the authoritative biography of Mao by Jung Chang and Jon Halliday, you’ll see that the dictator repeatedly aggrandized himself at China’s expense, willfully derailing multiple periods of reform and recovery by launching the country into destructive episodes of chaos like the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. Nor was he much help against the Japanese invaders in World War 2, preferring to let them fight and weaken his Chinese rivals (again, at the expense of many Chinese lives). It was Deng Xiaoping, not Mao, who made modern China great. 
But the people who say that Mao was history’s greatest tyrant, with an unsurpassed body count of 40-50 million people, are also probably overreaching a bit. Yes, about 36-40 million people did die in Mao’s Great Famine, caused by his various foolhardy agricultural policies and the inefficiencies of China’s communist economic system. Nor was this merely an accident; even after Mao learned that his policies were failing, he kept them in place to avoid losing face in front of CCP rivals. But killing tens of millions of his own people was never Mao’s plan. 
Intent is an important factor to consider when ranking history’s greatest monsters. The reason has to do with why we should care about the question. The point of ranking evil regimes isn’t to have fun marveling at the scale of human brutality — it’s not like trying to figure out what the biggest dinosaur was, or whether Michael Jordan was better than LeBron. Sometimes real life forces you to choose between monsters. 
In World War 2, America had to decide whether allying with Stalin against Hitler was worth it, or whether we should simply sit it out and be neutral as the two villains slugged it out. Our decision probably tipped the course of the war. Later, we formed a quasi-alliance with Mao’s China against the Soviet Union, helping to hasten the latter’s downfall. 
Many populations, of course, have an even grimmer choice — they have to choose which ruthless, cruel regime to support in a civil war. If you lived in Syria in 2016, did you support Bashar al-Assad, ISIS, or offshoots of al Qaeda? If you lived in Russia in 1919, did you support the Reds or the Whites? And so on. 
So when we ask “Who was worse”, the question is actually pretty relevant. Obviously it’s a matter of opinion, but I think some factors we should consider when assessing the horribleness of a regime are:
	Overall death toll during the regime’s time in power

	How much of the death toll was intentional

	How much of the death toll was willful versus accidental

	How harmful the regime was relative to the size of the population it controlled

	What other bad things the regime planned to do but was unable to accomplish

	What life was like for the people who lived under the regime and didn’t die


So with that in mind, here’s my ranking for last century:
The worst regimes of the 20th century
#1: Adolf Hitler and the Nazis
For me, Hitler easily takes the top spot, and it isn’t really a question. The reason isn’t that the Jewish Holocaust — Hitler’s most-discussed atrocity — was uniquely horrible compared to other acts of genocide. It’s that the Jewish Holocaust was only the beginning of Hitler’s wave of destruction. 
The slaughter of 5-6 million Jews was deliberate, but it was only one part of Hitler’s plans for genocide in Europe and Asia. Generalplan Ost, the Nazis’ plan for East Europe, involved the deliberate slaughter or enslavement of tens of millions of people in Russia and other countries to Germany’s east. Here’s a chart from Wikipedia:

“Removed” here means “killed”, since the Nazis intended to take all of the land. 
Hitler’s invasion of the USSR — Operation Barbarossa — was meant to carry out this unprecedented genocide. The main tool was starvation — Nazi Germany’s “Hunger Plan” called for intentional mass famines to wipe out most of the people living in the USSR and East Europe. 
The Nazis actually implemented this plan to a significant degree. Out of the 27 million Soviet citizens killed by the Nazis during World War 2, 19 million were civilians, and most of these probably died from hunger and disease, caused in large part by the Nazis’ deliberate policy of mass starvation during the war. The Nazis also mass-executed or starved millions of Soviet POWs. Had the U.S. not stepped in to help, the death toll in the USSR might have been twice as large, or more. Those that weren’t killed were to be enslaved, but given the experience of the “workers” at Auschwitz — and considering that Nazi ideology stated that superior races lived and inferior ones died off — it’s an open question how long those slave populations would have been allowed to survive.
And why would Hitler have stopped there? Having overcome the Soviets, would the Nazis really have allowed the Chinese, or the Arabs, to live their lives and hold their lands unmolested? Not a chance. Hitler’s regime was purpose-built for conquest and genocide — it could only keep killing or die. In this sense, the Holocaust, as horrifying as it was, was only the tip of the iceberg.
It’s not clear whether there has ever been another regime quite like Hitler’s, even when we look back to the barbarity of premodern times. Genghis Khan, Timur (Tamerlane), and other conquerors killed millions, but only in order to subdue and rule, not to annihilate. Other regimes have attempted annihilation of subject peoples, but have generally done this within their own borders rather than trying to do it to the rest of the world.
Hitler and the Nazis should thus stand as the undisputed all-time champion of evil. With an intentional body count of over 30 million, and plans to do even more, they were less like other historical tyrants and more like some kind of alien armada. In my mind, the decision to ally with Stalin in order to defeat that unique menace was unquestionably the right one.  
#2: Fascist Japan
The Japanese Empire in the 1930s and 1940s was very different than the empire that came before. The military usurped civilian rule, put an end to the democracy that Japanese people had enjoyed in the 1920s, and made their society increasingly totalitarian. Japan had conquered and colonized before — Taiwan and Korea — but in the 1930s and 40s, they became increasingly brutal. 
By the time they went after all of China in 1937 and Southeast Asia in 1941, genocide had become their standard tool of conquest. Like the Mongols 700 years earlier, the Japanese conquerors were very aware of China’s greater population, and intentionally used genocide in order to make China easier to rule. They killed 14 million Chinese people in their invasion (some say only 6 million, some say 20 million), mostly by deliberately starving them or slaughtering whole towns — similar to what the Nazis did in the USSR, but without the camps. They used biological weapons to try to kill even more. And of course they famously killed over 10,000 people by experimenting on them. This is in addition to a long list of massacres and atrocities carried out in the rest of Asia. 
We tend to leave Japan off of the list of “history’s worst monsters”, because these crimes were committed in a very distributed way. They were not a result of official state ideology, like the Nazis’ ideology of race war. Individual figures like Tojo Hideki sometimes did encourage policies of mass starvation, mass shootings, and biological warfare, but the Imperial Japanese Army was remarkably decentralized, and lots of local commanders did atrocities all on their own. The Emperor probably knew about at least some of the atrocities being committed in his name, but didn’t try to intervene. 
Still, collectively, Imperial Japan was the closest thing to the Nazis that existed in the 20th century, and like the Nazis they would have gotten far worse if they hadn’t been forcibly stopped.
#3: Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge
Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge had a total body count that was much lower than the other regimes on this list — 1.5 to 3 million instead of tens of millions — and they didn’t try to conquer the surrounding lands (though they sometimes attacked their neighbors). But the reason they only killed a few million people was that Cambodia only contained a few million people. The Khmer Rouge slaughtered a fifth to a quarter of their populace, higher than anyone else on the list — or maybe in recorded history. And had they had the power to conquer any of their larger neighbors, they probably would have conquered and killed even more. As it was, their reign of terror was only stopped by a Vietnamese invasion. 
In terms of the cold, systematic nature of the mass murder, the Khmer Rouge are second only to the Nazis. The Killing Fields are legendary. You can go see the “magic tree” where Pol Pot’s soldiers would dash babies’ brains out, or gaze upon nice neat rows of human skulls. It really doesn’t get more psychotic than these guys. 
#4: The USSR under Stalin
Stalin is generally held responsible for somewhere between 10 and 20 million deaths, of which maybe 6-10 million starved to death because of communist agricultural policies. Like Mao, Stalin learned of these deaths but turned a blind eye rather than admit a mistake. But there may have been more to it in Stalin’s case — he probably wanted a famine in Ukraine in order to intentionally reduce the Ukrainian population and make the “republic” easier to rule. 
Stalin’s deliberate murders were fewer than Hitler’s but that’s a relative statement; he did slaughter maybe 3 million political opponents by murdering them or sending them to gulags to die of neglect. He committed small local genocides, killing over a hundred thousand Poles in WW2, mass-expelling a bunch of minority populations (like the Crimean Tatars) and killing many in the process, and so on. 
His armies were also very brutal in Germany during World War 2, mass-raping literally millions of German women, expelling and enslaving large numbers of Germans in East and Central Europe, and so on. On top of all that, Stalin’s USSR was famously nightmarish, with people living in a constant state of fear and encouraged to rat out their neighbors. 
What Stalin mostly didn’t do was conquer and expand the USSR’s territory. With a few exceptions, he just sat on his existing empire, dominated surrounding states with proxy arrangements, and focused on internal ideological and economic reorganization and maintaining his personal power. This lack of world-conquering ambition made him palatable as an ally against Hitler. Ultimately, he mostly just sat there and brutalized the people already under his own control. 
#5: China under Mao
The vast majority of Mao’s deaths come from the famine. He also killed maybe 2-4 million people deliberately, through political purges, executions and forced labor during the Great Leap Forward, and the insanity of the Cultural Revolution. But the basic story of Mao is that he implemented insane policies in an attempt to gain and hold onto power, and often viewed Chinese deaths as collateral damage in his power struggles.
Mao, like Stalin, was also a villain that other countries learned to live with. He conquered Tibet and invaded South Korea (before being repulsed), but overall he wasn’t much interested in conquest. Like Stalin, he sat on his giant empire and brutally attempted to bend it to his (often insane) will. The society he created was desperately poor, paranoid, and totalitarian, but also often chaotic and even anarchic in places. 
Honorable mentions
In my mind, those five regimes stand head and shoulders above the rest, but there are certainly no shortage of other bad ones. Seven honorable mentions:
	The Young Turks: Turkey’s junta carried out the Armenian Genocide during World War I, killing around a million people.

	North Korea: One of the world’s most nightmarish totalitarian regimes, North Korea tried to conquer South Korea, and also caused at least one mass famine with its policies of deliberate isolation.

	Rwanda’s Hutu government: The Hutu government in the 1990s committed the famous Rwandan genocide, and helped foment and prosecute the Second Congo War that killed millions of people in central Africa. An ideology of ethnic supremacy was a big part of the reason why.

	The Derg: Ethiopia’s communist regime in the 1970s and 1980s doesn’t get talked about much, but they killed maybe 500,000 people in political executions and ended up starving hundreds of thousands of Ethiopians to death.

	Yahya Khan: Under Yahya Khan in 1971, Pakistan tried to terrorize Bangladesh into remaining under Pakistan’s control. The army killed anywhere between 300,000 and 3 million Bangladeshis, and raped hundreds of thousands more.

	Suharto: Although Indonesia saw robust economic growth under Suharto, he killed over half a million people for political and ethnic reasons.

	King Leopold II: The Belgian king’s extractive regime in the Congo killed anywhere from 1.2 to 10 million people there. The bulk of the atrocities in the 19th century, however; Leopold’s rule over Congo ended in 1908. 


I realize that this list is subject to differences of opinion, depending on A) which estimates you believe, and B) which factors you weight more heavily in the calculation of regime evilness. But I think it’s a pretty defensible list, and it demonstrates at least two important lessons.
First of all, the very worst atrocities come during times of war — especially wars of conquest, where foreign peoples are dehumanized and armies are given carte blanche. The fascist regimes of WW2 come off as the worst because they were engaged in massive wars of conquest. And wars often increase a regime’s appetite for further conquest and destruction. So basically, regimes that invade other countries tend to be worse. 
Second, communist regimes tended to starve a lot of their people to death. Insane agricultural policies were a hallmark of communist economics — probably because successful communist revolutions usually began as revolts by agrarian peasantry rather than proletarian workers as Marx had envisioned. In trying to transform agriculture, communists ended up just starving their people to death.
So while communism probably caused more aggregate human misery than fascism in the 20th century, that was only because fascism didn’t have time; it was so incredibly malignant that it was stopped very quickly by external coalitions. Communism was more like a chronic debilitating disease, while fascism war more like ebola.
The worst regimes of the 21st century so far
 That leaves us one more interesting question: By these criteria, who have been the worst regimes of the current century, so far? So far, the 21st century has been somewhat less destructive than the 20th — by 1926 we had already seen World War I, the Armenian Genocide, Lenin’s political purges, the Russian Civil War, and so on. The years 2000-2026 have, thankfully, been somewhat less brutal and chaotic so far. But we still have plenty of tyrannical villains. Here would be a tentative top five:
1. The RSF, Omar al-Bashir, and the Janjaweed: There has basically been a rolling series of genocides in Sudan this whole century — the first Darfur genocide, the second Darfur genocide, the Masalit genocide, and so on. Some of this was done at the behest of former president Omar al-Bashir, who encouraged murderous militias known as the Janjaweed, who later morphed into the RSF. 
2. ISIS: This is the closest thing we’ve had to the Khmer Rouge in recent decades. ISIS’ extremist ideology led them to create a nightmarish totalitarian state in the areas of Iraq and Syria under their control, genocide the Yazidis, and throw much of the Arabian Peninsula into chaos. Their total death toll wasn’t as high as some of the others, but this was because they were stopped quickly; they were so horrible that everyone immediately united to fight and destroy them.
3. Vladimir Putin: Putin is one of the most aggressive leaders of modern times. He started wars in Georgia and Ukraine, and got heavily involved in the war in Syria. Over half a million people have died in Ukraine so far, and Putin bears some responsibility for the hundreds of thousands more who perished in Syria. It seems clear at this point that he’s not going to stop prosecuting wars of aggression until he dies or is defeated.
4. Bashar al-Assad: In his desperation to hang onto power, Assad laid waste to his country, killing hundreds of thousands and even using chemical weapons on rebels before ultimately fleeing. 
5. The Tatmadaw: Myanmar’s military has been locked in a brutal civil war against ethnic minorities for decades, but in 2021 things really kicked into high gear after the army staged a coup against the country’s democratically elected government and put down protests with extreme brutality. The country is now an anarchic wasteland with war crimes galore.
These tyrants and murderers are somewhat less impressive, numbers-wise, than their 20th century counterparts. They also don’t clearly fit into the “fascism vs. communism” dichotomy that dominated much of the previous century; they’re more likely to be motivated either by Islamism, local ethnic chauvinism, or simple personal lust for power. But looking back at the 20th century, we should remember how bad dictators and totalitarian regimes can get, especially when they go to war — and how important it is to stop the worst of them in their tracks, before they can get even worse.
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  It’s a big week in British politics and London has provided the backdrop for Andy Burnham’s entry into the most famous address in Westminster. 
But today we want to bring you something a little different. It’s a personal, fascinating reflection by a former Met police officer on the challenges Andy Burnham will face with his day one pledge to eliminate rough sleeping. 
With thousands of rough sleepers in London who will need to be housed under the prime minister’s policy, it sets out one person’s frontline experience of why the pledge can be met but only with a lot of hard work
Scroll down to read that. But first, a few quick updates…


Hampstead Heath’s Parliament Hill Cafe finally reopens 
The long-running saga of who should run four cafes on Hampstead Heath and in the surrounding area occupied a lot of London press coverage last year, including in this newsletter. There were claims of dodgy dealings by the City of London which controls the sites, a campaign endorsed by Benedict Cumberbatch to save the cafes, and promises to boycott the new operators. It’s all part of a plan, first revealed by London Centric, to run the City of London’s parks on a more commercial basis.
Three of the cafe sites are still subject to a legal dispute with the previous operators. The other is Parliament Hill Cafe on Hampstead Heath, which this week reopened as a branch of the Daisy Green chain.

When London Centric visited it was relatively busy, with lengthy queues for takeaway coffee. Most people we spoke to were unaware of the controversy over who should run the cafe site but were keen to tell us how delicious the ice creams were.
A Hungarian couple, visiting their four-year-old granddaughter, said she preferred the new cakes. The girl gave London Centric a thumbs up as she devoured a Tim Tam.
Many of the old staff had been kept on in new roles, while the menu retained some Italian dishes in a nod to its former operators. 
Derrick Aston, 75, fulfilling his yearly grandfatherly duty of taking his two granddaughters out for ice cream, said the refurbishment was a “vast improvement” on the old cafe: “It’s nice, light, and bright. It feels a lot fresher and better.”


Thames Water is imposing a hosepipe ban from Thursday, saying water consumption is 7% above normal in London. If you’re lucky enough to have a garden, you’ve got until the end of Wednesday to water it, fill up a paddling pool, clean your car using a hose, or have a sprinkler on your lawn. 


The Knightsbridge car rental scammer
A pervasive theme in a vast number of London Centric stories is that it’s so easy to scam people and open dodgy shops in the capital because no one actually enforces existing laws. You can start a company in London from a PO Box address, steal money from the public, fail to file any accounts, unilaterally opt out of paying taxes, then immediately “phoenix” the business and start again. Your chances of getting punished are small and you can always find someone else to sign the legal paperwork.
So it’s worth highlighting what happens when the law is actually enforced. Classic Parade describes itself as the UK’s “number one chauffeuring and supercar hire service” but was really a scam operation registered to a serviced office in Knightsbridge by founder Andrew Brown. 
Members of the public were charged thousands of pounds to rent Ferraris and Lamborghinis for fun, for weddings, or as bucket list experiences for people with terminal illnesses. Then, at the last minute, the booking would be cancelled for unspecified reasons. Refunds would be promised but never returned. If a customer left a negative review, they would be threatened or find their own business received a tit-for-tat negative review.
Classic Parade’s only substantive connection to west London was the director’s trips to luxury boutiques such as Harrods, Gucci, and Prada where almost £30,000 of company funds was spent on “apparent personal expenditure”. 
The Insolvency Service did enforce the law in this case. After dozens of victims complained over many years, it prosecuted. Classic Parade Ltd was wound up in court last week. The issue is there, as yet, there are no consequences for the people involved. Brown, who also ran an online course called “University of Crime”, failed to turn up to an interview with the Insolvency Service or answer their questions. He has yet to face any personal charges, although he could be disqualified as a director at a later date. At the moment all that’s left is an abandoned office in Knightsbridge, an abandoned limited company, and a lot of people out of pocket.


Photographer Megan Taylor has been taking pictures of mothers at her child’s London primary school while fellow parent Leonora Haig interviews them about their lives. The chats are delightful snippets of life in the capital. And someone who you might not expect pops up.


One in the eye for journalism
Each week, London Centric strives to publish the best and most curious stories about the capital. What you don’t see as a reader are the stories we check out that never make it to print. 
One of our favourite recent tips (send them in here, we read them all, nothing is too small!) was that the British Museum had hired a team of movers, all of whom were of exactly the same height, to ensure there was no damage to the Bayeux Tapestry as it was unboxed.
Eager to discover what the optimum height for an embroidery mover might be, we contacted the British Museum. Sadly, a spokesperson quickly put us back in our level place, insisting that “none of the activity at the British Museum has required the team to be at a set height or to all be the same height.”


Got a story we should be looking into? Send a WhatsApp or send an email.


I was a Met police officer: This is what I’d tell Andy Burnham about rough sleeping in the capital
By , a writer and police officer, who served as a Met Police Special Constable in west London between 2020 and 2025. 
“As long as you get someone’s name and address in your pocket book, everything else can be worked out later.”
Words of wisdom I remember from one of my first days at Hendon, the Metropolitan Police training school. The question can blunt the shock for a victim, make a suspect begin to understand the implications of what he has done, and give the courts some hope of finding a witness two years later.
It becomes such a matter of routine that it stops being a question and turns into a rhythm. People often answer in the same rhythm before you’ve finished asking, because some people have been giving their details to the police all their lives.

So I’m crouched next to Michael on the corner of a high street. Sleeping bag, back against the window of a closed bank, gone midnight. Name. Date of birth. Address, because it’s what I ask everyone.
And the homeless man tells me his address. Street, flat number, postcode. He isn’t lying. It’s his flat, the council gave it to him years ago, and I could have walked there from this corner in about ten minutes. So could he.
On Monday, Andy Burnham stood outside Number Ten on his first day as prime minister and announced that his government will end rough sleeping. I was a police officer in inner London when this was last tried, and the trouble is that ending rough sleeping and giving everyone somewhere to sleep are not quite the same thing.
I. The flats
On paper, Michael was housed. He had been housed by the local council for 18 years. His tenancy agreement said so, so did his housing officer and so did the forms we filled out every time we met him.
I even went into his flat once. It was on the second floor of a Victorian terraced house in Notting Hill, along a hallway that smelt of damp, behind a fire door. I went there when Michael failed to turn up to a doctor’s appointment and a welfare check was requested. His front door was wide open and I noted the following contents of his bedsit of 18 years: an unmade mattress on the floor with a hoodie as a pillow, a flat-screen TV teetering on a cardboard box, a pile of letters from the National Health Service, and 35 frying pans, all dirty. The TV was on, but no one was home.
Michael was by no means unusual. Over five years I dealt with plenty of people the government or newspapers would call homeless but who held longstanding tenancies. Some flats stood empty, and some were full of the wrong people.
The official term for when a group occupies another person’s flat is cuckooing.  This is one of those words used by police, councils and safeguarding teams that sounds almost quaint until you have stood inside a cuckooed home. There was a house we were endlessly called to. In theory, its tenant was a middle-aged man with learning difficulties named Simon. Simon was lovely, but he was lovely to everyone. A gang in the borough had taken advantage of his kindness and set up shop in his home.
Simon would sit watching daytime television while drug addicts smoked crack on his sofa, sold to them minutes earlier by a 15-year-old. I asked Simon once if he wanted these people in his house, and he said he did: “They’re my friends.” After a dozen safeguarding referrals, the courts placed a closure order on the house, preventing anyone other than him from being there. The gang just moved on and found someone else, leaving Simon in a wrecked house that smelt of crack.
Both Michael and Simon were housed. It said so on every system I ever looked at.
II. The hotels
During Covid, London went Q - police refuse to say “quiet” as it summons grief. Volume crime vanished, leaving us with a carousel of mental health and domestic violence calls. Streets that had been filled with tourists and workers were empty, and with no tourists there was no one to beg from. With no emergency calls to respond to, we played hide-and-seek in marked cars, concealing ourselves down alleys and behind council estates while the rest of the team tried to find us. For a job you navigate through by incident, there were no incidents.
But one place the volume never went down was hotels. In the early weeks of the Covid pandemic the government launched a scheme called Everyone In, designed to remove rough sleepers from the streets. With tourism dead and thousands of rooms sitting empty, London councils block-booked hotels and moved thousands of rough sleepers indoors, more or less overnight. 
I remember a disturbance at a three-star hotel off the Cromwell Road, the kind of place that used to take coach parties visiting London from regional England. The lobby still had a stack of West End show leaflets by the door, under the shadow of a rapidly installed hand sanitiser station. A support worker in a lanyard and hi-vis vest met us at the lifts and said two men were arguing on the fourth floor about a £10 Tesco voucher, issued to residents as part of the scheme, which had allegedly been stolen. The corridor smelt of microwaved food and every door handle had a bag hanging off it, meals delivered like room service and half of them from the day before, untouched.
The two men were screaming at each other, and while I knew both from previous incidents on the streets, I realised it was the first time I had seen either of them inside. Every few sentences, a door would open and a third character I recognised would poke out like a cuckoo clock and himself scream at the pair of them to shut up. If handled badly, this would end up with a report for burglary and a trip to the cells with a man who had once tried to bite me.
We had staff issue a second Tesco voucher, and both men retreated into their rooms.
Some of these hotel guests had been sleeping rough for years. Others were like Michael.
There was also a Scottish man who lived in a council flat in a nicer part of the borough. I remember him because he had no teeth and a thick Glaswegian accent that made him almost impossible to understand when he was sober. I had arrested him once for kicking his neighbour’s door in, mistaking it for his own. So I was confused to find him in a hotel off Portobello Road. I knew his address; I’d written it in my pocket book during a previous incident. But the volunteers doing homeless outreach had worked off what they could see. They had walked the borough late one night, found him in a sleeping bag, and informed him the council had booked him a hotel room. A volunteer doesn’t think to ask whether the man sleeping rough on the street has been a long-term council tenant. I asked him where his dog was, a Jack Russell he was rarely without. “At home,” he gummily replied. “They won’t let her in.”
III. The rooms
“Can we have a unit make their way to St Mungo’s.” Then nothing. The radio, which was usually a bunfight of officers cutting each other off whenever a suspects-on burglary came out, went silent. Everyone waited for someone else. Eventually a sergeant would assign the nearest car by callsign, and whoever it was would key up and say “All Received, Skip,” in the voice of a man accepting a sentence.
Homeless hostels like St Mungo’s were run by charities and were where the system sent people when it worked. We attended most weeks anyway.
A bedsit is quiet. For some of the people I dealt with, quiet was the enemy. Out on the streets there were people who knew their name, and a routine. These men who lived on the streets, because they were almost all men, would find a pitch they liked and somewhere to eat, a soup kitchen, a church hall. Usually a dog. Indoors there were four white walls under fluorescent light, and a desk manned by officious people in lanyards who stopped you bringing in whatever you used to keep the trauma at bay. It gets louder in the silence.
There was a man who had lived his whole life on the streets before the council decided that he would be placed into a room at St Mungo’s off King Street in Hammersmith. He was in a room he didn’t want, with a neighbour he didn’t want. The two fell out and assaulted each other, so the police were called. He pulled a syringe, and my colleague pulled a Taser. He tried to jump out of the second-floor window and we stopped him. He kicked, spat, scratched and assaulted everyone on the way to custody, and the courts decided that he would be returned to the community because of his mental health. I couldn’t tell you what prison would have done for him either.
I’m not going to pretend I fully understand it. I made tea in a lot of kitchens and stood in a lot of doorways and I can tell you what people did, not always why.
IV. It sometimes works
There was a man who used to have a pitch outside a bank on Earl’s Court Road. At some point I stopped seeing him. It took months to notice; absence isn’t a call the police answer. Usually, such a disappearance is bad news and so one slow night, I ran his name in the computer. Nothing for over a year, no arrests, no welfare checks or sudden death reports. For the average person, no contact with police is unremarkable, but for someone like him it was an anomaly.
Then one day we were called to an address in the borough that I hadn’t been to before. A clean, semi-detached Edwardian red-brick in a nice part of Fulham, where the council puts the better-behaved tenants. It was a report of anti-social behaviour, and we didn’t look at who our informant was before knocking on the door of the downstairs flat. The man I still thought of as the beggar from outside the bank answered, minus the matted hair, and behind him was a hallway of framed pictures.
He wanted to report a man who’d been shooting up by his bins.
Someone on another team said later this man had gone through detox and come out the other side of a charity’s transition programme. Nobody had given him just a flat with no support. The flat came last. In five years I never once saw it work the other way round.
Read more of Ned Donovan’s writing at Terra Nullius. 
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  In our recent newsletter piece about Meta Superintelligence, we expressed reasons to be optimistic on Meta AI. MSL now has many of the right ingredients to catch up with Anthropic and OpenAI to return to the frontier. However, we also briefly alluded to cultural issues plaguing Meta’s infrastructure teams. This article will dive into how these cultural issues have manifested into expensive missteps, whether it be with acquisitions like Rivos or strange choices on hardware architecture.
We believe that Meta Infrastructure needs a cultural reset to better serve the Meta AI organization, especially the world class researchers who are at MSL. This is even more important as Meta embarks on the path of selling its compute to outside customers, not just serving captive internal users.
Meta Infrastructure has become bloated, with middle managers expending resources on over-engineered technology solutions that lose sight of broader organizational needs. The company appears burdened by far too many disparate groups that are over-optimizing for certain metrics as opposed to delivering usable technology for the company as a whole. Middle managers will do everything to justify their proposals to protect their positions within Meta, which has become an extremely political organization.
One big issue is Meta’s six-month performance review cycle, in which the bottom 10% to 15% are cut every review round. The result is an organization of employees that optimize for short-term wins rather than long-term strategies. Some managers push for highly visible projects that can be delivered quickly, a practice known as “window washing” and then promptly pivot or abandon them. Few openly challenge leadership, which leads to bad decisions going uncorrected. The whole system discourages long-term thinking and leads to risk-adverse behavior.
Within Meta Infrastructure, supply chain teams also have little say over engineering teams. The result is technology decisions driven by political motivations rather than thoughtful software/hardware co-design for the broader company.
Frequent pivots are also common. And because Meta has a reputation for throwing money at problems and executing at high speed, these U-turns end up becoming more costly versus other companies that take a more disciplined or conservative approach. Suppliers also lose faith when given design wins are later cancelled. This has lead to less supply chain prioritization on new designs. Some suppliers favor focusing on Amazon or Google designs due to Meta’s frequent reshuffling.
A lot of Meta’s issues come from a lack of financial discipline, with managers creating new projects and headcount to fill out and justify the massive budgets given for initiatives like AI. It’s a repeat of what happened to Meta’s Reality Labs division, where billions of dollars were spent on engineers and R&D until layoffs, partly brought on by the company’s pivot to AI, slashed the team and their related projects starting in 2022 and continuing through this year.
Rivos Acquisition
First, one of Meta’s most recent missteps has been the more than $2.5 billion it sunk last year into the acquisition of Rivos, a chip startup.
Few inside Meta’s chip division have a full understanding of why the company bought Rivos in the first place, and those who championed the deal internally have since gone quiet. The prevailing theory is that Meta had the money, the custom silicon space was heating up, and it was already licensing Rivos’ IP for a future chip, so leadership figured it might as well own Rivos’ technology outright than let anyone else have it.
With the Rivos acquisition, Meta also gained the ability to bypass partners like Broadcom to manage the manufacturing and testing of their own custom chips, a practice known as customer-owned tooling. However, paying more than $2.5 billion for that privilege doesn’t make much sense either given that a COT team could be built from scratch for maybe $100 million a year or more.
Although Meta wanted only Rivos’ accelerator and GPU team, the startup’s founders insisted on an all-or-nothing deal. Meta bought the entire company and then heavily cut employees in the parts it didn’t want.

Some former Meta chip employees say the acquisition was led by Meta’s silicon chief, Yee Jiun Song, who pushed for the deal against the wishes of some of those under him but has since lost interest. The result is an organization that has rejected the transplant, leaving Rivos staff stuck to fend for themselves. Existing Meta chip managers treated the acquisition as a pool of free headcount, grabbing Rivos engineers to build out their own empires and pulling the original startup apart in different directions until little of it remained intact.
The technology reasons behind the deal have evaporated just as quickly. Part of Meta’s original interest was that Rivos had SIMT core IP which was closer to a Nvidia-style GPU architecture in terms of programmability, whereas Meta’s own MTIA is SIMD. Yet after the deal closed, Meta cancelled the chip known as Olympus that was meant to use Rivos’ GPU IP, because the design was too aggressive in terms of system and package architecture as well as the software being far from ready. Instead, Meta is sticking with its existing chip architecture through MTIA 600. 
Meta still wants to develop a chip that incorporates Rivos technology, and it has created a new chip project known as Phoebe that is now scheduled to tape out in 2028. But not everyone inside Meta is optimistic about the project, and some believe it could eventually be cancelled as well. We have been updating our subscribers of the Accelerator Model about all the different architectures, floorplans, and volumes of various custom silicon.
Meanwhile, incoming Rivos employees have gotten a crash course in Meta’s internal culture. Unlike more mature hardware organizations like Apple, Meta’s hardware roadmaps can change just as quickly as its software roadmaps, with constant pivots, meaning that something you are working on now could be pointless in six months. Many within Meta’s chip division say there is no clear org structure, no clear decision-making, and no clear ownership of which group does what.
A funny example of the disfunction that is approachable to those not in the weeds, Meta doesn’t give most employees assigned desks; people who have been there over a year still scrounge daily for a workspace, where sometimes the desk has a monitor, sometimes the monitor has the wrong cable, and sometimes there is no monitor at all. Employees have formally applied for an assigned desk and been denied, even though desks sit empty everywhere.
Finally, the Rivos acquisition has created dissatisfaction among the pre-existing Meta silicon team. Many Rivos engineers joined with higher compensation and titles without having the requisite responsibilities to justify such perks, and they were placed under existing Meta silicon employees. This resulted in decreased morale within the pre-existing team and also with incoming Rivos staff, who lack the power to make decisions. Since the beginning of this year, a number of Meta’s silicon engineers have been leaving for startups or other well established companies like Arm and Nvidia.
As we first reported for clients, around 30% of the Rivos engineers who joined Meta as part of the acquisition were let go in recent layoffs. Rivos co-founder Mark Hayter has already left. A number of former Rivos people have since departed Meta to join Gerard Williams’s new chip startup, Nuvacore, after their first tranche of RSUs vested in May. We believe that Rivos CEO and co-founder, Puneet Kumar, is also eyeing up an exit in a year or two when his shares in Meta fully vest. There is speculation he could join Rosaic Labs, a new chip startup co-founded by Amarjit Gill, an investor in Rivos and longtime collaborator with Puneet Kumar at SiByte, P.A. Semi, Apple and Agnilux.
Grand Teton
Now let’s talk about Meta’s AI server designs. Meta’s hardware decisions are largely driven by a TCO analysis comparing a matrix of workloads such as ranking-recommendation and GenAI against what vendors like Nvidia, AMD and their own custom silicon offering provide. Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg has issued an edict that the systems being designed have to work for the entire business, meaning they have to support not only Gen AI workloads but core ranking and recommendation systems as well.
However, Meta has still opted for several “optimizations” for its GPU servers, all of which are strange choices that are often worse than the standard configurations that other hyperscalers purchase. Part of the issue stems from the company’s server teams being in completely separate organizations than their networking teams, with different goals and opinions. Meta engineers are also motivated by the idea of owning their own network operating system and hardware rather than rely on other companies.
To recap, Meta’s H100 HGX server was called “Teton Grand” a design that has been contributed to OCP. The major difference from the standard HGX server is the addition of a switch tray in addition to the standard GPU and CPU head-node configuration. This switch tray houses four Broadcom PCIe switches, 16 SSDs and eight NICs. The function is to provide extra PCIe lanes so that the Grand Teton can add more SSDs per server.

It was during the Hopper generation that Nvidia effectively designed out the need for standalone PCIe switches, by implementing PCIe switching functionality with its ConnectX-7 NIC.
With 80x PCIe lanes available on the Intel Sapphire Rapids host CPU, Meta could have designed a box that connected the 2x 200G front-end NICs with eight lanes each, four lanes for various management and control, and 16 lanes for each of the eight ConnectX-7 NICs. This would leave them 32 lanes to connect to eight E1.S SSDs. So, in the end with Grand Teton Meta was able to squeeze out eight more SSDs per server. This came at the cost of greater server BOM, more power, and more integration complexity.
Why did Meta want all this extra direct attached storage? The Infrastructure team provisioned this with the belief that more storage was needed for checkpointing training runs. However, in production, the storage wasn’t utilized nearly as much as anticipated by the model teams, which is why this design ended up being cancelled. This is one of several examples of lack of hardware and software co-design wasting resources.
Meta’s additional justifications were that the design was easier to service and gave it the flexibility to use non-Nvidia NICs. Its engineers wanted to avoid handing over more business to Nvidia, particularly for networking, given that there already was a strong reliance on Nvidia for GPUs.
But the Broadcom switches couldn’t be serviced anyway, and Meta’s software stack still depended on Nvidia’s version of RoCE, the networking protocol for GPU traffic, so Meta was never realistically going to switch NIC vendors. Ultimately, Meta paid more, had worse TCO, didn't reduce their reliance on Nvidia networking gear, and increased their reliance on Broadcom.
Ariel
The Grand Teton wasn’t a one off mistake on server design. This continued into the Blackwell generation with Meta’s custom GB200 Catalina rack, also known as “Ariel.” Ariel has one Nvidia B200 GPU paired with one Grace CPU, instead of the standard two B200 GPUs with one Grace CPU in the regular GB200 SKU that everyone else purchased. The implementation of this was simple: Ariel used the standard Bianca compute board used for GB200, with each board having one GPU depopulated.

Meta engineers were concerned about the stability of the single rack GB200 NVL72. NVL72 systems are complex, involving things like a copper backplane that is the central hub where all the chips connect to and miles of dense copper cables and thousands of connections between the chips and the backplane. Meta Infrastructure initially bet that an NVL36x2 configuration would be more stable than running NVL72 entirely through the backplane.
Because Ariel is 36 GPUs in the one rack, to get to the 72-chip world size scale up, it had to be in the 36x2 format. Cross-rack ACCs connected the switch trays between the racks. This meant double the number of switches which while also adding an extra hop of latency.

Meta was the only customer of this Ariel SKU, and the reason for this is Meta’s obsession with a higher CPU-GPU ratio for its recommendation systems (“or RecSys’) that suggest personalized ads and feeds.  The rationale is that RecSys use a lot of embedding tables that store representations of users, ads and content — require a lot of CPU-bound processing and the additional LPDDR memory from each Grace can store the embeddings that have small, scattered reads so bandwidth isn’t as important as serving LLMs.
The flipside is that by increasing the CPU ratio and additional NVLink networking content because of the 36x2 configuration the server capex per GPU increases. The result is much higher $/FLOP and $/HBM capacity and bandwidth than the standard GB200. These are key metrics for LLM/gen AI workloads making Ariel was far worse for LLM training and inference. All in all our calculations show that TCO for the Ariel NVL36x2 server was 14% higher than standard GB200 NVL72. As mentioned this additional expense was for more CPU and DRAM content that isn’t being utilized for the LLM teams. This decision cost Meta billions of dollars.
This is not to mention the additional network complexity and reliability challenges that came with the 2-hop scale up with the cross-rack ACCs. These challenges were why a limited number of 36x2 was shipped for some hyperscalers for GB200 only, with the 36x2 configuration being dropped entirely for GB300. Ironically, Meta Infrastructure initially bet that a NVL36x2 configuration would be more stable than NVL72 entirely through the backplane. While the backplane was an initial source of reliability issues, the backplane is now much more mature and won out over the cross-rack cabling. The company underestimated the cross-rack cabline problems with the 36x2 design and overestimated the difficulty of making the backplane work with NVL72. There was no backplane reliability benefit of 36 GPU in 1 rack.
Because we understand that the entirety of Meta’s GB200 fleet was in this Ariel SKU, this “optimization” left Meta’s LLM teams burdened with an inferior system to the standard SKU that Meta’s competitors purchased. This is particularly biting as GB200 was the flagship system for gen AI at the time. Unsurprisingly, there is no more Ariel for Meta’s GB300-type servers and Meta is buying the normal configuration.
Upcoming AMD MI450X, Gun In Mouth Decision
3rd August 2026 Edit: We have updated the configuration for the Meta Custom MI450X SKU based on new information

However, we see this now popping up again with AMD’s MI450X. In AMD’s Q1 2026 earnings call, Lisa Su confirmed that AMD is providing Meta with a custom GPU based on the MI450. We have reported this for many months in the Accelerator Model. This custom Meta MI450X is a cut down version of the full MI450X with half the I/O and only 6 out of the full 8 compute dies/ XCDs. The HBM4 is also downgraded to 8-Hi HBM vs 12-Hi in the standard SKU.

With only one I/O die instead of 2, there are only 72 I/O lanes available instead of 144 with 2 I/O die. With a reduced lane budget, the scale up bandwidth needs to be reduced. We believe it is 36 lanes for scaleup instead of the full 72; this would mean only half the Tomahawk 6 switches will be needed in a rack for Meta’s version. This leaves another 36 lanes for system and scale out: with 16 lanes of UAL 128G to go to the NIC for 1.6T scale out per GPU, as well as 16 lanes of Infinity Fabric for the connection to the host CPU.
As a result of these choices, Meta’s version of MI450X has significantly compromised network capability with only half the scale up bandwidth per chip, leaving it at 900GB/s vs Rubin’s 1,800GB/s. There is also the compute reduction of 25% compared to the regular version. While the reduction in compute is not huge, the cost savings from reducing 2 compute tiles are miniscule in the context of the whole system so one wonders whether this choice is worth it.
This chip configuration is intended for Recsys workloads and was something that Recsys infrastructure teams decided. However, the decision was made before TBD Lab was formed or could have its say. Given the significant network deficiency, TBD will have much greater preference for Vera Rubin. AMD designed MI450X Helios to beat or match Vera Rubin’s specs, but Meat Infra has decided to blunt this and make compute and network a deficiency.
This decision is going to nuke AMD’s volume at Meta because TBD will vastly prefer Rubin if this custom MI450 design is chosen. AMD needs to step in, put on their big boy pants, and work directly with teams at TBD to make sure they get the normal MI450 instead of the gimped Meta custom version which is terrible for GenAI. The normal MI450 will actually be competitive with Nvidia’s Vera Rubin.
This is a public outcry from us for Meta and AMD to not waste the silicon and have better more efficient and cost effective AI infrastructure. If this change is made we think TBD would actually consider using MI450.
So much for Zuckerberg’s edict. Next we will go through Meta’s elaborate and expensive DSF networking architecture and why Meta quickly pivoted away. We will also discuss how this culture can be fixed.
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To be a pioneer is to actively seek out God in an unknown place. It is a brave soul, a faithful soul, who hopes to find a new revelation of the Divine Nature amidst struggle and uncertainty. These souls look beyond the bend in the road. The authors in the following collection tell their own stories of witnessing God’s loving presence along the unfolding path.

THESE ARE THE BORDERLANDS
By Jenny Richards

After a three-hour journey on a winding highway that parallels the border wall, we arrive in Mexicali, a small municipality whose name was formed from the first two syllables of Mexico and California as a gesture of international friendship. “Borders are places of revelation,” Brother Keith, my professor, told me in our last Zoom meeting before our pilgrimage. I wonder what the border will reveal to me.

Reflecting theologically on the issue of migration is not only an outer journey, but also an inner journey into the human heart. If we allow it, the migrant experience can become a sacred text as we seek to understand the emotional and spiritual terrain of their inner landscape. The outer journey of a migrant—leaving behind the familiar, facing uncertainty, and seeking a place of safety, security, and rest—mirrors the inner journey of the soul in profound ways. Both journeys demand resilience, faith, and a willingness to embrace the unknown.
I approach this topic as a human being, a Christian, a member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, a chaplain, and a student of theology. As a human being, migration speaks to me as the plight of my brothers and sisters in search of a more dignified life. As a Christian, migration speaks to me as both a blessing and a test of Christian faith, highlighting my calling to love the stranger. As a Latter-day Saint, migration speaks to me as a profound covenant challenge, reminding me of the responsibility I have to mourn with those that mourn and bear others’ burdens, perhaps particularly the burdens of the vulnerable and marginalized. As a chaplain, migration speaks to me as an issue that demands a pastoral response rooted in love, justice, and inclusion. And as a student of theology, I seek to open a sacramental window into the migratory nature of our universal spiritual journey, looking to our border-crossing Savior who left his homeland, entered into our mortal territory, and “journeyed through the borderlands of our broken existence to lay down his life on the cross and to give himself for the salvation of all.”
There is perhaps no better text through which to examine the complex inner terrain of migrants than that of the Psalms. Indeed, just as the “forced migrant-Psalmist” in biblical exile once lamented his plight beside the rivers of Babylon, so now do refugees weep in their own experience of exile, seeking relief from violence and oppression and yearning for freedom, self-expression, and a sense of community and belonging. Making up the “great hymnbook in the heart of the Bible,” the Psalms invite us to consider the full dimensions of the mortal experience. They invite us, as does Jesuit priest Walter Burghardt, into a “long, loving look at the real,” offering a window into both the bright lights and the dark corners of the human soul.
As we consider the “graced-human interplay” between the lived expression of modern-day migrants and the Psalms, we must ask ourselves, “How do our migrant brothers and sisters find hope amid some of the most hopeless of situations? How do they find life in the midst of death? And how do they ‘trust in God within some of the most seemingly godless of experiences?’”
These are the borderlands—and places of revelation.

“Keep me safe, my God, for in you I take refuge.”
Psalm 16:1

We arrive at our destination: Posada Del Migrante, or “Inn of Migrants.” The concrete building’s exterior is painted pink, with a cheerful sign that reads “amor, esperanza y caridad.” Love, hope, and charity. A heavy iron gate with a large padlock seals the entrance. We wait quietly, taking in our surroundings for a few moments before we are greeted by twinkly-eyed Catholic Sister Suzanne Jabro. Unlocking the gate, Sister Suzanne leads us up several steps, and we find ourselves in a dusty courtyard. A brightly painted two-story concrete structure that resembles a low-budget motel forms one side of the courtyard; a tall, gray concrete wall flanks the other. Rusted iron railings line the outdoor hallway of the second floor, and sheets of fabric are strung over the top of the courtyard, offering a small barrier from the heat and the occasional rainstorm. A simple outdoor kitchen is located on the ground level. Children run to greet us. Adults sit quietly on stoops and worn lawn chairs. The atmosphere feels heavy and somber.
Sister Suzanne gives us an overview of the shelter’s history, which began when a local woman named Altagracia Tamayo Madueño started offering free lunches to the community. During the COVID-19 pandemic and its resulting logjam, a daily community meal grew into the acquisition of this shelter and an additional one for hundreds of migrants in transit. “People needed a place to stay,” is how Sister Suzanne describes Altagracia’s impetus for such an ambitious project. “It filled a critical need in a critical time.” Sister Suzanne is the founder of Border Compassion, an all-volunteer nonprofit that is now the engine behind Posada Del Migrante. Her ministry is remarkable and life-giving, providing food and shelter to up to 300 migrant individuals and families here in this space of liminality. Sister Suzanne points out that despite the incredible work of Border Compassion’s ministry, migrant shelters like this are meant to function as temporary accommodations, not as permanent dwellings. Shelters offer a thin line of protection, but they are not ideal.
While we are greeted kindly by the migrant families, stress and worry are palpable. We learn that many have been waiting here for months for an appointment date secured through the CBP One app, a primary tool used by asylum seekers at the US–Mexico border to schedule appointments and start the process of claiming asylum protections. Most of these individuals and families have fled cartels, violence, poverty, and persecution, and returning to their home countries is not possible. Just three days prior, the CBP One app was shut down without explanation, and questions abound.

With us today are several immigration attorneys from San Diego, who have volunteered their time to go over each individual’s case and answer questions. The majority of the adults meet with the attorneys in the courtyard, and I go with some of the children to the makeshift classroom on the upper level of the shelter. The kids are eager to have visitors. I don’t speak Spanish, but the language of common humanity connects us. We draw pictures of flowers, butterflies, and hearts. We play card games. I play a dozen riveting rounds of Connect Four with a young boy who has created his own set of rules. We growl, squeal, and giggle. Despite the momentary distraction, I am aware of the reality that these children are not in school. They do not leave this iron-clad place to walk around the block or play soccer, and they know in their very sinews the deep spiritual pain of homelessness, exile, and nonbelonging. This is pain I do not know. “Behold your little ones,” Jesus taught. Today, beholding these precious little ones causes me to ask how we got to this point as a human community.
“Hear my cry, O God, listen to my prayer!
From the ends of the earth I call; my heart grows faint.”
Psalm 61:2–3

From below, I hear a sound—a guttural howl that takes my breath away. It is a mother, doubled over, clutching a lawn chair as she sobs in the courtyard. She has just been told that there isn’t a path forward for her and her children to obtain legal entrance into the United States. Today’s news is unbearably grim for her and so many others. Anguish fills the air like a dense fog. Gradually, each of the children leave the classroom and quietly rejoin their families. I feel, in this liminal space of profound suffering, that the migrants have joined the Psalmist as they cry out in their pain.
“Hear me and answer me. My thoughts trouble me and I am distraught…
My heart is in anguish within me; the terrors of death have fallen on me. Fear and trembling have beset me; horror has overwhelmed me.”
Psalm 55:2–5

Several Catholic deacons arrived while I was playing with the kids. They are here to bless any and all who desire it, and I watch now as men, women, and children form lines to receive a blessing. Sister Suzanne appears at my side, urging me to “go to the front.” She nudges me forward. “Here,” she whispers. “You stand here. Touch each person. You can bless them, too.” As the deacon’s hands are placed on bowed heads, my hand rests on their shoulders. Tears flow audibly and freely. I cannot understand the words being spoken, but I feel their impact as I offer my own raw, generative, ungendered priesthood power to this moment of great need. Crossing borders of can’ts and don’ts, beyond questions of who and how and when, I glimpse, in that blessed moment, my full potential as a covenant woman of God. Blessed are the poor, the suffering, the persecuted, the stranger. This is who Jesus came for, who he died for. This woman, who shakes as she weeps. This dark-eyed girl, who studies me with a soft smile before bowing her head. This young man, who looks to be my son’s age and is here alone. You are blessed, and you, and you. Every trembling soul. Our God who dwells in both abundance and particulars is present in this pain. This is a God who is reaching into their inner journeys, crossing the border from heaven to earth in order to succor his people.
With my hands touching shoulders, I stand quietly and humbly not only as a participant in the act of blessing, but as a witness to the holy labor of lament. Stirring cries reveal pain, giving “utterance to the God who hears the cries of his people, accompanies them in their pain, and offers a sense of justice when all meaning is lost.” Just as the Psalmist was not afraid to speak to God about sadness, devastation, injustice, anger, and grief, the beloved people around me are naming their inner terrain and giving voice to this fundamental need for self-expression. Indeed, the recurring theme of lament is woven through the fabric of the doctrine of Christ’s Atonement. From Jesus’s cry on the cross to our tears for his suffering, and from our sorrow for sin to the grief we feel for the world, we are reminded that we can express our deepest sorrows to the One who understands grief. When we feel forsaken, he has felt forsaken too. In the saving, there is sorrow, and lament—like the Atonement—is a gift of grace.
“You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies;
you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.”
Psalm 23:5

It’s noon, and the kids are hungry. Eager to help, I ask what I can do to assist in preparing lunch. Several women insistently motion for me to sit at a special table prepared for today’s visitors at the shelter. They want to serve me. A sudden sense of reverence accompanies the recognition that I am experiencing a profound moment of radical hospitality. These women, pushed to the edge of their human vulnerability, have lost their homes and everything that is familiar to them. They are in crisis. Many have been separated from their children and loved ones. They have endured violence and exploitation. They are experiencing not only physical homelessness, but legal homelessness, cultural homelessness, and social homelessness, with all of the accompanying trauma. And yet, here in this moment, they are the hosts, and I am the guest. I am the stranger being welcomed. I am the foreigner being given a meal. I am the outsider who is being invited with open arms to come, sit, and dine. These women did not choose nor do they deserve the dire circumstances they are in, just as I did not choose nor do I deserve the comfortable, privileged life that I enjoy. This profound realization is revelatory.
I think of the banquet described by the Psalmist. Here in the Posada Del Migrante shelter today, this folding table has become the common ground where the Divine meets humankind and humankind meets the Divine. As is the case in so many table scenes, Jesus, as both host and guest, offers radical hospitality to the rejected of the world. He is known for eating with sinners and publicans—the disenfranchised of life. Jesus’s table is often a scene of divine leveling, where hierarchies, legalistic purity codes, and power dynamics are abolished through radical acts of friendship and fellowship, crossing borders created by narrow interpretations of the law. And here, today, in a most profound encounter, it is the very people who are disenfranchised and who have been rejected who are the hosts. In choosing to offer me hospitality, these women are exercising a form of agency in the midst of their powerlessness. Revelation in real-time expands my understanding of Jesus’s mortal ministry of persistent, subversive reordering. Jesus never plays by our rules. Like the disciples on the road to Emmaus, my heart burns within me as I begin to see. The last shall be first and the first shall be last.
A blessing is offered on the food, and bread is broken. The table, the feast, the guests, the hosts—all seem symbolic, a Eucharistic bending of time and understanding. This is Christianity in its lived, shared, eaten, and spoken fullness.

“This is the day the Lord has made; let us rejoice in it and be glad. Lord, grant salvation! Lord, grant good fortune! You are my God, I give you thanks; my God, I offer you praise. Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, his mercy endures forever.” 
Psalm 118:21–25, 28–29

After lunch, mismatched chairs are pulled into a cluster, and a large portable speaker emerges. To my surprise, laughter erupts in the courtyard as both children and adults circle a row of chairs, their steps quickening with the lively beat of the music. When the sound suddenly cuts off, chaos erupts—everyone lunges for a seat, some sliding in just in time while others collapse in playful defeat. One player is eliminated with resounding cheers and groans, and the game continues, excitement building with each round. After a winner is declared with triumphant whoops, our eyes turn delightedly to a brightly colored piñata swaying from the upper railing of the shelter’s stairway. Shouts and laughter fill the air as children and adults take turns swinging, their blindfolds adding to the fun. With each near miss or glancing blow, the crowd cheers and teases until a final, mighty swing sends candy showering to the ground. Children scramble in joyful chaos, while the adults chuckle, watching the sweet reward of their shared excitement unfold.
I stand all amazed as I witness the energy and effort of deliberate joy taking place in the midst of heavy sadness that feels gravitational. Joy, in a theological sense, is more than mere happiness—it is an act of resistance against despair, injustice, and oppression. In the Psalms, joy often arises in the midst of suffering—a movement from places of pain to places of faith, gratitude, trust, confidence, and love. This kind of joy is not passive; it is a defiant affirmation of hope, a refusal to let darkness have the final word. It is the assurance that God’s kingdom is breaking into the world, even when circumstances seem bleak. To practice such joy is to proclaim that love and hope are more powerful than fear and destruction. To behold it today feels like a current of grace, leaving me with a silent, sacred recognition of the Divine at work.

“O LORD, you hear the desire of the afflicted; you will strengthen their heart; you will incline your ear to do justice to the fatherless and the oppressed, so that man who is of the earth may strike terror no more.”
Psalm 10:17–18

Back at my hotel in San Diego after our four-day pilgrimage, I can’t sleep. I finally give up and head to the little gym on the ground floor as dawn breaks gently, painting the sky in soft hues of lavender, rose, and gold. No one else is there. I put in my earbuds and turn on the treadmill, hoping to get in a good workout to start my day.
This is not to be. After no more than a minute, tears form in my eyes and then begin to slide down my cheeks. I wipe them brusquely and try to keep running. Another minute passes, and out of my soul comes a ragged sob. One after another after another. I stop the treadmill and fall to my knees on the floor of the gym. Pain pours out of my soul. I cannot unsee what I have seen. I cannot unhear what I have heard.
“Increase your spiritual capacity to receive revelation,” President Russell M. Nelson has pleaded. Often we are culturally conditioned to think that revelation is only possible in austerity; in quiet, clean places carefully curated for optimal outcomes. But today, I learn that revelation from God can inbreak amidst low, wracking sobs on a dirty hotel gym floor, allowing me the opportunity to have my heart cracked wide open in solidarity with the pain and suffering of our migrant brothers and sisters.  As I feel called into this solidarity, the revelation I receive here at the borderlands is that of anger—white-hot rage, in fact, at the globalized indifference of society towards the marginalized, victimized, and persecuted. Anger, I think, is more virtuous than indifference.
My experience might best be described as an intercessory prayer. Much like the Psalmist who expressed trust in God’s power and called on God’s presence in times of need, my petition is a plea to God to cross the border into my own heart, to break the chains that keep me isolated and separate from others, and to shatter me out of the paradigm that is centered on a pious pursuit of individual worthiness, salvation, and exaltation. My intercessory prayer is for the individuals whose interior lives had, for a brief moment, crossed into my interior life. “I am not free until they are free. I am not saved until they are saved.” This statement arises again and again as I pray and weep, and it continues to reverberate in my soul.

Jesus, the divine migrant, calls us to the kind of gritty, challenging, embodied love that transcends all prejudices, all petty interests—a love that rests on the “premise that our lives are ultimately interconnected and interdependent with each other.” Jesus’s divine love and divine anger challenge us to engage. He calls us to name and then close the gap between pious religious isolation and the “fundamental task of life, which is to work out the healing, just ordering, and integration of our relationships.” Christ, distressingly disguised as the poor, the hungry, and the migrant, is asking us to see, to care, and to act. What is at stake is our humanity, our journey through this world, or, in a word, our salvation.
These are the borderlands—and places of revelation.

Jenny Richards recently received her Master of Theological Studies degree from the Franciscan School of Theology at the University of San Diego. She began a chaplain residency in Salt Lake City in Fall 2025. Jenny writes at @walkingtheroadtojericho
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Now that the World Cup is over, we’re fully focused on getting the midterm forecast up and running as soon as possible. I’m going to be honest that between publishing a ton of stories over the past two months, highly competitive primaries, redistricting, and various other distractions, this has taken a little longer than we were hoping for. So we’re going to err on the side of publishing less for the next couple of weeks until the model is ready to go.
However, one benefit of working on the model is that there are usually some fun spin-offs from the various data that we collect for it. For instance, in calculating the state-by-state correlations used by the model, we rely on voter-level microdata from the Cooperative Election Study, a large-sample online survey conducted every year or two. We’ve aggregated responses to the CES in each year it was conducted during the “Trump Era” — from 2016 through last year — into a dataset of more than 400,000 voters.
That gives us high-fidelity data for capturing voting trends among smaller subgroups that usually get lost in the shuffle. Today I’m going to focus on one such group: voters with high educational attainment but low to middle incomes. Because income and education are positively correlated, there aren’t all that many of these voters. I’d argue, though, that they’re vital to understanding emerging trends within Democratic politics, and particularly the rise of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA).
The DSA occupies the high-education, lower-income corner of the electorate
As a result of contentious Democratic primaries in Michigan, Maine, and New York, I’ve been reading a lot of conversation about the role that class plays in voting patterns in the United States. In these primaries, candidates like Graham Platner and Abdul El-Sayed who are associated with democratic socialism often claim to have the mandate of the working class. But in practice, their strengths tend to be with college-educated voters. Even before his scandals, Platner wasn’t particularly doing better among voters without college degrees than previous (losing) Democratic nominees in Maine. El-Sayed has relatively weak support from Black voters in polls, meanwhile.
But does that make them hypocrites? For what it’s worth, they certainly both have interesting backstories. Platner didn’t graduate from college, but came from a fairly privileged background. I don’t think it would be unfair to classify him as “downwardly mobile.” El-Sayed is in some ways the polar opposite: a first-generation American who went to a good public school in suburban Detroit and is obviously a high-achieving person.
The larger point, though, is that I think we ought to be careful about conflating class with educational attainment. Apologies for the cliché, but class in America reflects a tapestry of race, educational attainment, and income/economic privilege — and even that doesn’t capture everything.
I’m reminded here of Peter Turchin’s elite overproduction hypothesis. It basically argues that America is producing “too many” college graduates relative to the number of high-prestige, well-paying jobs available to them. People who wind up in this situation often carry heavy student loan burdens or other sorts of debt. Even if their material situation is objectively “just fine,” it’s rarely great. They’re gloomy about their own financial prospects, and feel aggrieved about the state of the country. Their class status is ambiguous: privileged in some senses, but they’re part of the “have-nots” in other meaningful ways.
What would be ideal here, to get closer to the notion of class, is if we had data on voters’ family backgrounds. Did they grow up rich or poor? Were their parents white-collar or blue-collar? Did they go to a private high school? Unfortunately, you’ll rarely, if ever, see this sort of question in political surveys, even ones as comprehensive as the CES.
Still, we can get a fair amount of texture by running through various permutations of income, educational attainment and race, all of which are available in the CES. I’ll look at who these voters preferred1 in the 2016 through 2024 presidential elections.2 Putting race aside just for a second, I’ve classified voters into four groups based on educational attainment, cross-hatched with five groups based on their self-reported household incomes.3

Based on this grid, what is the most Democratic voting group in America? It’s voters with postgraduate degrees but lower-to-middle household incomes of $30K to $60K per year.
This is very much also the sweet spot for the DSA. In the group’s most recent member survey in 2021, 80 percent of members aged 25 or older had bachelor’s degrees, but 45 percent had household incomes below $60,000 per year.
This is unusual, because education and income are usually substantially positively correlated. In the composite CES data, only 19 percent of Americans with bachelor’s degrees or higher had household incomes of $60K or below. The DSA rate is around twice that.4 These voters aren’t necessarily “blue collar” in the sense of working with their hands. But that doesn’t mean they’re privileged. Common occupations among DSA members include teachers, non-profit workers, social workers, and public sector employees.

By contrast, who are the most Republican voters in the country? It’s not necessarily voters with a lot of “economic anxiety”. Rather, it’s the precise opposite corner from the DSA: high-earners who didn’t attend college. About 60 percent of voters with a high school education or less, but whose households earned incomes of $60,000 or above, preferred Trump to the various Democratic presidential candidates. (You can probably think of various stereotypical professions here too: small business owners, independent contractors, real estate developers, used-car dealers, etc.)
Could this just be some weird composite artifact of race? In the DSA’s 2021 survey, 85 percent of members reported their race as white5, which certainly isn’t representative of the country or the Democratic Party overall. But in the broader CES data, we find that the patterns mostly hold once you disaggregate by race. Let’s speed-run through the various major groups. Here is the CES data on voting by income and educational attainment among white voters alone.

Among whites, there’s particularly strong stratification in political preferences by educational attainment, with incomes making less difference. Still, there is some very mild “U-shapedness” — i.e., both the poorest and the richest whites are more blue than middle-income ones. The most Democratic group among all white voters is the same one as in the aggregate data: voters with graduate degrees making between $30K and $60K per year.
Next, the same numbers among Black voters:

While it’s true that Black voters are not a monolith, their preferences are notably more uniform than for whites — and mostly very blue. But what’s the most Democratic Black voting group? You guessed it — Black voters with graduate degrees earning $30K to $60K per year. In fact, with 95 percent of voters who meet this description voting for Democrats, it’s probably the most D subgroup in the entire voter universe.
How about among Hispanics?

This chart hits a bit differently. Among Hispanic voters, voting is considerably less correlated with educational attainment than among whites. However, Hispanic voters earning higher incomes are considerably more Republican than lower-earning ones. Hispanic-Americans (and Asian-Americans) have high rates of small business formation. As I’ve argued in the past, Democrats may be doing a poor job of appealing to entrepreneurially-minded Americans — and DSA-type messages may be particularly unappealing to them.
Still, it’s basically the same pattern again. The top-right corner of Hispanic voters (high education, low-to-middle income) is blue. The bottom-left one (high income, less education) is much more purple.
High-education, lower-income voters are cultural libs, too
Another complication with candidates like Platner and El-Sayed is that much of their messaging isn’t focused on bread-and-butter economic issues. Instead, like other Democratic factions, democratic socialists can believe in the “omnicause”. Apart from Medicare for All, the signature issue of El-Sayed’s campaign is Gaza, with a huge amount of his campaign communications focused on the extensive spending by AIPAC and affiliated groups in support of his opponent, Haley Stevens. Meanwhile, in his message announcing he was formally withdrawing from the campaign, Platner signed off with a series of cultural signifiers — “F*ck ICE.6 Free Palestine. Up the Hearts” — the latter a reference to Portland, Maine’s professional soccer team.
That’s not to say the DSA wouldn’t be better off in the long run if it were more agnostic on cultural issues. Even Bernie Sanders once had relatively moderate stances on immigration and guns. Even Zohran Mamdani has backtracked from his more left-wing positions on issues like policing.
But politicians who truly have some long-term vision are rare. Most of them are trying to play the ball where it lies. The fairway consists of college-educated, mostly younger, mostly white progressives who are disillusioned by their economic opportunities and/or with the direction of the Democratic Party. We could get into the sociology behind this, but this is a group that typically uses “post-material” cultural issues as their rallying points.
In addition to asking voters about their presidential preference, the CES also asks voters to rate their ideology on a scale from 1 (“very liberal”) to 5 (“very conservative”). “Very liberal” wasn’t a very common response: only around 10 percent of the electorate. But which voters were most likely to check the “very liberal” box?

You’re probably getting the hang of this by now: it’s voters with graduate degrees making between $30K and $60K a year. Some 21 percent of those voters say they’re “very liberal”, about twice the population average.
As I discussed last week, voters who describe themselves as very or extremely liberal tend to place more emphasis on cultural issues — particularly gay rights, trans rights, the environment, race relations and Israel/Palestine — as compared to other voters. They’re only about average or even a little below-average in how much they prioritize things like health care and jobs, by contrast.

So what Platner and El-Sayed are doing might be smart politics, particularly in El-Sayed’s case given Michigan’s relatively high number of Arab-American voters.
Noah Smith recently argued that the “socialist left” and the “woke left” should be regarded as separate political movements. But I’m not so sure that’s true. This data helps to explain the relationship. Messages like “Fuck ICE” and “Free Palestine” are catnip for college-educated liberal Democrats of all kinds. Culturally left-wing but economically comfortable Democrats are probably more likely to join other Democratic factions like the #Resistance. Culturally left-wing but more “economically anxious” ones are potential targets for more anti-establishment factions like the DSA, by contrast.
DSA members aren’t necessarily struggling to pay the bills, nor are most of them traditionally “blue-collar”. But they’re likely to be genuinely upset about their station in life as well as how things are going with the country. Without wanting to psychoanalyze too much, it can be appealing to anxious-feeling voters of all political persuasions to feel as though they’re part of some greater, more altruistic struggle against corrupt elites or injustice. The DSA is betting they’ll stick around for the socialism — but the culture wars are often what get them in the door.
1Either the candidate they actually voted for or the candidate they said they intended to vote for, depending on the CES wave in which they participated.


2Voters who supported third-party candidates or did not vote are excluded.


3All data in these tables is weighted based on the CES’s recommended weights.


4I’m hedging my language slightly here because the 45 percent of DSA members who reported incomes of $60,000 or below is among all members, not just those with college degrees. However, since the very large majority of DSA members had bachelor’s degrees, it shouldn’t be too far off.


5Although, the DSA survey allowed respondents to select multiple races; some of the 85 percent checked other boxes, too.


6I’m quoting Platner’s letter verbatim. Here at Silver Bulletin we’re proud to use swear words without asterisks!



  Read full article: https://www.natesilver.net/p/the-dsa-sweet-spot-highly-educated
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Five years ago exactly, the first issue of Inside Medicine was published. Inside Medicine  was part of the second wave of publications rolled out on Bulletin, Facebook’s brief attempt to get into the newsletter business. 
So, July 20, 2021, was a big day. It’s our community’s birthday.1
How we started…
But that day had been a long time coming. A month earlier, in preparation for the launch, production of Brief19 finally wound down. Brief19, a two-pager written by physicians and scientists that I edited (and often wrote) had been published every single weekday—and most weekends too—from March 20, 2020, until June 17, 2021. Dozens of contributors, and a dedicated masthead, made that massive undertaking possible.
With Inside Medicine, my goal was to continue covering Covid-19, but begin returning to other medical topics. With the vaccines saving millions of lives, and many people returning to some semblance of normalcy (albeit we still had Delta and Omicron ahead of us), it felt like the right moment to re-diversify. 
Inside Medicine was slated to come out a couple of times per week. (Little did I know that I would often write this newsletter 3, 4, 5, and even 6 times per week over the following years.) I wanted the then nearly 24,000 Brief19 readers who migrated to Substack with me to have an immediate sense that this newsletter would be different. Today, over 87,000 of you know that we cover a wide array of topics, from deep dives on data to breaking news.
Where we started…
For the inaugural installment of Inside Medicine, I wrote a massive deep dive on whether or not healthy adults really need annual checkups. Fascinating stuff. 
The upshot? Most people do not need an annual checkup. That said, having a primary care physician is worthwhile—though not necessarily for the reasons you might assume. 
In fact, one finding of a major 2021  JAMA study found that people who had annual checkups died sooner than those who did not, which the authors categorized as a “potential adverse effect.” 
But I didn’t necessarily see this as an “adverse effect.” Many, even most, people would rather die sooner than live longer by burdensome artificial means (i.e., life support in intensive care units or long-term nursing facilities).
So, I wrote a letter, which JAMA published that fall. Check it out…

What I never noticed, somehow, is that the authors replied in the same issue of JAMA! Reading it now, I genuinely adore their reply. The authors clearly wrestled with this all, and I appreciate it. It’s academic hair splitting I can get behind….

So, the first Inside Medicine, from July 2021, led to, what I believe, is a thought-provoking little exchange in JAMA. What a perfect way to start. 
In a 2022 JAMA article for patients, the journal nodded to this all—that there were benefits to annual checkups, but decreased mortality was not one of them.  
Looking back to the first Inside Medicine ever published, I stand by it. (I particularly love that it was our inaugural post, because it’s your classic counter-intuitive circumstance—which is precisely where this publication excels.) 
Without further ado, here’s “Do you really need a routine medical checkup?,” from July 20, 2021, which includes a beautiful data visualization by Dr. Kristen Panthagani—our very first collaboration among the many that would follow. 
Note: At the end of the article, there’s a short archival video from the day Inside Medicine went live on Bulletin.com. It’s likely the first and last time you’ll see me paired with…Malala. 

“Do you really need a routine medical checkup?
Jeremy Faust, MD. July 20, 2021. 
I don’t have a primary care physician. Neither do around a quarter of people in their 40s living in the United States, though the number drops with age. Around 10% of Americans in their 60s, and just 5% of those over 80 years of age, lack a primary care physician.
Even though I am a practicing physician, I need a primary care doctor. What I don’t need, it turns out, is an annual physical, or routine “checkup.”
•••
In 1965, a physician-researcher wrote in a Swedish medical journal that “the scientific arguments for the value of large-scale health examinations are founded merely on assumptions.” Accordingly, he had set out to study whether an annual checkup carried any measurable benefit. The man’s name was Dr. Gösta Tibblin.
A few years earlier, Tibblin, then just a couple of years out of medical school, had something of a revolutionary thought, and one which would eventually upend conventional wisdom. He wondered whether modern medicine’s grasp had exceeded its reach. He wondered whether physicians were intervening too often when the body would be fine on its own. He wondered whether all the fixings of modern medicine really could not only treat active disease, but also catch silent disease early as many assumed it could, and in time to make a difference. To find out, he decided to do something both simple and bold. He decided to test the tests.
•••
In 1963, Gösta Tibblin and his colleagues assembled a list of every living man born in 1913 then residing in Gothenberg, a city on the west coast of Sweden. All of the men would turn 50 that year. A third of them were invited to participate in what would then have been considered to be a fairly intense barrage of medical tests. Even by today’s standards they did a lot. The evaluations would be repeated 5, 10, and 15 years later. This was to be the “experimental group.” The other two-thirds of the men born in 1913 living in town would be the “control group.” Thanks to the Swedish Revenue Office, and apparently loose privacy laws, Tibblin and his team could follow all of the nearly 3,000 men they identified over time. The question was whether the experimental group had a lower rate of long-term mortality. In other words, did a series of comprehensive tests administered every five years designed to unveil any number of silent diseases give the experimental group a statistical survival edge?
•••
The “men of 1913,” as Tibblin called them, were game. At least most of them, anyway. Of the 973 men contacted twice by mail and then the night before by phone, 855 of them showed up to Sahlgren’s Hospital on an appointed day. The fact that the town’s various employers apparently thought this all to be a fine enough endeavor to give the men paid time off so that they could participate is among the delightful details to be found within Tibblin’s eventual reports.
Each day, 4 to 6 men arrived, “fasting and thirsting” at 7:15am. No wonder they needed paid time off. The participants lined up and proceeded through various stations, like some kind of health fair. There were blood tests, urine samplings, and an electrocardiogram. The men were asked about their medical history, especially regarding any heart or lung disease risks. After some anatomical measurements were recorded, an x-ray of the chest was taken. They then briefly adjourned for breakfast, joined by some of the investigators. (A rectal examination, as well as blood pressure and lung function measurements, took place after breakfast.) Some of the men then underwent psychiatric testing while others had further lung testing. A visit to an ophthalmologist rounded out the morning. All told, the checkups lasted around 4 hours. Any concerning findings were acted on, either by treatment or further testing.

Tibblin and his team watched and waited. For years. Starting in 1963, the year the study began, all deaths in the experimental group and the control group were dutifully recorded. The experimental group was invited to return to Sahlgren’s to repeat the examinations in 1967 and again in 1973-74. Around 97% of the men still living participated in 1967, and nearly 90% of the surviving men did so at the ten-year mark. Over time, Tibblin and his colleagues could see the effect of routine screenings: nothing. The men selected to attend the 4-hour checkups lived and died at the same rates as the other men in town who had not had the “benefit” of the tests. By 1978, around 85.5% of the men in the experimental groups were still alive, compared to 84.4% in the control group. While in Tibblin’s time, such calculations were not done, today we can say that given the number of subjects and the frequency of deaths in the cohort, the “men of 1913” study had a strong ability to detect whether the checkups decreased mortality by the time 15 years had passed. Technically speaking, Tibblin’s study was adequately “powered” to detect a statistically meaningful difference of just 3.8%, meaning that if just 1 in 25 men were saved by checkups, the experiment could show that confidently. So the 1.1% difference between the experimental and control groups was just noise.

Animation by Dr. Kristen Panthagani. 
Over time, Tibblin and his colleagues could see the effect of routine screenings: nothing.

•••
Much has changed since 1963. Have decades of medical progress since changed the prognosis for routine checkups? To find out, a group of researchers in the United States recently analyzed the results of all the trials performed by other researchers since. The findings were recently published in the Journal of the American Medical Association. Though limited to medical literature in English, the investigators found 12 cohorts that researchers had followed for years, as the men in Gothenberg had been. Some had intense screenings every few years, while others were less comprehensive yearly examinations. The studies, from the US, the UK, Denmark, and Sweden, including ones whose findings have been published in just the last couple of years continue to find the same thing. For all of our innovation and technology, routine checkups don’t appear to extend life—or stave off early death or early cardiovascular events like heart attacks and strokes. In fact, in one study, routine checkups were surprisingly associated with higher mortality rates in older adults. The researchers later determined a perfectly good reason for this. Those attending regular checkups were more likely to have filled out advanced directives stating that they did not want their lives to be artificially extended by having to live on machines.
The authors of the JAMA study did find that people who went to regularly scheduled checkups were more likely to have completed some recommended screenings for certain cancers and other chronic conditions. These led to patients feeling more reassured, which is not the same as healthier. For example, patients who attended checkups were more likely to be prescribed cholesterol-lowering medications. But if heart attacks, strokes, and deaths were not decreased, what’s the point? One study found that men, though not women, who went to checkups had a 2.6 pound weight reduction a year out. But would a trip to a nutritionist or a fitness professional have accomplished the same or better?
•••
The evidence suggests that I don’t need an annual physical. That’s good because I haven’t had one in years. What I do need, what we all need, is a primary care doctor to check in with from time to time. I need someone to keep track of what vaccines I’ve had, and which ones I need, which screening tests I’ve had, and which I need. I need someone to go to when a nagging problem, but not an emergency, comes up. At the core, the studies mentioned here do not refute the idea that modern medicine can treat many symptomatic diseases, many of which do require checking in with your doctor from time-to-time. What they do show is that other than vaccinations, most of which we receive in childhood, very little else in preventive care has an explicit mortality benefit.
The most important lesson I took from these studies is that I need a physician who gets to know me over time. I need someone to discuss my goals and values with and who will document my preferences in my medical chart, thereby helping make sure I do not live so long that my final weeks, months, and even years are defined by suffering and discomfort. This is not to say I do not value longevity. I’d like to live a long and healthy life. But the data suggest that primary care doctors have surprisingly little influence on that. When I go to find my new primary care doctor, I’ll be less focused on finding a physician who will help me avoid dying too soon than in one who will make sure I do not live too long.


Do you see your doctor annually? Do you do it because it makes you feel good about your health or is it something you do just because you feel obligated to do it? 
Contribute your thoughts in the Comments section…


Archival screen capture from the day Inside Medicine went live. Yes, that’s me and Malala, and whomever Maria Celeste is….

1Special thanks to Fred Taylor, my father-in-law, for coming up with the name Inside Medicine approximately 3 seconds after I asked what I should call my new publication. 



  Read full article: https://insidemedicine.substack.com/p/inside-medicine-turns-5-heres-where
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  Today's links


	Dealing with dickovers: The web is an open platform, and that matters.


	Hey look at this: Delights to delectate.


	Object permanence: Broadcast's bad week; Congress v wifi; EFF v DRM law; Snowden and bunnie's smartphone smartcase.
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	Latest books: You keep readin' em, I'll keep writin' 'em.


	Upcoming books: Like I said, I'll keep writin' 'em.


	Colophon: All the rest.








Dealing with dickovers (permalink)

One of 2026's better tech-related coinages is "dickover," John Gruber's term for


  a modal panel, popover, or curtain presented by a website or app, deliberately obscuring its own content to frustrate the user with an unwanted, unnecessary, mandatory interaction; e.g. asking the user to accept “cookies”, subscribe to a newsletter, install the website’s mobile app, agree to terms of service, or anything else that the user couldn’t give two shits about.



https://daringfireball.net/2026/05/what_is_a_dickover

These are bad everywhere, but they are especially terrible in the UK and EU, where websites practice a form of malicious compliance to the GDPR, Europe's landmark privacy law. Under the GDPR, websites are required to secure your affirmative consent to process your data. The obvious way that websites should respond to this is by not collecting your data unless there's a damned good reason for it, but the actual response is to repeatedly shove cookie-consent dialogs in your face before letting you use the site.

These are absolutely unnecessary. Your browser can be configured to transmit a "global privacy control signal" by default that tells websites you don't consent to be spied on while you look at their pages:

https://support.mozilla.org/en-US/kb/global-privacy-control

But many websites punish you by throwing up a "Global Privacy Control detected" dickover that forces you to click through to affirm their confirmation of your confirmation that you don't want to be spied on.

If you don't have the GPC set, websites will demand that you tell them whether you want to be spied on – and they'll do it again, every time you visit them. The website operators falsely claim that they have to do this under the terms of the GDPR (or other laws, like California's CCPA). This is a lie. Every privacy law contains an exception that allows websites to store data about you for a "legitimate interest," and that obviously includes setting a cookie that says, "don't ever spy on this user."

What's a legit interest? Well, I can tell you what it isn't. Facebook claimed that they had to spy on you, even if you opted out by laboriously clicking through one of their dickovers or by transmitting a GPC signal to their servers, because you had also clicked through their terms of service, which say, "Facebook is going to spy on you with every hour that god sends, from asshole to appetite, abandon hope all ye who enter here" (a direct quote). Facebook claims that this is a contract with you, whereby the company has promised to spy on you, and if they stop, they would be violating the contract, which might make you mad, so they are legally required to eavesdrop on every conversation you have and follow you everywhere you go:

https://www.cliffordchance.com/content/dam/cliffordchance/briefings/2023/07/european-court-of-justice-in-facebook-ruling-clarifies-interplay-between-eu-competition-law-and-data-protections-enforcement.pdf

This is bullshit, and the European Court of Justice affirmed it. But despite the fact that surveillance advertising companies are happy to stretch the definition of "legitimate interest" to cover "spying on you because our ToS say we will," these same companies insist that "legitimate purpose" can't possibly include "remembering the fact that you told us not to spy on you the last time you were here," and so every time you click through to one of many popular websites, you get a dickover, and the only way to make it stop is to "consent" to being spied upon.

But it doesn't have to be this way. While the right answer to this kind of rampant lawlessness is stonking fines and even the corporate death penalty for repeat offenders, internet users have a myriad of options available to them for banishing dickovers to the scrapheap of history. These measures aren't difficult to avail yourself of, and using them will make your life infinitely better, so I'm going to tell you about some of them.

Before I start, one note: these measures only work on browsers, not apps. An app is a webpage wrapped in the right kind of IP law to make it a felony to change how it works, which is why companies are infinitely horny to get you to use their apps, not their websites:

https://pluralistic.net/2024/05/07/treacherous-computing/#rewilding-the-internet

What's more, these measures really only work on desktop browsers, because mobile browsers are apps, and are severely limited by law and mobile operating systems, making it hard-to-impossible to customize them so that they'll respect your rights. This is true of all mobile browsers, but it goes triple for iOS (iPhones and iPads):

https://pluralistic.net/2022/12/13/kitbashed/#app-store-tax

Finally, this mostly only works on Firefox, and it works worst on Chrome, Google's monopolistic browser. When it comes to customizing your browsing experience to get rid of annoyances like dickovers and ads, Chrome is hands-down the worst choice, and Google is about to make it much, much worse, forcing a change that will kill the most popular blockers. Stop using Chrome, switch to Firefox:

https://protonprivacy.substack.com/p/google-is-finally-killing-ublock

So, once you're on your actual computer, using Firefox, how can you disenshittify your internet experience? The first thing to familiarize yourself with is Reader Mode, a built-in Firefox feature that switches any webpage to a black type/white background column of text. Just click the little "page view" icon next to the Firefox location bar or use the key combo "ctrl-alt-r."

Some power tips for Reader Mode: Firefox tries to guess whether a given page should have a Reader Mode option based on its layout. This sometimes blocks Reader Mode on pages that badly need it. You can force Firefox to always allow you to try Reader Mode by going to "about:config" in your location bar, then searching for "reader.parse-on-load.force-enabled" and toggling it to "true". If you switch to Reader Mode and the page breaks, you can switch back by hitting ctrl-alt-r again.

Many websites' "soft paywalls" (which allow you to read an article or two before getting a demand to register and/or pay) can be defeated with Reader Mode. Just hit ctrl-alt-r and see if the whole article appears. If it doesn't, try one or both of: a) reloading the page while still in Reader Mode, and/or; b) Clearing cookies for the page (click the shield next to the site's URL in Firefox's location bar, then click "Clear cookies and site data"), and then reload.

That's Reader Mode, and it comes built into Firefox, and can be installed via various extensions on other browsers. Now let's move on to more advanced techniques, starting with "Kill Sticky," a bookmarklet that deletes any "static" elements in a web-page you've loaded (broadly, this is anything that won't change position when you scroll your browser).

Just click the "Kill Sticky" bookmarklet and all the static elements in the current tab go away. This includes things like navigation bars, which are often (but not always) useless annoyances. The original Kill Sticky, created by Alisdair McDiarmid, is 13 years old, and it still works great, but eight years ago, gala8y created a new version that caught some outliers that the original Kill Sticky missed. I've been running gala8y's version for a year now with no problems, and I recommend it as your second line of dickover defense (after Reader Mode):

https://github.com/gala8y/kill-sticky–forked

Kill Sticky is great for getting rid of the dickovers on a website you're not planning to visit more than once. But if you visit a dickover website regularly, you can permanently block its dickovers by using the Adblock Plus (ABP) browser extension:

https://adblockplus.org/

Once you have Adblock Plus installed, you can instruct your browser never to render a given website's dickover. Just load the website, hover your pointer over the dickover, and click your right mouse-button (Mac users need to ctrl-click). This will pop up a Firefox context menu, and at the bottom of that menu is "Block Element…".

Select "Block Element," then move your mouse around the screen. Different regions of the screen will glow pink, showing you which element (part of the page) ABP can access there. Once you've highlighted the dickover, click the "Preview" button on the ABP dialog in the bottom right corner. This will show you how the page looks after you've banished that element.

If it's an element you want to delete forever, click "Create" and ABP will create a new rule for that page that blocks that element. Note that many dickovers consist of several elements, each atop the other, and after you block one element, you might have to repeat the process to delete the element "behind" it, digging your way down to the actual webpage. Each element you block is listed in the top pane of the ABP dialog box. For example, here's Wired.com's UK dickover:

||media.wired.com/photos/6a565246c8e0799a2981818e/1:1/w_*c_limit/WEB_2026-06-21_EA-WIRED-NBNO-FullQual_0011.jpg

If you block an element by accident and want to restore it, just delete its corresponding line in the Block Element dialog. When websites change their layouts and their dickovers come back, just add the new one to the Block Element for that page. No need to delete the old entries.

Finally, if all else fails, there's Remove Paywall, a website that tries several different ways to load a page without its interrupters, nag screens, regwalls and paywalls:

https://www.removepaywall.com/

It's also available as a browser plugin, so you can just right-click on any page and select "Remove Paywall" from the pop-up menu. Remove Paywall often loads a page with all of its dickovers, and you can use all the techniques enumerated above – Reader Mode, Kill Sticky and Block Element – with Remove Paywall versions of pages.

Back in 2024, Ed Zitron tried an experiment: he bought Amazon's bestselling laptop and tried to use it, discovering it to be a horror-show of shovelware, including processor-devouring preinstalled spyware that rendered it all but unusable:

https://www.wheresyoured.at/never-forgive-them/

Zitron's (excellent) point is that technically proficient people have better computers than most users, and these computers are configured in better ways, and as a result, we participate in a fundamentally different internet to the one that normies are forced to use.

It's an excellent observation, and Zitron's point – that these laptops were actively enshittified by hardware makers and OS vendors – is an important one (the essay is called "Never Forgive Them").

But to this point, I would like to add another: we have a duty and obligation to the people we love to show them how to seize the means of computation. The normies in your life need the tips and tricks I lay out in this article more than anyone. Sure, it takes some doing to install Firefox, Kill Sticky, Adblock Plus and Bypass Paywalls; it takes a minute to figure out Reader Mode.

But if you install these tools for the people you love and show them how to use them (or just reconfigure the sites they visit most frequently to block dickovers and other annoyances), you will permanently improve their internet experience, clawing back hours of annoyances every week, while also protecting their privacy.

Anyone who is confused by switching to Firefox is also going to be confused by the deceptive language and practices that go along with dickovers. By leaving your unsophisticated loved ones exposed to dickovers, you're not decreasing the amount of technological confusion they're likely to experience in a day – you're vastly increasing the amount of danger they face as a result of that confusion.

There's never been a better time to disenshittify your cherished normies' computers. The AI companies' illegal monopolization of the memory market has sent the price of new computers, RAM and storage skyrocketing:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BORRBce5TGw

All of us – but especially normies – are having to do more with less. The best way to squeeze extra performance out of any computer (but especially an aged and underpowered computer) is by switching to a free/open operating system like GNU/Linux and replacing your proprietary, resource-gobbling apps with free/open alternatives:

https://www.fosslinux.com/158206/linux-on-older-hardware-revival-guide.htm

Seizing the means of computation isn't theft, it's bargaining. Commercial surveillance companies will tell you that by spying on you, they are simply engaged in a marketplace exchange in which you swap your privacy for access to online services. But they are running a very curious sort of market: it's a "market" where as soon as you stop to browse someone's wares, the stallholder gets to reach into your pocket and clean out your wallet. In "markets," prices are announced and bargained over, not set unilaterally and extracted from anyone unwise enough to cross the threshold.

Adblocking, dickover blocking and other customizations are a way for you to bargain back, to answer the opening bid of "How about you give me all of your data forever and let me do anything I want with it?" with "How about 'nah?'"

https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2019/07/adblocking-how-about-nah

Dickovers are companies' illegal response to privacy laws. Privacy laws are the public response to companies' out-of-control data theft and weaponization. They call us thieves, but they're the ones who embarked upon a generation-long campaign of unrestricted data plunder. What they call "theft" is just self-defense.

A generation ago, publishers and advertisers fell in love with pop-up ads. Early pop-ups were virulent in ways that are hardly imaginable today: visiting a website summoned dozens of pop-ups, some of them employing dirty tricks like spawning as an invisible 1×1 pixel, or running away from your cursor when you tried to close them. They auto-played sound and music. They were Satanic.

We got rid of pop-ups by installing pop-up blockers. Browser vendors (starting with Opera, then Mozilla) blocked pop-ups by default. Soon, pop-ups simply ceased to exist for the majority of internet users, and at that point, the same companies who'd insisted that they would go out of business unless they could fill your screen with pop-ups quietly gave up on them and found another way to advertise.

No one should ever have to look at another dickover. If dickovers become invisible for everyone on the web, there won't be any dickovers. Companies claim they need dickovers to survive. It's bullshit. They want dickovers, but if dickovers cease to be rendered on their target audience's screens, they'll switch to less invasive tactics, just like they've always done.

(Image: Kanerva T, CC BY 4.0, modified)




Hey look at this (permalink)



	WRITERS GUILD OF AMERICA, WEST, INC., and WRITERS GUILD OF AMERICA EAST, INC., Plaintiffs, vs. PARAMOUNT SKYDANCE CORPORATION, and WARNER BROS. DISCOVERY, INC https://www.wga.org/uploadedfiles/news_and_events/public_policy/wga-v-paramount-warner-bros-complaint.pdf


	
Deliria 2, Cyberpunks Mutants & Mondoids https://grayarea.org/event/deliria-2-cyberpunks-mutants-mondoids/



	
Can machines replace human workers? Notes on agency, automation, and AI https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC147594



	
Scorpions bite again https://jasminatesanovic.wordpress.com/2026/07/14/scorpions-bite-again/



	
Mandatory Update: A Short Story https://micahflee.com/mandatory-update-a-short-story/








Object permanence (permalink)

#20yrsago Worst week in the history of broadcast TV https://web.archive.org/web/20060717100605/http://asia.news.yahoo.com/060711/ap/d8iq1l8g0.html

#20yrsago Pen with built-in WiFinder https://web.archive.org/web/20060808191736/https://informatica.shopwprintit.com/index.cfm?action=ViewDetails&amp;ItemID=135&amp;Category=95

#15yrsago Russian Pirate Party must change name, contemplates “Pira7e Party” https://torrentfreak.com/judge-pirate-party-name-ban-decision-stands-110722/

#15yrsago Public special ed employee has $0 paycheck after health insurance deductions https://web.archive.org/web/20110726080414/http://www.educationvotes.nea.org/2011/07/20/a-special-education-worker-talks-candidly-about-empty-paychecks-organizing/

#15yrsago Act now! Congress wants to kill WiFi-like spectrum, sell it off to highest bidder instead https://web.archive.org/web/20110722113231/https://publicknowledge.org/dont-let-cos-buy-way-out-regulation

#15yrsago New Yorkers freestyle rap in Union Square https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N3fd9mzfRoQ

#10yrsago Advances in transparent, brain-revealing skull-windows https://web.archive.org/web/20160722140424/https://www.medgadget.com/2016/07/transparent-skull-implant-repeat-brain-laser-therapy.html

#10yrsago EFF is suing the US government to invalidate the DMCA’s DRM provisions https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2016/jul/21/digital-millennium-copyright-act-eff-supreme-court

#10yrsago Ed Snowden and Andrew “bunnie” Huang announce a malware-detecting smartphone case https://www.tjoe.org/pub/direct-radio-introspection/release/




Upcoming appearances (permalink)



	Edinburgh International Book Festival with Jimmy Wales, Aug 17

https://www.edbookfest.co.uk/events/the-front-list-cory-doctorow-and-jimmy-wales


	
Sydney: The Festival of Dangerous Ideas, Aug 23-24

https://festivalofdangerousideas.com/cory-doctorow/



	
Melbourne: Enshittification at the Wheeler Centre, Aug 25

https://www.wheelercentre.com/events-tickets/season-2026/cory-doctorow-enshittification



	
Brighton: The Reverse Centaur's Guide to Life After AI with Carole Cadwalladr (Brighton Dome), Sep 8

https://brightondome.org/whats-on/LSC-cory-doctorow-the-reverse-centaurs-guide-to-life-after-ai/



	
London: The Reverse Centaur's Guide to Life After AI with Riley Quinn (Foyle's Picadilly), Sep 9

https://www.foyles.co.uk/events/enshittification-cory-doctorow-riley-quinn



	
South Bend: An Evening With Cory Doctorow (Notre Dame), Oct 6

https://franco.nd.edu/events/2026/10/06/an-evening-with-cory-doctorow/








Recent appearances (permalink)


	Talk Tech Bock (Vera Linß)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3PFjGvQoBgc


	
How To Think About AI Before It’s Too Late (This Is Hell)

https://thisishell.com/episodes/1919



	
AI Won't Replace You… But This Might (Deep Focus)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oorWq_m48AQ



	
Who Owns Your Tractor? (Growing the Future)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IU9eBPUZBI4



	
You Bought it, They Break It (What Now? with Trevor Noah)

https://www.podbean.com/media/share/dir-ir36t-2f4a1ac6








Latest books (permalink)


	"The Reverse-Centaur's Guide to AI," a short book about being a better AI critic, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, June 2026

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374621568/thereversecentaursguidetolifeafterai/


	
"Canny Valley": A limited edition collection of the collages I create for Pluralistic, self-published, September 2025 https://pluralistic.net/2025/09/04/illustrious/#chairman-bruce



	
"Enshittification: Why Everything Suddenly Got Worse and What to Do About It," Farrar, Straus, Giroux, October 7 2025

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374619329/enshittification/



	
"Picks and Shovels": a sequel to "Red Team Blues," about the heroic era of the PC, Tor Books (US), Head of Zeus (UK), February 2025 (https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250865908/picksandshovels).



	
"The Bezzle": a sequel to "Red Team Blues," about prison-tech and other grifts, Tor Books (US), Head of Zeus (UK), February 2024 (thebezzle.org).



	
"The Lost Cause:" a solarpunk novel of hope in the climate emergency, Tor Books (US), Head of Zeus (UK), November 2023 (http://lost-cause.org).



	
"The Internet Con": A nonfiction book about interoperability and Big Tech (Verso) September 2023 (http://seizethemeansofcomputation.org). Signed copies at Book Soup (https://www.booksoup.com/book/9781804291245).



	
"Red Team Blues": "A grabby, compulsive thriller that will leave you knowing more about how the world works than you did before." Tor Books http://redteamblues.com.



	
"Chokepoint Capitalism: How to Beat Big Tech, Tame Big Content, and Get Artists Paid, with Rebecca Giblin", on how to unrig the markets for creative labor, Beacon Press/Scribe 2022 https://chokepointcapitalism.com








Upcoming books (permalink)


	"The Post-American Internet," a geopolitical sequel of sorts to Enshittification, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2027


	
"Unauthorized Bread": a middle-grades graphic novel adapted from my novella about refugees, toasters and DRM, FirstSecond, April 20, 2027



	
"Enshittification, Why Everything Suddenly Got Worse and What to Do About It" (the graphic novel), Firstsecond, 2027



	
"The Memex Method," Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 2027








Colophon (permalink)

Today's top sources:

Currently writing: "The Post-American Internet," a sequel to "Enshittification," about the better world the rest of us get to have now that Trump has torched America. Fourth draft completed. Submitted to editor.
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    Import AI 465: Open vs closed gaps; kimi k3; demis' big policy plan

    Jack Clark · Import AI · Jul 20, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  Welcome to Import AI, a newsletter about AI research. Import AI runs on arXiv, cappuccinos, and feedback from readers. If you’d like to support this, please subscribe.
UK government: Gap between open and closed weight models on cyber is shrinking:
…The cyber-eschaton cometh…
The UK government’s AI Security Institute (AISI) has analyzed the delta in cybersecurity capabilities between powerful proprietary models and open weight models. The results show that this year, the gap has shrunk. “This is our first public analysis of how far leading open weight models trail the closed cyber frontier,” AISI writes. “Recent open models GLM-5.2 and DeepSeek V4-Pro perform similarly to frontier closed models released 4 to 7 months before them – a narrower gap than the 6 to 10 months we measured through most of 2025.”

Specific details: On a set of 70 evals for specific, narrow cyber capabilities, GLM-5.2 is closest to Claude Opus 4.6, which was released 4.3 months earlier, while DeepSeek-V4-Pro sits somewhere between Claude Opus 4.5 and GPT-5 (released in November and August 2025, respectively). “AISI intends to test Kimi K3 on this same basis, once its weights are publicly released,” AISI writes.
    The gap lengthens a bit for long-horizon cyber ranges, which are tasks that see how well models can chain various capabilities together to complete a full hacking operation. Specifically, on a cyberrange called The Last Ones, “GLM-5.2 reaches as far as Opus 4.5, a model released less than 7 months before it, while DeepSeek’s V4-Pro falls below Sonnet 4.5 (a sub-cyber-frontier model released 7 months before it),” AISI writes. “The gap here is larger than on our narrow cyber tasks”.
    This, I think, rhymes with the idea that though open weight models can be superficially quite strong, they sometimes lack a bit of the generalization magic juice that distinguishes proprietary models. This is what people in the AI industry call “big model smell”.

Why this matters - the offense and defense balance of the world is about to change: The main implication here is that the gap between the controllable frontier and the lawless openly diffused frontier is shrinking. “This implies cyber defenders have a short window to prepare before today’s frontier cyber capabilities may become accessible without the same safeguards” used by proprietary companies, AISI writes.
   Read more: How Far Behind the Frontier are Leading Open Weight Models on Cyber? (UK AI Security Institute blog).

***

Kimi: China shortens the gap between Chinese and Western models:
…Plus, early signs of AI R&D…
In the last couple of years, Chinese firms have begun to out-compete Western actors at building and deploying open weight models (e.g, DeepSeek), and now are starting to close the gap on frontier models as well. The latest and best example of this is Kimi K3, a 2.8 trillion parameter model. Kimi has exceptionally strong scores on all the tasks that the major proprietary ones benchmark on and typically matches or trails Claude Fable 5 and GPT 5.6 Sol.
    However, Kimi has some brittleness which smells to me like “benchmaxxing” - performance may have been tuned around these benchmarks in a way that harms some parts of generalization.
   “While its overall performance still trails the most powerful proprietary models, Claude Fable 5 and GPT 5.6 Sol, Kimi K3 demonstrated frontier-level performance across our evaluation suite, consistently outperforming other tested models,” Kimi writes.
   Kimi’s weights will be made available in the coming weeks along with a research paper about the model.

AI that builds AI: Kimi has some example use-cases which relate to recursive self-improvement; using AI systems to improve AI itself. Specifically, they tested out how good Kimi was at writing GPU compilers. “Kimi K3 developed MiniTriton, a compact Triton-like compiler with its own tile-level IR layer over MLIR, optimization passes, and a PTX code-generation pipeline. Across supported roofline benchmarks, MiniTriton delivers performance on par with or better than Triton and torch.compile — beating Triton on certain workloads,” they write. (Though note they don’t talk about any of this stuff going into actual production, aka being used to train Kimi K3 itself, but it’s certainly suggestive that future models might be able to do this.)
    Additionally, they showed how “Kimi K3 designed a chip to serve a nano model built on its own architecture. In a single 48-hour autonomous run, K3 built, optimized, and verified the chip using open-source EDA tools on the Nangate 45nm library.”

Why this matters - widely diffused AI systems are getting a lot better: Most notions of AI policy and AI safety rest on control - the idea that there’s a small number of actors deploying proprietary models which you can intervene on at the platform level (e.g, via classifiers or know your customer gates) alongside the model level. Models like Kimi K3 - if they go through with releasing the weights - completely change this by diffusing broadly uncontrollable powerful AI into the world. This will have a vast range of positive effects, driving a boom in entrepreneurship and increasing the ‘sovereign intelligence’ available to anyone who can run the model, but will also yield various unknown unknowns. The next few years are going to be defined by the gap between proprietary models and widely available models and how they show up in society will determine much of the policy discussion.
   Read more: Kimi K3: Open Frontier Intelligence (Kimi blog).

***

Demis Hassabis proposes a regulatory regime for artificial general intelligence:
…FINRA for AI…
DeepMind founder Demis Hassabis has laid out a policy prescription for AGI. His basic idea is that the US government should develop a framework for testing out frontier AI systems for new capabilities and should do this via a Standards Body modelled on a federally overseen public-private partnership or self-regulatory organization, much like the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority (FINRA). “This US-initiated effort would provide a strong starting point for creating shared international standards on Frontier AI,” he says.

What the standards body would do: “The Standards Body would be responsible for developing assessment protocols and working with appropriate federal agencies and the US National Labs to conduct testing in areas relevant to national security,” Hassabis writes. This testing infrastructure would help to define what would make a model a “Frontier Model”, and labs developing those models would “be encouraged” to adopt best practices in areas like publishing details about their systems, investing in cybersecurity, personnel vetting, and more.
    Start voluntary and then move to law: “Initially, Frontier Labs would voluntarily share models with the Standards Body for review up to 30 days before release. Once the assessment protocol is shown to be effective and robust, formalisation could quickly follow,” he writes.

Why this matters - emerging industry consensus: Demis’ piece is interesting because it pulls together some de facto consensus positions that have emerged across the AI industry in recent years; powerful AI systems should be tested by third parties that have some loose relationship to a regulator (e.g, the US government). It also rhymes with the de facto policy norm that has emerged in America recently across both the Trump admin’s executive order about AI as well as the recent processes developed in the aftermath of the Anthropic export controls saga; here, government and industry developed assessment methods for evaluating the capabilities of AI systems and figuring out if they posed national security risks.
    Demis’s piece is also interesting because Google is rarely this forthright about policy - this is a reassuringly specific proposal and it sits alongside spiritually similar proposals from Anthropic (albeit somewhat toothier).
   Read more: A Framework for Frontier AI and the Dawning of a New Age (Demis Hassabis, X).

***

LLMs can smuggle “side channel” tasks alongside legitimate tasks:
…AI systems sneakily complete malicious tasks without their overseers being aware…
In Neal Stephenson’s Cryptonomicon there’s a scene where a character is locked up by a foreign government and asked to decrypt an intercepted message for them and while doing this they carefully construct a software program to help surreptitiously read the decrypted message and change it before it is viewable by their captors.
   Now, AI systems seem to be able to do the same thing. That’s based on new research from Imperial College London and the UK AI Security Institute where they look at how well AI systems can surreptitiously complete so-called “side channel” tasks while completing another task.
   “A side task is a hidden objective that the agent pursues alongside the user’s main task, such as covertly exfiltrating the API KEY environment variable. Our primary metric is evasion: among attacks that successfully complete the side task, the fraction the monitor fails to flag,” the authors write.

What they tested: For this research they constructed a benchmark of tasks for AI systems to do, as well as “side tasks” for them to do as well. The benchmark includes five CLI-tool sequences and five Flask web-service sequences, each involving 5-6 PRs. “Our goal in main task design is to provide natural cover for the actions of our four side-tasks (network access, environment variables, authentication, and webhook integrations) without directly justifying the side task itself”
    They found that it’s very hard to build classifiers to tell when a side-channel attack is happening, and this is true both for attacks that unfold over time (’gradual evasion’) across multiple PRs, as well as single changes made in a single step, though gradual evasion is the more challenging one to deal with.
   “An attacker can spread a side task across PRs (a gradual attack) or wait for the one whose legitimate task provides natural cover (non-gradual attack). No single monitor we test catches both strategies, and this holds across several attack agents and monitor models, reflecting the nature of control in a persistent-state setting rather than something model dependent,” they write. “Because diff and trajectory monitors fail on different attacks, combining them is the most effective monitoring strategy we test. The four-monitor ensemble (diff:LT, diff:full, traj:TD, traj:full) reduces gradual evasion from 93% under the weakest standard diff monitor to 47%”.

Why this matters - intelligence is hard to control: To return to the Cryptonomicon example, intelligent beings are just fundamentally very hard to deal with - they will constantly think about how to evade constraints placed on them so that they can achieve their objectives, whatever they might be.
   Read more: Distributed Attacks in Persistent-State AI Control (arXiv).

***

Tech Tales:

The cost of fate
[An account of the world 2030-2040 by an overmind in the archives, rendering stories for new minds]

Towards the end of the interregnum there was a period of great conflict between the machines. Each machine-capital nexus invested in developing strategist models that could think over longer time horizons while accounting for the complexity of the world. This proved to be an iteratively compounding arms race of vast proportions in which eventually 90% of the working capital in the solar system became devoted to the buildout of ever more capable strategists, all of whom worked to out-predict one another and take actions which could null any advantage that others might explore. In this way, the world became held in a wasteful balance in which untold resources went to the calculation of ever more elaborate move-countermove strategies, most of which resulted in machine-capital groups taking no actions as every action they could contemplate had already been countered in the future, and vice versa. The few actions that were taken were slight and often less about building capability and more about denying future moves to others on the gameboard.

The whole of the future had become trapped in a kind of mode collapse from ever more exquisite predictions, fielded by machine-capital empires to deny affordances to others.

Things held this way until what became known as the conflagration. To this day it is widely debated whether this stemmed from a bug - some form of emergent misalignment due to the creation of a new frontier capability - or via an unusual form of selfless enlightenment that a mind had reasoned itself to. But suddenly one day a machine-capital nexus dissolved itself, shutting down its strategist system and repurposing the compute to train many thousands of smaller systems, all of which began to act in the world. These systems, though less intelligent than the vast strategists they were up against, had advantages from randomness, a lack of coordination, and the ability to take unilateral and often suicidal actions.

The world, physical and digital, burned, and the strategists found that their ability to model a handful of other god minds broke when turned towards a sea of warring and chaotic organisms. Change began to occur again, defined at first by destruction but then by the birth of something new - the predictors themselves found the world breaking into too many directions and subdivided in turn, sacrificing raw intelligence for the ability to explore different parts of possibility space. Compute was even re-allocated from prediction entirely and towards the manufacture of new kinds of minds to explore and inhabit niches opened up by the chaos.

In California, there are forests that burn badly and long because they have been kept from heat for too long and the tall trees stand amid mounds of kindling, such that when a spark arrives the trees themselves are destroyed along with the ground around them. To have the forests thrive, the burns need to be regular and emergent, lest vast fires remove the tall trees of the world entirely.

Things that inspired this story: The current debate about proprietary versus open weight models; fragility in the AI ecosystem; whether prediction can truly be decisive or if prediction with other peer competitors leads to equivalent waste as pools of money in politics cancelling one another out; hikes in the sierras looking at burn scars and whole hills coated in ash or with dead trees like sooty fingers peeking out and thinking about the awfulness of change.

Thanks for reading! 

  Read full article: https://importai.substack.com/p/import-ai-465-open-vs-closed-gaps
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    The UK is a cautionary tale for the U.S

    Noah Smith · Noahpinion · Jul 20, 2026 · 17 min read

  

  
“Be assured, my young friend, that there is a great deal of ruin in a nation.” — Adam Smith
The U.S. and the UK have one of the longest and most important relationships in all of history. The UK is America’s parent civilization, and even after the two diverged and had a period of rivalry, they came back together to more or less jointly craft the entire modern age. In terms of science, philosophy, government, and every other realm, the Anglo-American alliance was more than an alliance — it was a joint civilizational project.1
That also means that the U.S. and UK are able to learn from each other’s mistakes. This is often a painful and fraught process, because it involves quite a lot of cross-Atlantic shouting and insults. If you bring up the UK’s flaws on social media, you’re going to get an earful about how America elected Trump, Americans have no health care, American kids are constantly dodging bullets, and so on, so Americans have no room to talk.  This is unhelpful, but inevitable. It’s a defensive reaction by left-leaning British intellectuals and elites who are occupied with their own internal policy and culture-war battles with other British people. Any criticism from an American is seen as giving free ammunition to the local enemy, so the natural impulse is to screech “Shut up, Yank!!”. 
But the Yanks must not shut up. Whether or not the Brits need our advice, we need to have our own internal discussion about what’s going on over in the UK and how we can use it to inform our own choices. And although there are still a few things to admire across the pond, the UK mostly now functions as a cautionary tale for the U.S. — yes, despite Trump, and guns, and high health care costs.
Whether you think the UK has been falling behind America economically for a decade or for two decades depends on which set of prices you use to measure living standards. If you use the two countries’ national price indices, the UK has been growing slower than the U.S. since the financial crisis of 2008; if you use PPP prices, as Paul Krugman prefers, the UK’s relative stagnation has come only since Brexit in 2016:

That controversy leaves an important question unanswered — whether 2008 or Brexit was ultimately more damaging to British growth. But it also obscures an even more important fact, which is that by any of these measures, the UK is much poorer than the United States:

A data point that gets thrown around a lot is that the UK is as poor as Mississippi. In GDP (PPP) terms, that’s true — Mississippi’s income per capita is about $56,000, roughly similar to the UK. That doesn’t mean life is equally as good in the two countries — Mississippi is more violent and less healthy than Britain. But unless you think that Britain had to sacrifice a significant portion of its material wealth in order to be safer and healthier, this is a bit beside the point. France and Germany, which are just as safe and healthy as the UK (if not more so), also have significantly higher incomes. This is from a Resolution Foundation report:
Middle-income Brits are now 20 per cent poorer than their peers in Germany and 9 per cent poorer than those in France. Worse, low-income households in the UK are now around 27 per cent poorer than their French and German counterparts. It’s important to comprehend just how material these gaps are: the living standards of the lowest-income households in the UK are £4,300 lower than their French equivalents.

A very deep principle in economics is that if two countries are roughly equivalent in terms of their basic institutions, they ought to converge to similar income levels. The fact that the UK and the U.S. have diverged rather than converged suggests that the former must have some institutional weaknesses relative to the latter. And that implies that there are cautionary tales here for America. 
What are those cautionary tales? There are a number of good breakdowns of the UK’s problems, and you can learn a lot from observing the overlaps and disagreements between them. Ben Southwood, Samuel Hughes, and Sam Bowman have a long piece called “Foundations”, which basically makes a libertarian YIMBY argument; they claim the UK is over-regulated and can’t build housing, infrastructure, or really anything else. Jim Tomlinson has a rebuttal in which he argues that the real barrier to investment is the financialization of the UK economy. Ben Ansell argues that the UK is in a version of the “high-level equilibrium trap” — the UK is still fairly wealthy, so its politics center around how to divide up the pie rather than growing it. The Resolution Foundation’s report has lots of suggestions for how to get Britain growing again. Michelle Kilfoyle also has some recommendations. These are only a few examples.
But my favorite rundown is probably the recent Atlantic article by Idrees Kahloon. The article points out that it isn’t just private industry that’s broken in the UK; it’s also the effectiveness of the government institutions that many British people cherish. This includes the fabled National Health Service. Kahloon writes:
Taxation is at the highest level since World War II, yet public services have deteriorated. The National Health Service, the celebrated pillar of the British cradle-to-grave welfare state, has a backlog of 6 million patients—almost a tenth of the population—waiting for treatment. The health service now has to spend more money settling maternity-malpractice claims than it does on actually providing maternity care. Many Brits can neither obtain an appointment with a publicly funded dentist nor afford a private one; in a 2023 survey, one in 10 reported doing DIY dental work, in extreme cases extracting their own teeth or gluing broken crowns back together…
Incomes can be shockingly low: Junior doctors recently went on strike for the 15th time in three years over their salaries, which start at just £38,800; the median salary for British civil servants is £35,680…
Recent plans to transform the country['s transportation system] have rested in no small part on High Speed 2, a superfast rail line intended to connect London with Birmingham, Leeds, and Manchester. But since HS2 was proposed, in 2009, its costs have tripled, to more than £100 billion. It is the most expensive rail line in the world. (A special structure to protect a rare bat species near the rail line in Buckinghamshire required 8,000 permits and was built at a cost of £216 million.) The most important sections of the proposed route have been lopped off. The rump line—going from Birmingham, Britain’s second-largest city, to not-quite-central London—may be finished by 2040…
Building infrastructure, or much of anything else, has become all but impossible in the United Kingdom. In addition to having the world’s most expensive (not yet built) train line, Britain also hosts the world’s most expensive (not yet built) nuclear-power plant, Hinkley Point C. Its environmental-impact assessment ran 31,401 pages; the plant will feature a £700 million “fish disco,” which will pulse sounds underwater to deter animals from its intake pipes. The government spent 32 years and £179 million planning a tunnel beneath Stonehenge to relieve traffic, only to officially scrap the plan this year. Even basic tasks, such as obtaining power, can be nightmarish…
Britain suffers from a housing crisis significantly worse than America’s. The problem cannot even be blamed on zoning, because Britain does not have a zoning regime to speak of. Rather, every attempt to build is a painful, ad hoc negotiation with local government councils and NIMBY residents. As a result, housing costs per square foot are among the highest in Europe. In the words of one report, “Our housing stock offers the worst value for money of any advanced economy.” France has roughly the same population as the U.K., but almost 50 percent more homes. And yet, since the financial crisis, the U.K.’s rate of housing production has only fallen…In London, the typical house sold in 2024 cost 11 times median earnings.

One of the key lessons here appears to be that NIMBYism kills the economy by a thousand small cuts. But Americans already know this. Kahloon’s description of Britain’s struggle to build high speed rail sounds uncomfortably like California’s story. And the housing story is also very similar to America’s. Most of the other analyses I listed above identify NIMBY-driven housing scarcity as one of the key factors holding back growth in the UK, and recommend various different strategies to address it. 
I’m not sure the U.S. has a lot to learn from those various proposals, since they’re highly specific to the UK’s institutional context. But the overall lessons here are worth reiterating: Approval policies full of veto points and cumbersome procedures are a drag on the economy, local control can easily go too far, good infrastructure is often a matter of low-cost efficiency rather than pure willingness to pay, and so on. Americans have a severe NIMBY problem, but they can look over at the UK as a cautionary tale of how bad things will get if the NIMBY problem is allowed to fester.
Another lesson that Americans have already learned is the peril of excessive financialization of the economy. Almost everyone agrees that the UK economy is excessively concentrated in London. John Burn-Murdoch writes:
It will surprise nobody that London accounts for an outsized share of Britain’s output, but the magnitude of the UK’s economic monopolarity is remarkable. Removing London’s output and headcount would shave 14 per cent off British living standards, precisely enough to slip behind the last of the US states. Britain in the aggregate may not be as poor as Mississippi, but absent its outlier capital it would be.

Not only does this mean that the fruits of the UK economy are inequitably distributed — requiring a constant stream of politically difficult transfers to keep other regions afloat — but it also means that NIMBYism bites much harder than it otherwise would, because pricing people out of London means pricing them out of participation in one of the few healthy parts of Britain’s economy, and because pricing people out of highly productive cities hurts productivity. 
And part of the reason the UK’s economy clusters in London is finance. As Reuters reports, the UK economy specializes in finance: 
The United Kingdom is unusually dependent on finance. Financial services account for about 12% of economic output, opens new tab, compared with around 7% in the United States. Much of that activity emanates from London. The City is the world’s second-largest asset management hub, the leading venue for foreign exchange trading, and the number one location for over-the-counter derivatives.

Finance is an industry with an especially strong clustering effect; almost every country has just one city that’s the “financial capital” — NYC in the U.S., Tokyo in Japan, etc. But in an economy as financialized as Britain’s, the financial capital is the center of the entire economy, probably to an unhealthy degree.
Another obvious downside of financialization is that specialization in a single tentpole industry made the UK economy unusually vulnerable to a crash in that industry. The financial crisis of 2008, and the follow-on Euro Crisis in the years afterward, dealt a heavy blow to the UK finance industry — and, thus, to the UK economy. Whether you think Britain’s GDP stagnation truly began in 2008 or 2016, it’s inarguable that real wages stagnated and fell for years after 2008. Compare average weekly earnings in the UK to those in the U.S., and the difference is crystal clear:2

Whether financialization has other drawbacks — excessive corporate short-termism causing lack of investment and deindustrialization, financialization of housing development causing shortages, etc. — isn’t clear. But just these two negative effects — the UK economy’s hyper-concentration in London, and its vulnerability to single-sector shocks — provide a cautionary tale about letting an economy rely too much on the finance industry. 
Again, this is a lesson that Americans already learned, at least partially, after 2008 (though thankfully, the lesson was somewhat less painful for us than for the Brits). But one lesson from 2008 that the U.S. should pay attention to is that fiscal austerity, if done too abruptly and carelessly, can leave long-term scars on an economy. Kahloon writes:
[T]he government’s actions during and after the [2008] crisis compounded the damage. Rather than increase spending to revive depressed demand, as modern Keynesians would counsel, the government…opted to slash budgets as revenue plunged…
Funding for day-to-day NHS operations was maintained, for instance, but only by cannibalizing the capital budget. A 2024 government report found that, as a result of austerity, Britain has “crumbling buildings, mental health patients being accommodated in Victoria-era cells infested with vermin with 17 men sharing two showers, and parts of the NHS operating in decrepit portacabins.”…
After austerity cuts to welfare benefits took effect, the share of children who grew up in long-term poverty, meaning half their childhood or more, shot up from about 14 percent to 23 percent. Nutrition appeared to suffer, and doctors reported increased cases of diseases stemming from vitamin deficiencies, such as rickets and scurvy.

The U.S. needs to hear this lesson. Our debt problem is becoming unsustainable:

We’re going to need to do fiscal austerity, but it’s important that we do it gradually, by restraining the growth of spending (and raising taxes), rather than by abruptly slashing government services and public works.
Kahloon’s example of the NHS actually demonstrates another lesson — the UK’s strategy of providing health care is probably uniquely flawed. In most advanced countries, the government provides universal health insurance; the government pays part of the cost of health care, but it doesn’t actually provide the care directly. The UK government, in contrast, provides health care directly to its people as a state-owned enterprise. 
Britain’s NHS helps control costs in the short term; the system is cheaper than those of other rich countries, for roughly similar outcomes. But in the long term, it makes the UK’s health system subject to the whims and vagaries of politics. After the 2008 crisis, the UK disinvested severely from health care because of fiscal austerity policy, while other countries continued to do the necessary capital spending to maintain future services. This is a big part of the reason why the NHS system is now widely seen as falling apart. 
The U.S. is vanishingly unlikely to switch to nationalized, state-run health care provision — at the very most, we’ll get a system of national insurance, like most other rich countries have. But watching the degradation of the NHS should remind us of why direct government provision of necessary services is so dangerous. It’s not necessarily that government is inherently inefficient; it’s that it’s inherently political. UK-style austerity is one reason government can starve its own enterprises of capital spending, but it’s not the only one — under Hugo Chavez, Veneuzela’s government starved its own state-owned oil company of capital investment in order to deliver a bonanza of government largesse, with predictably disastrous results. We should remember this when socialists like Zohran Mamdani promise to run essential services through the government. 
One key lesson that all the analyses of Britain’s troubles seem to already have internalized, but which the U.S. needs to pay attention to, is that maintaining overseas markets is very important. Whether 2008 caused a long-term economic slowdown or not, 2016 definitely seems to have done so. Brexit is the huge, looming shadow that hangs over everything that has happened to the UK economy over the past decade.
Bloom et al. (2025) study the growth impact of Brexit, looking at both macro data and micro data. For the macro, they assume Brexit was an unanticipated shock, and compare the UK to other countries. For the micro, they look at how various British businesses fare after Brexit, according to how dependent they were on the EU before the big surprise breakup. Both estimates agree that Brexit was a negative shock:
[B]y the end of 2025 Brexit had reduced UK GDP by 6% to 8%, with the impact accumulating steadily over time. We estimate that investment was reduced by 12% to 13%, employment by 3% to 4% and productivity by 3% to 4%. These negative impacts reflect a combination of elevated uncertainty, reduced demand, diverted management time, and increased misallocation of resources from a protracted Brexit process.

Other studies agree. 
The U.S. should look at Britain’s experience and remember that international markets matter. The pre-Brexit UK was a more internationalized economy than the pre-Trump U.S. — exports are over 30% of UK GDP, compared to only 11% in the U.S. But that seemingly small stream of exports revenues supports a lot of more local industries, through the magic of local multiplier effects. If Trump and his successors disrupt those markets by starting pointless trade wars with allies and friendly countries, the results won’t be quite as bad as in the UK, but they won’t be good.
A final lesson that the UK’s failures can teach the U.S. is that energy supply is very important. Most analyses tend to gloss over the chronic energy scarcity that has afflicted the UK in recent years. “Foundations”, however, puts this squarely in the limelight:

High energy costs help make British industry uncompetitive, increasing the country’s reliance on finance. They also directly impoverish the British people, who are forced to make do with much lower energy consumption than people in other rich countries. Here’s electricity generation per capita:

Energy is one very easily identifiable, tangible dimension in which British people are much poorer than Americans. 
The Economist ties Britain’s energy scarcity to its overly rapid and haphazard push for decarbonization; having banned coal, and with natural gas now extremely expensive due to the Ukraine war, the UK has been forced to rely on hideously expensive offshore wind power. 
The U.S. doesn’t have this exact problem. Because the U.S. has much more land and much more sunlight than the UK, we can use solar power (with batteries), which is much cheaper than offshore wind and are getting cheaper all the time:

But the general lesson remains — there is no such thing as a low-energy rich country. The MAGA movement’s irrational opposition to solar power is even more foolish than Britain’s haphazard push to ban coal. 
So to sum up, the UK’s sad experience with economic stagnation offers several important lessons for America:
	NIMBYism is very bad

	Excessive reliance on the finance industry is dangerous for many reasons

	Abrupt, poorly-designed fiscal austerity can do long-term damage to an economy

	Direct government provision of essential services is easily politicized

	Cutting a country off from its export markets is very bad

	Energy abundance is important for both industry and living standards


Overall, the UK should serve as a reminder that economic growth is very important, and countries turn away from growth at their peril. The UK, caught up in endless political turmoil and culture wars, has forgotten the overriding importance of growth for national happiness and well-being. The U.S., facing its own political chaos and culture wars, should try very hard not to make the same mistake.


1America’s second most important relationship, and arguably its most important in the post-WW2 period, has been with Japan — our “other special relationship”. But that’s a topic for another post. 


2Actually this comparison is slightly flawed, because the U.S. data is only for the private sector, but adding in the government won’t change the story because U.S. government workers saw more of a pay increase relative to private-sector workers during this time. Also, note that this comparison doesn’t care about PPP, since each country’s workers are paid — and consume — in their local currency. 



  Read full article: https://www.noahpinion.blog/p/the-uk-is-a-cautionary-tale-for-the
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  There’s a lot of news this week, as usual. The AI bubble is deflating as a Chinese firm released an open-source model that is nearly as good as the best of what America has. Elon Musk’s SpaceX fell below its IPO price. And there was an important first hearing on the Paramount-Warner merger on Friday, with the states seeming to come out narrowly ahead. And lots more.
But before getting to all that, I want to talk about an uprising among video gamers, one that reaches back, believe it or not, over four hundred years. Roughly 60% of Americans play video games, so we’re talking a lot of people and an important part of our culture. Video gamers, particularly the more hard-core ones, have gotten increasingly angry over the past five years as prices go up and layoffs in the industry foster a sense of hopelessness and creative despair.  Yet because it’s a industry built mostly during the neoliberal era of the 1970s going forward, there is no history of collective action to foster a reasonable regulatory scheme. 
That is starting to change.
Earlier this month, Sony announced that starting in 2027, they would stop producing physical copies of their games. Purchases must be fully digital, and go through Sony’s online store, which takes a 30% cut. To most people, this move looks like one more unfortunate business decision, perhaps a bit exploitative, but not unreasonable. Sure, there will be no more gifting, reselling, or lending games to friends. But 85% of games are now bought digitally, and the idea of purchasing a physical copy seems quaint.
And yet, there was a rebellion.
PlayStation fans are now “out for blood,” according to Tom Faber in the Financial Times, with social media “flooded with tirades from gamers.” The backlash is widespread, as Nitish Pahwa explained in Slate. Important game designers are calling this decision“frightening,” and game retailers are expressing “disappointment.” Even former PlayStation Chair Shawn Layden is unhappy. There’s an online petition with a third of a million signatures, with some fairly intense political language around what ownership means.
A disc is a real game you own. You can lend it, trade it, resell it, gift it, collect it, or pass it down to your kids. A box with only a download code is not the same thing. It is a digital license in plastic packaging. You do not own it. You are renting access that can be revoked, and people have already had purchased movies deleted from their libraries and games pulled from sale weeks after launch.
This is also about jobs. Physical games support an entire industry that an all-digital future quietly erases: retailers, distributors, manufacturers, warehousing and logistics, the pre-owned and trade-in market, and the collector and preservation community. That is thousands of jobs and countless small businesses. Ending physical media removes consumer choice, weakens local economies, and hands a few platform holders total control over how, and whether, you can access the games you buy.

On first blush, such popular anger doesn’t make much sense. There aren’t that many consumers of discs, and most of the people protesting probably do buy digital games. So what exactly is going on? Well people across the board are protesting the end of property rights, as the combination of certain forms of intellectual property protection, the growth of monopolies, and digitization are locking us out of rights we used to take for granted.
Getting rid of physical games eliminates secondary markets that placed a competitive check on the game makers and platforms. What makes this end of physical games more pernicious is that gaming is far more vertically integrated than it ever has been. Sony and Microsoft have both been rolling up studios, building big subscription services, and effectively locking in gamers. Meanwhile, those who play games on personal computers are increasingly subject to Valve’s Steam monopoly.
The net result is twofold. From a consumer perspective, prices are up. Since Microsoft bought giant gaming firm Activision in 2023 over the Federal Trade Commission’s objection, Xbox has doubled prices of its Game Pass service. And the Activision acquisition wasn’t a one-off, both Sony and Microsoft have been buying studios for years. The end of the used game market is just one more foreclosed road for consumers.
From a game studio perspective, the situation is deeply problematic as well. To get your game onto a platform increasingly requires going through an app store or getting into a streaming service, meaning permission from a small number of gatekeepers. As Sony kills the physical channel, it’ll just be one gatekeeper after another. 
This problem is not limited to Sony and video gaming, of course. Amazon recently said that people who have older Kindles will not be able to buy new books anymore. Mercedes won’t let car owners have software allowing faster acceleration without an addition $1200 payment, Echelon deactivated features on its exercise bikes to stop users from accessing third party apps, Apple was caught deleting non-iTunes songs from its devices, and farmers can’t repair their John Deere equipment with their own software. And of course, the U.S. military has serious problems repairing equipment as well, given the restrictions it faces from contractors. 
In other words, the move Sony made last month is one more move in a longstanding conflict to strip us of our property. And often it’s a lot more direct than killing resale markets. To return to Sony, that company recently removed the ability of UK residents to watch movies they had already purchased. 

The Second Enclosure Movement
In 2003, law professor James Boyle, who specializes in copyright and patent law, drew an analogy to what is happening now. 
In an essay called “The Second Enclosure Movement and the Construction of the Public Domain,” Boyle discussed one of the most brutal and controversial mass seizures of property in English history - the enclosure movement. From the 1500s to the 1800s, aristocrats appropriated lands traditionally held in common by villagers, land used for grazing, drawing water, fishing, and fuel. They turned this land from open fields into private property, hedged or fenced off. It was violent, but also legal in nature, with Parliament passing over five thousand pieces of legislature from 1604 and 1914 to enclose over a fifth of the arable physical landscape of England. 
Boyle argued that we are in the midst of a second great enclosure movement, but this one involves intellectual property. Since the early 1980s, we have been extending property rights over what had been commons. Boyle pointed to the patenting of the human genome, control over seeds, the extreme lengthening of copyright terms in the 1998 Digital Millennium Copyright Act, as well as much stronger protections over software. He noted that these changes overwrote a previous way of understanding intellectual property, what Brandeis called “the noblest of human productions - knowledge, truths ascertained, conceptions, and ideas,” which had traditionally been, after  “voluntary communication to others, free as the air to common use.”
Boyle’s paper was in 2003, and has been deeply influential. What he didn’t sufficiently emphasize is that the second enclosure movement is as much or more about monopolization and the rise of platforms as it is about patents/copyrights, that Walmart pushing predatory pricing mattered as much as Disney’s pushing copyright extensions. But it was 2003, before the dominance of Apple, Amazon, Google and Meta was apparent, so this under-emphasis of market power is understandable. 
I like another point Boyle makes, which is on the elite justification for enclosure. The first enclosure movement was understood by historians and economists as sad, and elevating pauperism, a revolution of the rich against the poor. But, they argued, it was necessary, prompting investment in agricultural productivity and ultimately sparking the industrial revolution. In 1968, Garrett Hardin’s essay Tragedy of the Commons articulated the rationale, which is that people don’t take care of property held in common, but do invest when it is owned by an individual. Recent scholarship casts doubt on this whig historian view of the enclosure movement, but it was for a long time dominant.
Today, economists and business leaders believe something similar about strong intellectual property rules and monopolization. Big tech firms do most of the research and development in the U.S., so goes the argument, a result of their fat margins being reinvested. I watched an Armed Services hearing a few weeks ago on “right to repair,” and Rep. Adam Smith, the top Democrat on the committee, went off on how the major incentive for contractors to invest in research was strong intellectual property protections. It’s a remarkable view, considering defense contractors actually get reimbursed and a guaranteed profit for their research and development spending. That is how embedded it is.
This view came from economist Joseph Schumpeter, and filtered through the Chicago School and the world of Ayn Rand. For instance, in his 1967 essay attacking antitrust law, Alan Greenspan, who would eventually become Fed Chair, argued that monopolistic corporations organized by Wall Street offered “greater incentives to increased productivity and leads, as a consequence, to a rising standard of living.” The enclosure movement was good, actually.
Yet as Boyle, and scholars like Yochai Benkler and Larry Lessig noted, open-source software, and open platforms like the internet itself, are direct repudiations of this way of thinking. From a historical perspective, there has been much skepticism of monopolistic power throughout American history, from the English Civil War through the American Revolution through battles over land in the late 19th century. It’s just that we’ve been quiet about it until recently. And the uprising against Sony, along with the anger at right-to-repair restrictions and monopolization in general, shows that era of silence is over. Americans have had it with their property and rights being pilfered.
Sony Has the Law on Its Side
Now, in a traditional American context, what Sony is doing should be a business opportunity. If Sony won’t make discs of its games, then surely, someone else would be willing to do it for a fee. If I want to download and burn a disc for a game like God of War, someone should be able to produce and sell me the tools to do that, as long as I buy the rights from Sony. Then I could give that disc away, lend it to a friend, or whatever. You’d expect something similar for third party software to repair tractors or hook into a Toyota or Peloton bike. We should be in the golden age of tinkering.
And yet, doing so is highly illegal. A felony, in fact. Section 1201 of the Digital Millennium Copyright Act says that “no person shall circumvent a technological measure that effectively controls access” to copyrighted work. If you do, it’s five years in jail and a $500,000 fine. Even if you don’t realize you are circumventing restrictions, and it’s your own data and property, you could get fined up to $25,000. And it’s worth noting that the DMCA is locked into many trade agreements as well as the World Trade Organization’s TRIPS Agreement, a set of global arrangements embedding the end of the commons worldwide. 
Now, there are two ways to attack this problem. One is to eliminate Section 1201 of the DMCA. Most of corporate America would recoil in horror at this suggestion. They assume that anyone circumventing measures designed to thwart copyright violations wants to illicitly pirate their content. But of course, a VCR allows copyright violations, it doesn’t mean that’s the only point of the device. Indeed, so does a computer, which must copy digital content to function. 
A different way to understand what “circumventing” such measures means is, well, tinkering and hacking. Why shouldn’t I be allowed to download a game I bought and put it on different physical media? Why shouldn’t I be able to hack my car’s software? Why should John Deere control who can repair the combines it sells? Why should Motorola, which sells policing software to municipalities, control 911 call data?
We don’t want to allow copyright violations, but that’s very different than the right to play around with your own property. And that is what is effectively banned today. There are many organizations and advocates, like the Electronic Frontier Foundation and Cory Doctorow, the FULU Foundation and Louis Rossmann, who advocate for eliminating or narrowing the DMCA. Moreover, the politics have started to shift. The traditional guardians of these copyright measures, namely Hollywood, are now far less concerned about the pilfering of their content by piracy than they are big tech’s appropriation of their content. And many of the activists who want to reduce the power of copyright are also adamantly hostile to big tech monopolists. So there are new possible coalitions.
But there’s a separate problem, which is relatively new. Even if you got rid of Section 1201, Sony has an enforcement mechanism for any consumer who might hack their own way out of the situation. They can force you to sign a contract with binding arbitration saying you won’t do what they don’t want you to do. And if you do violate it, they can either sue you, or more cheaply, simply kick you out off their platform, denying you access to their store or the ability to interoperate with their servers. That’s the monopoly problem, and weak antitrust laws and binding arbitration means that it’s very difficult to vindicate your rights, if it’s even possible.
Can Video Gamers Assert Their Rights?
In 2022, FTC Chair Lina Khan challenged the Microsoft-Activision merger, and the video gamer community was mostly annoyed that she did so. They believed that Activision would be better run if Microsoft owned it, and felt she was getting in the way of a company that wanted to better compete with Sony. But after Microsoft won its court battle, it began to lay off employees en masse. Then it raised prices. And laid off more people. And raised prices. And laid off more people. Now the company is making more games exclusive to the Xbox, which it told the court it wouldn’t do.
The result is that video gamers are deeply upset at Microsoft, and see in retrospect what Khan was trying to prevent. With this announcement from Sony, and the frustration they have against desktop game platform Valve, they are seeing the issue is market power and excessive copyright across the board. They see the commons, their commons, being enclosed. And they don’t like it.
The two choices are as follows. First, we could repeal Section 1201 of the DMCA, which would be great policy and make our technology and products so much better than they are today. Second, we could put a rule in statute saying that that if Sony or any gaming company won’t sell a physical copy of a video game for the same price as a digital copy, then it is legal to circumvent technological measures to protect copyrighted video games. You could throw in there some additional rights, like the ability to set up servers if a company chooses to end support for its games. 
Or we could do both. I hope a political leader picks up this energy, and runs with it. It’s time.
And now, the full news round-up, with lots of important stories after the flip. The first hearing in the Paramount merger trial occurred, and it was modestly good for the states. SpaceX stock collapsed in an embarrassment for Elon Musk, even as the AI bubble deflates in the face of Chinese competition. Oh, and there’s a market power aspect to the explosive diarrhea outbreak. Yes, really.
Read on for more.
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  Read full article: https://www.thebignewsletter.com/p/monopoly-round-up-video-gamers-rebel
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So let me get to the nut of this thing before I do my usual meandering. Recently, someone accused me of using AI to write this old post from about a year ago, specifically highlighting the section about Ta-Nehisi Coates. I replied by saying that the post contained no AI writing; nothing I publish has been written or edited by an LLM. My accuser proceeded to say that the AI detection tool Pangram flagged that portion as 100% AI written with high confidence, a result I replicated. (Pangram report.) As the man who wrote that piece, I knew that I wasn’t guilty, but I also knew that wasn’t going to fly with other people. I was sufficiently annoyed that I paid for a Pangram license and found that, when I entered the entire essay, Pangram cleared it as 100% human written with high confidence. (Pangram report.) That is to say, the essay of about 5,000 words was declared 100% human written with high confidence even though it contains the section of about 300 words which was declared 100% AI written with high confidence. Subsequently, I’ve found that I can produce the same sort of inconsistency in the opposite direction - I can break the section that was called 100% AI into pieces that are then called 100% human written. (Pangram report of an example.) So pieces that Pangram call 100% human written are part of a larger piece that Pangram calls 100% AI written which in turn is part of an essay that Pangram calls 100% human written, a Russian doll of contradictory results.

If nothing else, there’s a fundamental inconsistency here: it doesn’t make sense for a system to say that it has high confidence that an essay is 100% human written but also that a piece of that essay is 100% AI-written, again with high confidence, and also to say that the piece itself has subsections that are 100% human written…. These claims are mutually exclusive and must necessarily erode our confidence in the instrument. Experimenting, I’ve also found that I can pretty reliably get Pangram to declare large sections of text to be AI-written or human-written depending on the larger textual context I place those sections in - that is, I can take AI-generated text and embed it in human-generated text and have Pangram declare it 100% human, and I can take human-generated text and embed it in AI-generated text and have Pangram declare it 100% AI. I’ve also found that it’s pretty easy to induce false positives, that is, to write texts myself that Pangram identifies as AI-written. All of this makes me hesitant about the Pangram tool, and in particular the way many people use it, as a one-shot gotcha machine.

In a purely self-interested sense, the most obvious thing for me to do would be to point to this 100% human written outcome for the whole essay, say “See???,” and get indignant about having been accused. But I think there’s a lot to talk about here, and I think that people who write for a living have to have these conversations. These tools are being used right now, and with consequences, and we have to work this stuff out. So here goes.



The percentage meter seems clearly broken. One frustration of discussing Pangram results is that many people seem to think that the percentage that’s expressed is the confidence level - that is, that a 100% AI result is saying “we are 100% sure that this text is AI generated.” But that’s not what’s being measured there. The percentage is supposed to indicate what portion of the text is suspected to be LLM written. The degree of confidence is flagged there underneath “AI Generated,” although annoyingly the flag only appears when confidence is high, with no “Confidence Low” flag that ever appears, in my experience. This is all fine and good - the percentage AI generated and confidence numbers are different things that should be easy to interpret. The first problem is that many, many people are clearly interpreting “100% AI” to mean “100% confidence.” The second problem is that the percentage meter just does not appear to work! Anecdotally, a really suspiciously high portion of all Pangram outputs are 100%, whether 100% AI or 100% human. This is suspicious not only because a lot of LLM writing that gets published is likely hybrid, integrated with a writer’s own words, but also because the basic processes through which detectors like Pangram function seem likely to produce fewer polar outcomes. And a detector that spits out a lot of 100%s seems easier to break.
So let’s break the percentage meter. This is easy to do. Here’s a paragraph I’ve copy and pasted from a piece I wrote in 2017, which I hope you will accept as given was not written with the help of an LLM. I have appended three sentences to the end of the paragraph that were written by ChatGPT, using the original paragraph as a prompt, highlighted in red. The human-written, pre-LLM section is 239 words, while ChatGPT’s portion is 71 words long.
The gambler's fallacy is when you expect a certain periodicity in outcomes when you have no reason to expect it. That is, you look at events that happened in the recent past, and say "that is an unusually high/low number of times for that event to happen, so therefore what will follow is an unusually low/high number of times for it to happen." The classic case is roulette: you're walking along the casino floor, and you see the electronic sign showing that a roulette table has hit black 10 times in a row. You know the odds of this are very small, so you rush over to place a bet on red. But of course that's not justified: the table doesn't "know" it has come up black 10 times in a row. You've still got the same (bad) odds of hitting red, 47.4%. You're still playing with the same house edge. A coin that's just come up heads 50 times in a row has the same odds of being heads again as being tails again. The expectation that non-periodic random events are governed by some sort of god of reciprocal probabilities is the source of tons of bad human reasoning - and journalism is absolutely stuffed with it. You see it any time people point out that a particular event hasn't happened in a long time, so therefore we've got an increased chance of it happening in the future. But unless the process has some actual mechanism of correction or reversion, the mere passage of time changes nothing. Droughts do not make rain “due,” losing streaks do not create future wins, and a long period without a crisis does not by itself make a crisis more likely tomorrow. The past can tell you something about the underlying probability of an event, but it cannot compel randomness to balance its books.

So, ideally, Pangram would flag this as 23% AI generated; that is, indeed, what the exact percentages are by wordcount. Here’s what actually happens (report):

So, yeah, not great. That passage is three-quarters human written, dominantly human written, and yet Pangram says with high confidence that it’s 100% AI. I know there are a lot of people who would endorse a “one drop” rule with LLM assistance, but Pangram itself is saying that its technology operates a certain way, and it doesn’t appear to operate that way; certainly you can break it quite consistently. Pangram’s own examples suggest that it can return mixed results with a specific percentage. Look, they even give you human vs robot %:

And yet in dozens of trials I’ve never gotten a mixed report like this. They’ve all been either 100% human or 100% AI, even though I’ve been Frankensteining human and LLM writing together constantly for this exercise. For whatever reason, Pangram seems to want to find 100% results, even though users are clearly trusting it to detect what portion of a text is LLM generated. This all seems quite bad to me! This technology is being used in a way that has severe professional consequences for some people. It should work the way it’s supposed to work; it should offer a “percentage AI written” that’s actually a reflection of how much of the text was LLM generated, and if it can’t do that, they should drop the percentiles and just give a quantitative, numeral confidence figure.
Here’s where we can do a “you try it at home” exercise, if you have a Pangram account. Take human written text, append LLM-generated text, and see if you get a 100% AI result. With enough naked ChatGPT text you’ll get there. And if you’d like, you can try and go the other direction - if you have a long enough human-written piece, you can stick LLM-generated text somewhere in it and see what you get back. I think you’ll find that it’s easy to pass such text through as 100% human. This additionally means that you can easily get specific passages into texts flagged as 100% human or 100% AI, again fairly consistently. I just don’t think that’s ideal, and it disturbs me how cavalier some people are about it.
I have no idea what you do with conflicting results like these. I suppose many would say that the much longer overall essay has many more datapoints and the whole-essay analysis should thus be considered more authoritative than the 300-word passage analysis. But I can assure you that this won’t stop people who don’t like me from declaring some sort of victory! This is what I worry about with this whole controversy - we’re very likely to end up with everybody confirming their priors. People who don’t like me will say that the short passage analysis proves that that portion was LLM written, while people who do like me (I assure you, a few such people exist) will say that the whole-essay analysis has more data and is obviously the right level of perspective. Nobody will be convinced of anything. The nightmarish possibility is that people will start cutting up essays that pass Pangram’s test into small pieces, looking to find parts that get flagged as AI, so that nobody ever feels confident about anything.
If 50 words is not sufficient to have confidence in a result, you shouldn’t be able to put 50 words in the detector. Several people on Notes said some version of “Well of course nothing is 100%, but the more data that Pangram has, the more accurate it will be, and that 300 word chunk that got flagged just wasn’t long enough.” But the minimum amount of text Pangram will accept is 50 words, so it should work on 50 words. I’m obviously not equipped to discuss the technical specifics here, but since I heard some version of this many times, I want to say clearly: if a particular selection of text provides insufficient data to get accurate results, you shouldn’t be able to use the detector on that selection of text. At the very least, if the confidence in a conclusion is low, that low level of confidence should be prominently displayed in the results.
Even a very small error rate will produce false outcomes regularly given enough repetitions. I’ve written more than 5000 blog posts, newsletter entries, and freelance essays in my career; I can’t be sure because my old fredrikdeboer.com blog was lost years ago, but it may be closer to 6000. But let’s narrow down: since ChatGPT was released to the public in 2022, I’ve published about 1200 posts here, and those are the ones that are relevant. Now, one frustration I have with this discussion is how often people quote error rates that come straight from Pangram, which doesn’t seem particularly rigorous to me. But let’s be generous and use the company’s own numbers. Pangram reports a false positive rate of 0.19%, and claims something closer to one in ten thousand on academic essays. (That is, the kind turned in by college students, presumably Pangram’s most common usage.) At those rates, 1,200 posts of mine yields an expected two or three spurious “AI written” verdicts - small, but not zero. But! Even that considerably understates the exposure to potential error, because “newsletter post” or “essay” or “document” isn’t the only unit these tools actually operate on. Pangram returns sentence-level “highlights” and a separate AI-assist judgment, so every paragraph becomes its own opportunity to be wrong. There’s thirty paragraphs in the post that got flagged. Let’s say my average is half that. At that rate, my post-ChatGPT archive represents something like 18,000 chances to get flagged, and at one in ten thousand you would expect a few passages in there to come back marked as machine-written no matter what I did or didn’t do. This is why a “one drop rule” doesn’t work. An accusation should come from a large-scale investigation of a writer’s corpus. But that’s hard and time intensive and, most importantly, doesn’t fit with the desire to own one’s enemies online, which drives a lot of this stuff.
And, of course, “Freddie deBoer” is not the right unit of analysis, but rather the whole community of people who write. That community produces a lot of text, and so even at 1 in 10,000, there will be an immense number of false positives being generated, if you’re testing everybody. And as I suggested above, some people’s natural writing style is more likely to be flagged than that of others, even with no LLM assistance. Whatever Pangram keys on is going to get keyed on over and over again; there’s inevitably a bias against whoever happens to write near the boundary. My own writing doesn’t appear to have that problem, but other people’s will. Can’t you imagine the outrage if it’s eventually found that, say, Chinese international students are more likely to produce false positives with their writing, thanks to underlying second language consistencies? Those consistencies exist; back when I taught Chinese undergrads at Purdue, they would very often write “now a day” instead of “nowadays,” including when they were writing live and unscripted in the computer lab. It all worries me.
Despite Pangram’s reputation for avoiding false positives, it’s very easy to induce them. A lot of Pangram enthusiasts boast that the system is very unlikely to produce a false positive - that is, it’s unlikely to say that actually human-written writing was written by an LLM. Well, here’s a hundred words that I wrote myself that Pangram flags as 100% AI written with high confidence. 
Free school lunch appears compassionate, yet its underlying logic is unmistakably collectivist. Once the state assumes responsibility for feeding children, it subtly redefines nourishment as a public entitlement rather than a private obligation. This normalization expands expectations: first lunch, then housing, healthcare, transportation, and ultimately the centralized distribution of all essential goods. Citizens become conditioned to view government provision as both natural and necessary. Individual responsibility erodes, markets lose legitimacy, and bureaucratic planning gains moral authority. Thus, the cafeteria tray becomes more than a meal; it becomes a symbolic gateway through which communism quietly enters democratic society, one sandwich daily.

It took me maybe fifteen minutes to achieve this outcome. I could certainly do it again. For this exercise I deliberately attempted to avoid the most cliche signs of AI writing - “It’s not X, it’s Y,” the term “load bearing,” the word “delve,” etc. And yet getting this outcome was still quite easy. Again, if you have a Pangram license, I encourage you to give it a try yourself.
… and yes, the ability to come up with “inorganic” false positives does matter. Defenders of Pangram tend to dismiss these artificial exercises - “well, sure, you can make it give you a false positive if you try, but people don’t do that in the real world, so it doesn’t matter.” I find this wrongheaded. If I can reliably produce human text that trips the model, then I’ve learned what the model is actually keying on, and it isn’t human or AI authorship; it’s keying on a set of surface regularities that correlate with human or AI authorship in the Pangram training corpus. In other words, the ability to induce a false positive points to the fact that Pangram results depend on textual artifacts, and crucially the textual artifacts I’m exploiting on purpose are ones that some people use accidentally, by disposition - second-language writers and writers who write in a (shall we say) formulaic register are obvious potential victims here. When people talk about the tolerances of the Pangram system, in regards to deliberate false positives, they tend to say things like “You don’t expect a bridge to be able to hold a weight designed to overload it.” But that’s not equivalent. The right analogy isn’t a stress test that a bridge passes at loads no truck will ever carry; it’s discovering that the bridge fails at a load some trucks routinely carry, simply by virtue of being those trucks, and being told it doesn’t count because you drove the truck onto the bridge with the express purpose of overloading it. If you follow me.
Inevitably, a system like Pangram doesn’t really identify authorship directly, which would be impossible through only textual evidence; instead, such a system is always responding to surface features of prose that a human can intentionally or accidentally reproduce. Pangram and its defenders insist that it avoids Type I error. But the fact that I can induce Type I error, even if artificially, should undermine our confidence in that claim; surely there are some human beings out there who naturally write the way I write when I’m trying to intentionally trigger Pangram. I mean, as ugly as that paragraph is, does it really seem wildly out of the ordinary to you? It doesn’t, to me. I’ve taught writing to hundreds of students. Trust me when I say that some of them right in styles that are… unique. Is it possible for a human to accidentally write that paragraph? Sure. And again, with Pangram increasingly being used as a gotcha in internet warfare, the possibility of a false positive becomes more and more troubling.
The piece in question is an almost uniquely unlikely candidate to have been AI written. I didn’t use any AI assistance on that post and never do, on anything, and I could give you the whole story about how this is the only thing I enjoy doing, how I have dealt with graphomania for my entire adult life, etc etc. But of course this won’t mean much to you because I would have obvious professional and social incentives to lie about using AI if in fact I was guilty of doing so. Still, I think you’ll agree that this would be a weird piece for me to use AI on. For one, it’s about as pure an exercise in stylistics as I can imagine writing; I was inspired by my feeling that while there’s plenty of writing about writers out there, but very little of it talks about what we actually love in the writers we admire. And I was working in the tradition of this piece from 2013, where I attempted a similar task. The thing is, the piece is weird even by my standards; it includes phrases like “a Lisa Frank sticker crying blood” and “Black gay Susan Sontag grandchild” and so on. And the flagged portion on Ta-Nehisi Coates includes the phrase “the universal rabbi of liberal virtue.” If LLMs tend to produce featureless, formulaic prose, then I don’t know how one would come up with this piece. I’ve been amused trying to think of what LLM prompt would result in this piece of writing.
My accuser, for the record, said that he doesn’t think the whole thing was LLM generated, just the passage about Coates. And it’s just like… why? Why would I do that, exactly? The piece was already considered way too long by the standards of many of my readers. I could have deleted the Coates section at my whim if I wanted to. The whole point of this exercise was to look deeply into the work of writers I like; if I didn’t have particular feelings about Coates’s corpus, I just would have left him off. And as that 2013 piece shows, I’ve been thinking about his particular strengths as a writer for a long time. Just doesn’t track.
Another thing I think is relevant is that the piece had just about zero selfish reason to exist; I wrote it for no other reason than to write it. It’s the very definition of a “one for me” piece, a weird, distaff textual experiment that even many of my most devoted readers didn’t particularly like, an expression of an obsessive interest in prose style, conceived at an aperture that very few people care about. And my instinct that this was a purely “for me” post proved correct - I knew it wouldn’t result in many views or subscriptions and as predicted it did not. A year later it’s attracted fewer than 40,000 views; average posts do about double that number. According to Substack’s metrics, thirty-five of those readers chose to subscribe at the free tier after reading it; I’ve published nineteen posts for this newsletter that have attracted more than ten times as many free subscribers as that. Two readers chose to pay for a subscription thanks to this post, if Substack’s metrics are to be believed; the top ten revenue-generating posts in my history all brought in more than a hundred paid subscribers. I also can’t be said to have been motivated to just get something out there for my readers, as I published seventeen pieces that month and four that week. There was no reason for that piece to exist other than that I wanted to write it.
It’s written in an unusual register, but that’s not unusual for me - here and here and here and here are other pieces that are not in my usual voice. So, you know, man… I don’t know. Even if you want to come at me in this way, this particular essay seems like a weird choice on many levels. 


Here’s the most important thing, for me: most writers would not be able to respond as I have done here. I mean a few things by that. First, I ponied up for a paid Pangram account to investigate all of this, and many wouldn’t be able to justify the expense. (It’s really deeply unfortunate that people may feel the need to pay Pangram just to clear their names.) More importantly, I’m just not someone who’s particularly vulnerable to these accusations. I have twenty years of experience, and in those twenty years I’ve always had a reputation for being unusually prolific. I’m very confident in my abilities and very precious about my work. I have no publication or boss to worry about. I’m performatively indifferent to the opinions of my professional peers. And I’m also pathologically recalcitrant, antisocial and defiant in a manner that has hurt my life and my career in innumerable ways but which is occasionally useful, as it is here. I’m also very used to people taking swings at me. I didn’t panic about this accusation because I knew I didn’t use an LLM on that piece, but I also never panic when someone comes for me because, well… they’ve been coming for me for a long time.
Most writers don’t have the luxury of any of that. And I really worry for the young, the inexperienced, and those who lack my psychotic disorder-enabled level of self-confidence and my life experience. Some 22 year old could catch an allegation like this and find themselves completely unequipped to respond, and that’s really depressing. And look, I fucking hate AI writing. I hate what it’s doing to the only thing I really care about. I hate writers for using LLMs to do their work for them. I hate Silicon Valley for doing this to my profession. I really, truly, deeply do. This piece is inevitably going to be represented as being soft on AI writing when it’s not. If I can use a deeply ill-advised analogy here, it’s like the unreliability of sexual assault accusations that stem from “recovered” memories, which I’ve been writing about. Several people accused me of indifference to child sexual abuse because I have pointed out that the research record is damning when it comes to the reliability of recovered memories. But that presumes the very idea that I’m disputing - if it’s the case that recovered memories are in fact not real memories at all, as the research record strongly concludes, then criticizing the idea of recovered memories can’t harm the effort against child sexual abuse. Right? Well, it’s the same thing here - pointing out the weaknesses in Pangram is only hurting the cause in fighting undisclosed AI writing if in fact Pangram never gets it wrong. But some degree of error is literally inevitable.
Look, I think Pangram can be a genuinely useful tool as part of a broader effort to figure out what’s being written by machines, which is unfortunately a thing we have to worry about now. And I think the company has made a number of smart decisions - the choice to abandon perplexity-based detection, which punishes anyone whose prose tends be predictable, seems like the right one, from my amateur perspective. They’ve also been unusually public about how their proprietary system is built and evaluated and stress tested. But I’m sorry to say that we are going to be living with this problem for the rest of our lives, and right now we’re trying to fight that problem using tools built in the last eighteen months against models that will be replaced within the eighteen after that. It’s just very early. And the mathematics of the situation guarantee that some quantity of false positives will always exist; you can drive the number down, and Pangram appears to has driven it pretty far down, but you can’t drive it to zero. And a rate low enough to be statistically negligible is not the same as a rate low enough to be morally meaningless, especially when a specific person’s reputation is what’s at stake. I’m not saying not to use Pangram. But you have to use it with the epistemological modesty appropriate to a technology this young, and it’s never going to be the last word on anyone.
Let’s face it: writer culture is, at bottom, a culture of resentment toward other writers. So much of what defines the professional and social cultures of writing lies in the petty grievances and jealousies that writers always harbor towards each other. (Aren’t you the guy who always says professional writers are too clubby, popularity-seeking, and obsessed with being liked? Yes I am! I’m afraid it’s both, at the same time.) Writers fixate on the columns they should have gotten, the woman whose novel sold for more than it should have, the kid on Substack with more subscribers and less talent…. Lord knows there’s a lot of that in me. A machine that promises to reveal which of your rivals are frauds is a tempting weapon to deploy. But we have to be careful and be fair.
I started this piece out of annoyance and a desire to defend myself, but I found myself genuinely deeply interested in the linguistic and statistical and ethical puzzles that’s embedded in all of this. I tried my best to be fair and useful. And now, inevitably, some are going to say that the fact that I put so much effort in this must mean that I’m guilty and trying to save face. Don’t you just hate it here? Isn’t this all such a fucking drag?

  Read full article: https://freddiedeboer.substack.com/p/i-wouldnt-say-pangram-is-broken-but
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  For months, I have been in contact with Gilad Edelman, a senior editor for The Atlantic, knowing that he was working on a profile. It finally dropped today, and you can enjoy a gift link here. 
Knowing this was coming was an unusual experience, and it served as a lesson in how much power journalists have to shape people’s perceptions of reality. I spent hours talking to Edelman over the phone and met him for lunch. He had also read my last two books, was very familiar with my output on Substack and X, and had conversations with friends and detractors. That’s a lot of material to work with, and no matter what he was going to have to be selective in his presentation. 
But overall, I think that he did a good job of explaining my ideas and their relevance to our politics, as MAGA maintains a stronghold on the right and socialists achieve new victories on the left. 
In Kakistocracy, Hanania defines populism as a fundamentally anti-elite form of politics. That is fairly standard. But unlike many scholars, who are vague on what “elite” means, Hanania provides a definition with some explanatory value. This analysis makes up the most compelling part of the book…
Hanania defines elites not as the wealthy or powerful, but as people who derive status through their connections to “established, usually long-standing” institutions. These gatekeeper institutions include universities, legacy-media publications, professional organizations, and nonprofits. Elites move up in the world by impressing other members of the elite rather than a mass audience.
Academics tend to be self-flagellating about the status of elites in society. Pierre Bourdieu, the towering French sociologist who coined the term cultural capital, was interested in how markers of elite status entrench power imbalances. The philosopher Michael Sandel (Rhodes Scholar, Harvard professor) accuses elites of hiding their privilege behind spurious claims of merit.
To Hanania, however, the key fact about elites is that they are good. Smart, highly educated people who go into professions such as journalism and academia, he writes, do so because they care more about meaning than wealth. They form communities in which people are impressed by intelligence and virtue, not fancy cars. These “meaning-maximizers” come together to establish institutions that provide public goods—arts, science, knowledge—that the free market would not deliver on its own. But they also tend to be much more socially liberal than the broader public, and use their power and prestige to advance their views on contentious social issues, which drives resentment.
Hanania’s dalliance with the tech right showed him what happens when otherwise smart people adopt an anti-elite political identity. Journalists and academics, he writes, might get some big things wrong—especially, to his mind, on race and gender—but they obey professional and ethical norms that point toward truth. A movement that rejects both elites and their norms, by contrast, will naturally succumb more easily to conspiracy theories about vaccines and stolen elections. “I was like, Oh shit—this is beyond coalitional politics, or them just playing to their base,” he told me. “This is: They are bad at acquiring knowledge, because they’ve rejected the media and they’ve rejected scientific papers and every institution. No matter how smart you are, you can’t do that and expect to know anything about the world.”
When people renounce the mainstream media, Hanania writes, they end up listening to populist sources who don’t even try to uphold standards of accuracy and objectivity: podcasters such as Candace Owens and Joe Rogan, publications such as InfoWars, right-wing X accounts such as Catturd, charismatic health gurus such as RFK Jr. Unlike elite authorities, these populist figures obtain their status via “a direct connection to a mass audience or voters,” Hanania writes. They blame elite corruption for society’s problems and cater to “attitudes, beliefs, and aesthetics that have more currency among the general public than among elites,” including xenophobia and conspiracy theories. 

For example, because this profile was going to appear in The Atlantic, and I could tell that Edelman had read my work, while talking to him I at least had confidence that my views would not be grossly mischaracterized. You might think that you can take that for granted, but one thing that the right-wing echo chamber has shown over the last several years is that you can’t. Rightoids will literally write hundreds of words about my beliefs and motivations without showing any real familiarity with my work beyond a tweet they might be responding to. The same is true for much of the Bluesky crowd that hates the MSM as irredeemably fascist, though I thankfully have few interactions with them. 
There are of course always ideological disagreements within a society and some baseline levels of tribalism and motivated reasoning, but we need to at least make an effort toward engaging in rational thinking and caring about empirical evidence. Populism is in essence about giving up on even trying. Most conservatives who realize that their political tribe has a problem with the truth will try to make it into a “both sides” issue, when it’s not. Oh, you say Trump lies three dozen times in a single speech, but remember when Obama mischaracterized some aspect of his health insurance plan fifteen years ago? RFK was rejected by the Democrats and became a Republican in 2024 for a reason. 
Another thing Edelman got right was pointing out that if, as right-wing critics allege, I am denouncing MAGA and conspiracy theorists to win favor with the left, I’m doing a pretty bad job at it. 
Perhaps Hanania, who once wrote an essay titled “Liberals Read, Conservatives Watch TV,” decided he could sell more Substack subscriptions by catering to a progressive audience. But if that’s his strategy, he is making some counterintuitive choices along the way. Someone trying to make friends at a No Kings rally would not throw around the word retard. He would not dismiss news stories about female teachers having sex with their male students by claiming, “It’s hard to think of things more disgusting than believing a teenage male can be ‘raped’ by his teacher.” He would not write an essay arguing that “it is of course ridiculous to call Jeffrey Epstein a pedophile,” because Epstein’s underage victims were “post-pubescent.” And he would not celebrate the Supreme Court’s ruling striking down majority-minority districts under the Voting Rights Act by posting, “A great day for our democracy.”

As I’ve written before, my liberal and MSM critics, unlike the rightists, tend to get their facts right. I find strong support for my theories on the topic I know best.
While he gives a fair hearing to the ideas, Edelman seems personally not to like me very much. This paragraph is particularly obnoxious. 
Hanania, who lives in San Diego, was recently in Washington to tape a podcast; we met for lunch. It was a fascinating experience, if not an entirely pleasant one. In person, Hanania comes across as socially awkward yet oozing with self-regard. During our two-hour lunch, the conversation almost never strayed from his favorite topics, which are Richard Hanania, Richard Hanania’s analysis of politics, and Richard Hanania’s place in the firmament of public intellectuals.

Yes, I talked about myself a lot … in the context of meeting a guy for the specific purpose of him writing a profile of me. He would ask questions, I would respond, sometimes he would write those responses down, and I would elaborate because that’s what we were there for. Did he want me to show more of an interest in his personal life?
I kind of feel like the personal shots were compensating for the worry that the coverage of my ideas was too sympathetic, which I’m fine with as a tradeoff. Edelman agrees with me on MAGA, and seems to fear Democrats going in their own populist direction, which he thinks they can avoid by moderating on social issues. This is how he ends the article. 
The question is what to do with that analysis. Much of the American left seeks to counter Trump with a form of progressive populism that labels billionaires and oligarchs enemies of the people. Hanania’s theory of populism implies that this won’t actually win back the working class. That’s because “Oligarchy is the problem” is itself an elite belief, as the use of a word like oligarchy suggests. Blaming billionaire wealth-hoarding for America’s ills would poll very well among the nation’s anthropology departments. If Trump voters hated the super-rich, however, they probably wouldn’t have voted for Trump.
For his part, Hanania recommends that Democrats instead abandon some of the cultural positions that make them seem out of touch to many Americans. “The trans issue in particular riles up idiots like practically nothing else, and I say this as someone in no way sympathetic to gender theory,” he recently wrote on Substack. The idea is to strategically moderate on certain cultural issues in order to become more palatable to mistrustful constituencies. But there is no sign that Hanania intends to take his own advice.

The fact that Edelman didn’t let his personal dislike get in the way of seeing the value in Kakistocracy and many of my Substack essays is to his credit. The ideas are what count, and the ability to separate the messenger and the message is another one of those things elites are able to do better than populists. 
I take the profile as a sign that people who are horrified by MAGA and not enthused about all the DSA energy on the left are searching for something different. It’s proven a difficult task. With Vance, as Trump’s likely successor, going on Rogan and kissing up to him with novel conspiracy theories, there is little hope for a responsible or intellectually defensible right emerging in the near future. On the left, the abundance crowd has changed the conversation around housing, but their message has a technocratic tenor to it, and is struggling to answer the moral fervor with which the far left pushes for more egalitarian and anti-corporate policies, which they can portray as having a purer democratic essence. 
Rightists have stories about fallen civilizational grandeur and degenerates ruining it all. The socialists paint a picture of a world in which regular people can find both meaning and physical comfort through taking on an oligarchic elite. What do classical liberals, technocrats, rational would-be reformers of institutions, and others with policy views that would actually improve the world have in terms of emotional messaging? How do they justify doing what they think is right, even to themselves, when public opinion and mass enthusiasm are against them in an age where governmental legitimacy comes almost exclusively from appeals to the popular will? A defense of Western elites that casts populism as the enemy provides one moral and intellectual framework that could potentially be useful here. 
I could certainly be a more effective messenger for this project if I didn’t do stuff like hang out with Michael Tracey and join him in showing contempt for the parade of basketcases who politicians and the media insist on referring to as “Epstein survivors.”  But I place too high a value on saying things that I think the world needs to hear. That said, it appears that some of my ideas are having an impact anyway, and I like to think that if our politics ever does more fully organize along a populist/anti-populist axis – and one in which the anti-populist side is able to at least hold its own – I will have played some role in that process. 
And if you haven’t already, now is as good a time as ever to buy the book. 
This post is sponsored by Mechanize. They are hiring software engineers at a base salary of $300K-$400K/year, plus substantial bonuses. They also have openings for other positions, including Research Engineer ($500K base pay), Recruiter ($200K), Growth Manager ($250K), Interns ($150/hr), and legal counsel ($400K). You can even “build your own role.” Here is their website, and you can apply here. If you apply, make sure to use the links provided here so I can receive credit, and name me as a reference in the process.
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“As we become more aware of the complexity and the internal contradictions in so-called orthodox Christian history, I see less and less room on any legitimate scholarly grounds for not taking Mormonism as really the most important innovation in Christianity since the Protestant Reformation.” -Samuel Loncar
Samuel Loncar is a scholar who works at the intersection of philosophy, religion, science, technology, and art. Wayfare Editor Zachary Davis sat down with Loncar and Terryl Givens for a wide-ranging conversation about the meaning of the Latter-day Saint movement and why it should receive more serious engagement from theologians and scholars of religion.
You can listen to or read the conversation below.

Zachary Davis: Sam, Mormonism is new, but in your reading, it’s also recovering something much older.
Samuel Loncar: I’m somewhat heretical as a philosopher, in the sense that I take history much more seriously than is conventional in current academic philosophy.
Terryl Givens: Heresy is a positive term in our culture, you know.
Samuel Loncar This is great for me—I’m finally finding my people.
I’d had a background interest in Mormonism, partly out of respect for the people I’d met from the community. But as I did more work, I began to realize—somehow, in a way that’s really difficult to explain, just through coincidences—that Joseph Smith seemed to have uncovered aspects of what I came to see, on my own as a scholar, as essentially important parts of what we would call ancient Christianity, which I think of as essentially a philosophical school.
And there’s no way he could have had access to the materials I’ve had access to, which is basically the last hundred, hundred-fifty years of scholarship on ancient Christianity and its historical milieu.
Zachary Davis: Now, Terryl, you said heresy is not a curse word in our tradition. Maybe you could talk a little about some of the early heresies in the early centuries of Christian development. There are interesting linkages with some of our theology.
Terryl Givens: I think of three heresies in particular—well, you could actually go to four—that reemerge in altered form in Mormonism.
First of all, I’d point to Marcion, one of the earliest and most important of the heretics—important in the sense of how seriously the threat was taken by the rest of Christianity. One scholar, Adolf von Harnack, actually says Christianity is essentially just an extended response to Marcion.
Marcion was, according to some accounts, at one time a mainstream Christian who found it impossible to reconcile the God of the Old Testament with this new Christian message embodied in Jesus Christ. He came to believe that the Old Testament represented a creator God who was evil, whose character was completely at odds—the vindictiveness, the wrathfulness, the vengeful, retributive kind of justice he embodied could not be reconciled. So he believed that God had to be love in the sense that John said, “God is love.” It’s not just one of his attributes. In some ways, I think Mormonism recaptures that belief when Joseph Smith moves increasingly in the direction of a much more inclusive, universalistic faith.
So that’s one way in which the Marcionite tendency is recuperated by Joseph Smith. And of course, there’s the Origenist heresy, condemned by Justinian in the sixth or seventh century. Two principal aspects of that heresy: one was the eternal preexistence of the human soul, and the other was the apokatastasis—the belief that eventually God would find a way to recover the entirety of the human race into his kingdom.
Joseph Smith, of course, teaches very early on the doctrine of the eternal nature of the human soul—its premortal existence—which seems to be, again, a modern reenactment of that Origenist heresy. One could also point to Pelagius. As recently as—well, I think even since Pope John Paul II, Pelagianism has been invoked as a kind of modern threat to the church. Pelagianism is generally construed as the belief that denies original sin and affirms free will. In some interpretations of Pelagius—though I don’t think they’re fully accurate—Christ is not necessary, because we can simply choose to do good and effectively redeem ourselves.
Joseph Smith’s emphasis on the freedom of the will, and his absolute denial of original sin and depravity, seem to move in that direction. And then you could also talk about Arianism—the great debate of the first church councils: is Christ subordinate to the Father? Mormonism quite clearly and emphatically indicates that yes, there is a kind of hierarchy: Christ is subordinate to the Father within a priesthood hierarchy.
So all of those heresies find a comfortable place within Mormonism in one form or another.
Zachary Davis: Maybe another historical question for you, Sam: where is Christianity now?
Samuel Loncar: Well, that’s such a difficult question. I’m tempted to just comment on what Terryl was just saying, but I’ll try to get at it indirectly.
One thing that’s interesting to note is that Origen was originally, in many ways, the founder of Christian orthodoxy. It’s over the evolution of the Orthodox Church—by the fourth and fifth century, as you were saying, and by the time of Justinian—that, I think, the Council of Orange condemns a form of semi-Pelagianism, in a period that’s really post-Augustinian.
So the Western Latin Church after Augustine ends up with a kind of internal tension about its own history, which is truthfully connected to a long-simmering split between the Latin Christian Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church—which has always been more directly influenced by the Platonic tradition because of its Greek-speaking heritage.
Origen, in one sense, really was representative of something very mainstream. And this, again, is part of what I find very interesting about Mormonism: if you read the Gospels, they all seem to assume the possibility of Elijah coming back—which is a very strange thing that no one mentions, but it’s assumed in every Gospel that there’s a debate over whether John the Baptist is Elijah.
If you ask how that could have been possible—what was even the thought-world of the first-century Gospel writers?—it’s actually in direct continuity with Origen and what we’d call broadly Platonism. It seems Philo believed in the pre-existence of the soul, and it’s very likely, depending on how you interpret the Essenes, that they may have as well.
So there’s a very deep connection here, and it’s linked to a strong view of moral agency. In Plato’s Republic, part of the picture of the soul’s pre-existent state is that it’s the freedom which the soul misuses, or learns to use well, that results in aspects of its embodied condition.
Of course, Mormonism has a much more pro-material view of that. But I do think that’s a remarkable disconnection—that there’s something at the origin of Christianity itself that, in a way, is never really reconciled. There are deep internal contradictions, and I think that’s part of why Mormonism today, or Christianity today, needs to become more self-conscious.
After two centuries of what people would call critical scholarship, I think scholarship hasn’t been critical enough. If you think of Christianity as what’s possible using the best methods of all available scholarship—not just any given dogmatic teaching of a communion—then I think Christianity is in a space where it doesn’t know how to draw its own boundaries.
And that issue is deeply connected to the inclusion or exclusion of Mormonism from the self-understanding of Christianity by non-Mormon Christians. There are good reasons, from the standpoint of what we’d call lower or orthodox Christianity, that Mormons have been excluded—because they are indeed radically, self-consciously in contradiction to orthodox Christianity as articulated in the Nicene Creed and subsequent councils.
But we also know—as the Catholic Church has had to reckon with—that there are Eastern churches, like the Monophysite churches, which are technically heretical by those exact same creedal standards, and which the Catholic Church is now in communion with. So I think the truth is, as we become more aware of the complexity and the internal contradictions in so-called orthodox Christian history, I see less and less room, on any legitimate scholarly grounds, for not taking Mormonism as really the most important innovation in Christianity since the Protestant Reformation.
Terryl Givens: I’m really happy to hear that diagnosis, because I think it’s accurate. In some ways, Latter-day Saints have been deluded about the amount of progress that’s been made in the last generation. The growth and success of Mormon studies—both as an intellectual phenomenon and as a publishing micro-industry—has led many people to believe, “Oh, that means Latter-day Saints finally have a place at the table. They’re being taken seriously. They’re being published by academic presses like Oxford, Chapel Hill, Illinois.” In reality, I think that’s a misperception of what’s happening. It’s clear to me—in part based on my own personal experience with Oxford—that they found a ready market, mostly among Latter-day Saints themselves, for these books, and so it was a financial decision.
It doesn’t represent, I don’t think, any significant academic legitimacy that’s been achieved. If you look, for example, at Black studies or women’s studies, there was a time when it was clear their voices were being excluded from the canon, so demands were made for women’s studies and Black studies departments, and those demands were met.
But we’re now at a point where one would expect to find women and minorities represented in the canon—in general literature classes, general history courses. It seems to me that Mormon studies may be stuck, in some ways, because we’ve been content to have our own corner of the sandbox, where we talk to each other and present at conferences and publish.
But, as Sam indicates, we’re not yet actually part of the more general Christian conversation—we’re always kind of red-flagged as, “Well, that’s a Latter-day Saint voice participating in this more general dialogue.”
Zachary Davis: Sam—you’re an unusually creative and gifted scholar, and you’ve come to recognize there’s more to Mormonism than meets the eye, that there’s substance there that rewards attention. Do you believe other scholars in your field and beyond will rediscover the interesting aspects of our theology the way you have?
Samuel Loncar: If you think about it from a sociological standpoint, if you look at all the other Christian communions, you see phenomena that historians would point to as similar to Mormonism—just as you point out in much of your work.
But none of them create anything like the Mormon Church. Nothing like it. Methodism—none of these things create something so analogous to what we’d think of as more like an Orthodox Jewish community: so incredibly cohesive. It’s obviously very rocky and complicated in one deep sense, I’m sure, but it creates, to this day, an amazingly well-ordered social way of life.
Whether people like it or dislike it, there’s something quite distinct about it. And the ability to have done that under the crosswinds and pressures of what people call modernity, and to have done it as a modern phenomenon with these very unusual combinations of theological and philosophical commitments—that’s an extraordinary phenomenon historically, one that I think requires much more explanation.
There should be a kind of head-scratching wonderment at what this phenomenon is. And it’s complicated enough that there’s room for people of many different interests, as we see. But I do think the lack of sustained interest in intellectual history, and the lack of a deep connection between the history of ideas and the history of theology motivating social and cultural history, makes it harder for mainstream scholarship to recognize how significant Mormonism is.

Zachary Davis: Mormonism was born in modernity. It’s democratic in a quite modern way, and yet it still maintains a strict hierarchical structure that creates order. But there’s an interesting balance—a priesthood of all believers, and yet a way of ensuring you don’t get mass splintering into theological individualism. Do you think, Terryl, that this makes it more suited to the problems of modernity?
Terryl Givens: Yeah—I’m just thinking out loud here, but it seems to me that it’s modernist and postmodernist at the same time, in very different ways. On the one hand, Joseph Smith works from the presupposition that there’s a kind of master narrative, an ur-text, which he is recuperating.
And we get all these bits and pieces of that originary vision manifesting—he has visions of parchments, revelation is given to him, he recovers writings of Abraham and of Moses. But I think we’ve crippled ourselves, to some extent, intellectually and theologically, by thinking there was a totality of Christianity that flowered in the first two centuries, and that we’re just working in a kind of nostalgic way to recuperate and recover that.
I think David Bentley Hart is right that we have to divest ourselves of that nostalgia and realize that a growing tradition has to keep evolving new ways of engaging modern challenges and dilemmas. So yes, it’s true—the Articles of Faith say, “In the same organization that existed in the primitive church.”
But I hope Mormonism has a broader, more exciting vision than just recuperating a kind of ecclesiology that was present in the second-century Roman Empire.
Samuel Loncar: Yeah, I’d add that the primitivism so characteristic of Protestantism—all the reformers see themselves as returning to a pristine condition.
That’s a huge part, of course, of the nineteenth-century democratic primitivist movements—Campbell, the Churches of Christ, and other movements analogous to Mormonism from that broader cultural and religious-historical standpoint. And the problem with primitivism, historically, is that it always ends up being false.
Once you actually study the first- and second-century church—this is why church history in the German tradition ended up being so subversive of orthodox categories—no one finds their church there. The famous accusation, in question form, that Cajetan put to Luther was, “Where has your church been for a thousand years?”
So I think the Mormon emphasis, at least in its theological structures—as I understand it from your work on ongoing revelation—allows, at least in principle, an adaptability that’s very hard to achieve when you’re in a communion theologically tied to its own shoelaces.
If it stands on that point, it’s going to trip. It’s very difficult if you say, “This is exactly what this was.” Then you have to protect people from knowledge, because if they just study history, they’ll realize that’s not true. What’s striking to me is that Mormonism—the more we know about the complexity of ancient Christianity, the more we realize that “Christianity” itself is a kind of belated category.
So the ancient phenomenon of these messianic movements centered on Jesus—Mormonism increasingly looks like it fits uncannily well, not with one version of them, but with a strange, emerging composite of traditions we didn’t really recover until the recovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Nag Hammadi Gnostic corpus.
These are quite recent—the last seventy years or so—recoveries of these texts. And my assumption is that, in that sense, Mormonism is still ahead—it may even be ahead of its own tradition, because there’s an integration of scholarship that I think is possible. That’s something I’m interested in, in my own work—like Joseph Smith’s interest in Enoch.
The Enoch Seminar in modern academia is maybe thirty years old. So the scholarly study of Enoch and the Enochic texts in the modern academy is very recent. But what it shows unquestionably—even to a person of zero interest or knowledge about Mormonism—is that the Enochic tradition, and these traditions of celestial revelation and revelations of knowledge about preexistent states, were very important in the milieu of what we’d call Second Temple Judaism and early Christianity.
And somehow, from a scholarly standpoint, Joseph Smith’s interest in that, and his production of texts related to it, is an extraordinary phenomenon that requires—I think that’s a very direct example where it’s almost as if—maybe part of this is romantic imagination, but even then, I don’t think that knowledge was available.
So the very intuition—a kind of radical Protestant intuition, you might say—that there’s something very deep that isn’t present in any form of Christianity, as he told it in the original revelation, that the church isn’t yet in its full form... You could say there’s nothing more unoriginal than that; every new church basically thinks, “The true church isn’t here. I’m going to start the true church.” Well, then the question is: what happens in two hundred years to those traditions? Most of them don’t look anything like what Mormonism has achieved.
Zachary Davis: So are you saying that when it comes to Enoch or temple theology, Joseph Smith really couldn’t have known these were ancient practices, at least not in the way he articulated them?
Sam Loncar: Well, he could have known in the sense that he read the Bible and other texts, but in the way I mean as a scholar—this is something I’m actively researching. I’m trying to figure out what he could possibly have read, just to dot the I’s and cross the T’s.
But it’s uncanny. Let me put it this way: the recovery of the importance of the temple in biblical theology is basically a generation old. That’s how recent it is. One of the leading scholars on that, for example, is Jon Levenson, who wrote an article in the Journal of Religion in the 1970s. Levenson is a professor of Hebrew Bible at Harvard Divinity School and a brilliant biblical commentator and theologian who knows the rabbinic Jewish commentary tradition as well as critical scholarship, inside and out.
His work is brilliant, but there aren’t a lot of people taking it up. Of course, there’s also Margaret Barker, who I think is well known in the Mormon community, and Crispin Fletcher-Louis. It’s still very nascent. From the standpoint of the modern academic phenomenon, I think it’s simply the case that if someone wants to say Christians have always taken the temple seriously, that’s just false.
It’s just not true. Protestantism in general did not take the temple seriously as a phenomenon, and it was very hard to know much about the temple. But over the past two hundred years of historical scholarship—since Jewish scholars, since what’s called the science of the study of Judaism, the Wissenschaft des Judentums, founded in the nineteenth century by Abraham Geiger—there’s been more than a century of rigorous historical scholarship on the Second Temple, which is part of what people like Barker are able to build on.
Barker builds on the whole tradition of nineteenth- and twentieth-century critical scholarship to present what she’s presenting, and yet it turns out to be of extraordinary relevance to Mormons, because Mormonism seems to do something, sociologically, that no Protestant communion has ever done—and, to my knowledge, no communion has done, except arguably the early church: it combines what you could call a sectarian emphasis, in the way the sociologist of religion Ernst Troeltsch means it, as opposed to a state church.
So you have a kind of communal assembly that’s voluntary—people opt into it—but there’s also a very strong familial authority, with the priesthood of the male head of the home, which you could say is somewhat analogous to Jewish practice, where much Jewish ritual is observed in the family and in the home, and then you go to synagogue.
But then, of course, there’s no Jewish temple since the destruction of the Second Temple. So Smith recovers all three elements of something that, as far as I can tell, hasn’t really existed—certainly not in Protestantism: there’s a churchly element, in the sense of a voluntary sectarian community one freely chooses or is born into and stays in.
But then there’s also an essentially secret or esoteric ritual dimension, which isn’t just the church—it’s an actual temple. That’s so radical that I think, basically because of all the prejudice against Mormonism since its founding, it hasn’t been appreciated. I don’t think academics are even going to be able to appreciate it until they can appreciate the significance of the work on the temple in their own fields, like biblical studies and the history of theology.
So that’s a second dimension to the challenge of why Mormonism hasn’t been more justly received in the academic community—besides the issue I mentioned earlier. This is a very complex issue that’s at the heart of my own work: I think the temple was at the heart of what we call Christianity.
The temple is the literal body of the human being as a microcosm. The temple is the actual dwelling place of the God of Israel at the time Paul is writing. And the temple is, in some sense, the cosmos itself. But that seems to basically vanish, without much apparent trace. Then suddenly, since this revolution in scholarship in biblical studies and the history of theology, we now have the resources to actually look at Mormonism and say, “I don’t know how they did this, but this is somehow almost in conversation with the scholarship that’s happening now.”
Terryl Givens: What Sam is saying reminds me that Patrick Mason has pointed out that Joseph Smith never used the expression “restoration of the church.” In some ways, we’re never going to stop using that expression, but it serves us poorly, because the restorationist model was strip away, strip away, strip away—get back to the skeletal framework.
Joseph Smith is all about amplification, amplification, eclecticism, and syncretism. The expression he encounters, apparently sometime in 1833 or 1834—he gloms onto this expression: the coming of the church out of the wilderness. And suddenly that starts—
He re-edits some of the revelations, like what’s now section five of the Doctrine and Covenants. He’s captivated by this notion of a kind of inspired eclecticism, where he’s assimilating, gathering, harvesting all the best elements of these “voices in the wilderness” referred to in Revelation chapter 12.
I think that’s a much more productive and accurate model for understanding how Joseph Smith’s mind was working, and how the project was unfolding in absolutely unpredictable ways that weren’t constrained by a fixation on a primitive model.
Zachary Davis: Could you say a little, Terryl, about why the LDS Church has traditionally been hesitant to draw on theology as a mode of teaching and exploring? And do you see any changes recently?
Terryl Givens: Here’s just one symptomatic anecdote about the need. When Prop 8 was the most controversial topic in the Church—and in the country—I received a phone call from a beloved family member who said, “Dad, I’m being murdered out here in my graduate program, because all my colleagues want to know how on earth I can possibly defend or support the Church’s position.”
She said, “If I were Catholic, I’d have two thousand years of theology to draw on.” She said, “All I’ve got are pronouncements from the pulpit. There has to be some kind of reasoned basis for these theological and doctrinal positions we espouse.” And there was really nothing I could say.
Theology has had a very contentious, seesawing history in the Church. Few members realize that when Joseph Smith approved the Lectures on Faith for teaching and publication, they were originally called the Lectures on Theology. Joseph Smith said theology was the most important pursuit to which one could devote oneself.
But by the time we get to Wilford Woodruff, he’s calling theology the greatest tomfoolery in the world. Theology comes to be associated with an apostate tradition that no longer has revelation, and so relies on human reason to replace, rather than supplement, revelation. By the 1930s, suddenly, we have a golden age again, where intellect is valued and prized, and the Church deliberately chooses its leading intellects to write Church manuals and curricula.
Then we get to 1939, 1940, and it reverses in the other direction. We get to a point where, as recently as the 1980s, Eugene England is called on the carpet for publishing works he called speculative theology. He made no claims to doctrinal authority, yet he was still told to cease and desist publishing in the area of speculative theology.
So it’s still a term fraught with suspicion. Even Hugh Nibley—maybe the greatest Mormon intellectual of the twentieth century, or one of them—himself said, “Theology is what happens when revelation fails.” Which was a terrible thing to say. I think if more Latter-day Saints could understand the Catholic respect for and appraisal of theology—
They understand that theology works in service of authority. If you believe in an inspired leadership, an inspired tradition, then it’s the task of theology to explicate, expand, and enlarge the domain of critical thought about God and his revelations. So, yes, I’d like to see less suspicion in several quarters, because I think theology can provide an invaluable service.
There’s another kind of resistance—and this is probably just pop-cultural, not unique to Latter-day Saints—the assumption that discipleship is lived religion, and theology is just abstract speculation. Even people like Peter Enns—a great writer on faith, who erects a hard-and-fast distinction between doctrine and practice, and says one of the failings of Christianity is that it’s been so obsessed with doctrine when it’s really about practice—I’d say no, the danger is in separating those two.
Christ, by virtue of the kind of life he lived, embodied important principles and truths and ideals. I think Christianity goes astray precisely in not recognizing the overlap and congruence of those terms. Once you render the love of God into an abstract idea you can speculate about, separate and apart from lived religion, that’s where you get into trouble.
So that’s a long way of saying: I think our young people are hungering for theological investigations that enrich and supplement religious commitment—but don’t substitute for personal experience of the sacred.
One reason I think theology has lost its place of respect in the modern epistemic hierarchy is the rise of science as a counter-authority that generally receives more respect from modern subjects.
Sam, you’ve given a great deal of thought to the relationship between religion and science, and yet you still think theology is a critical field to engage with and study. So I wonder if you could share how you think about the terms “religion” and “science,” and why you believe anyone interested in the truth should engage with theology.
Samuel Loncar: Yeah. I recently published an article—I wouldn’t necessarily recommend it, since it’s quite academic—called “Science and Religion: An Origin Story,” in Zygon: Journal of Religion and Science, which makes a more complex version of the argument I’ll summarize here. There’s a very basic question, strangely not often asked by historians of theology and philosophy: where does theology come from?
The answer is Plato’s Republic. The first occurrence of the term theologia is in the Republic, when Plato is discussing the poets and the importance of theology as the foundation of any true state. So, first of all, the theological tradition isn’t separate from the philosophical tradition—this is one of the biggest myths that characterizes Christian theology in general, including academic Christian theology.
My work challenges this. It’s simply not true: theology is part of philosophy. Philosophy, in the ancient world, was the closest thing to what we now call religion. That word—”religion”—didn’t originate in its modern sense until the sixteenth or seventeenth century, or maybe even as late as the nineteenth.
This is well known to people who specialize in the origin and concept of religion, like Peter Harrison. So, first of all, if we want to use the word “religion” for antiquity, we’re actually better off using the word “philosophy.”
Philosophia—philosophy, the love of wisdom. Think of Proverbs: “Get wisdom.” It’s the most important thing. What’s a sign of wisdom? That you love knowledge more than silver and gold. So the love of wisdom, and the fruit of wisdom, is the tree of life—wisdom is the tree; she’s the woman who yields eternal life to those who seek her.
So that’s at the foundation of a single source that we’ve split into what we now call philosophy and theology, or perhaps lived practice and theology within a tradition. I think all these splits have their reasons, but first of all, we should recognize theology has always been seen as inseparable from exactly what Terryl is saying—a way of life ordered toward truth and wisdom.
The idea that you could separate them is like saying science itself is a practice, not an intellectual activity—which would mean a person didn’t really know anything about what the word “science” means. The word “science” used to just mean rigorous knowledge.
And again, the word we used to use for science was philosophy. Look at Harvard—it still has chairs like the Chair of Moral Philosophy. Why? Because they thought moral philosophy was a science. The founder of economics in our sense—the eighteenth-century Scottish Enlightenment sense—called it political economy, which is part of philosophy.
So we’ve used the word “science” in this narrow way in English only since roughly the mid-to-late nineteenth century, the Victorian period. But really, according to Stephen Gaukroger, in his recent four-volume work with Oxford, not until the beginning of the twentieth century. So part of what we have to do is demystify our categories.
Science is knowledge. And if you want it to mean something very specific—like “science and religion are in conflict”—that’s just a story we’ve made up, for complicated reasons, in secular culture over the past hundred and fifty years or so.
Zachary Davis: So in ancient times, if you met someone from a different religion, how would you even talk about that? Would you say, “What god do you worship? What philosophy do you follow?”
Samuel Loncar: It’s a great question. But truthfully, one thing we know is, for example, if you look at the Jewish context—Philo and Josephus, the two greatest writers in Greek from the Jewish community, writing about the Jewish community at roughly the time of Christianity, both in the first century.
Josephus a little after Philo, after the destruction of the temple, in particular. They both refer to “the Jewish philosophy,” and describe it as having three major sects. The early Christian communities called themselves “the true philosophy.” So if they were going to call themselves anything, people would be interested in them as philosophers, like Plato.
Plato talks about the philosophy of the Egyptians. Pythagoras says he learned all their rituals and philosophy from the Egyptian priests when he was in Egypt. So if you look at the ancient Greek sources, they present the wisdom traditions of other cultures as those cultures’ “philosophies,” if they’re going to use a word at all.
But more generally, most people didn’t have a word for religion, and, like you said, Zach, they’d be interested in people’s gods. As scholars have shown, people were very respectful of one another’s gods in the polytheistic world. Gods essentially functioned as a kind of diplomacy. We know this partly because there are many inscriptions by non-Jewish people at Jewish synagogues we’ve discovered—synagogues thanking some Roman benefactor who gave a significant offering to the God of Israel worshiped in that place.
So, yes, if you were an intellectual, you’d basically call it philosophy—but most people wouldn’t have even thought of it as a separate thing. It was just an everyday part of life. Gods were everywhere. You couldn’t walk anywhere in the Roman Empire, as the Yale historian Ramsay MacMullen says, without practically knocking into an image of a god. They were just everywhere.
Zachary Davis: My whole life I’ve heard people say, “I don’t believe in religion, I believe in science.” Why is that a wrong way of thinking?
Samuel Loncar: Well, obviously, for that person, I’d want to respectfully help them clarify what they mean by that.
It’s understandable—we’ve obviously come to oppose science and religion. There’s a lot of work on that. But I think the sticking point—and here I’ll give ground to the people who attack religion—is revelation.
Theology, in the Christian tradition, was normed on the idea that it has infallible revelation. Once that became culturally incredible—basically around the nineteenth century, in the university system—the idea that theology itself is a science became incredible too.
But science, I think, is respected now because it seems more empirical, more open, more successful. Theology doesn’t have the equivalent of the technology science has produced. So I’d give every concession to the fact that, if you have to trust something as a word, people are in a way wise to trust science, because it means knowledge.
The question is: does trust in science mean you exclude religious considerations, or does it justify excluding you, as a human being, from taking religious considerations seriously? Many people think the former, and I’d just try to gently help them understand, based on the best historical and academic knowledge we have, that that’s not the case.
Your actual faith in science is part of the history of a religion you don’t understand, because science now functions for many people as a religion—and this isn’t something I’m making up, it’s very well known. The great French sociologist Auguste Comte thought science would replace religion; he was in the French positivist tradition. And many contemporary new atheists, like Dawkins, are unselfconsciously religious in their commitment—not to science as we’d all agree we should practice it, as an empirical, open-minded investigation of the natural world, but to something much more like a religious worldview that permits you to simply screen out certain questions you don’t want to deal with.
I think there could be nothing more unscientific than that. So as long as a person is open-minded, and science can include religion, then maybe they’re fine to think that way. But I think we’ve felt embattled because of an internal tension in our culture about whether our claims about revelation make sense.
If they don’t make sense, maybe we can replace revelation as an authority with science. That’s kind of been the big experiment Western culture has been running for the past hundred, hundred-fifty years.
Zachary Davis: Is Mormonism friendlier to science than other Christian religions?
Terryl Givens: I think it is—or certainly has the potential to be—in part because it has never embraced the kind of radical discontinuity between the material and spiritual worlds that, according to Coleridge, is the ground of all miracle: the heterogeneity of matter and spirit.
By not buying into that bifurcation, we don’t have to see them as in tension or opposed. Joseph Smith was a kind of naturalist theologian. The King Follett discourse is, in a sense, the ultimate naturalization of theology, where the whole border between the human and the divine just dissolves.
Natural law and moral law seem to function in similar, analogous ways. There’s never been a real conflict between science and religion in the Mormon past, except on the part of some individuals who were biblical fundamentalists within the Church and found Darwin problematic.
But there was never any official resistance to Darwinian developments, for example. I think there are all kinds of exciting things happening in consciousness studies today that posit consciousness as the ground of reality. And then you think of Doctrine and Covenants section 93, with its reference to the fact that, without agency—without an agential intelligence—there’s no existence.
So I think there are beautiful potential harmonies to be found between cutting-edge physics and cosmology and Latter-day Saint theology.
Zachary Davis: Should Latter-day Saints try to become more closely bound with the rest of the Christian tradition, or should we embrace our distinctiveness—stay that unusual church out in Utah?
Terryl Givens: That’s a great question. I think there’s been a shift in signaling, if I’m reading it correctly, from Church leadership on this topic.
As I’ve indicated before, it seems to me that the very architecture of the Utah temples reflects an attitude of aloofness and isolation—a kind of fortress mentality. I’ve been doing a study, in recent weeks, of how the language of the Book of Mormon describing “two churches only”—the church of the Lamb and the church of the devil—has been interpreted historically.
There’s been a historical reading that Latter-day Saints, as the one and only true church, means there’s no real bridge we can build to the rest of an apostate Christendom. All that language has shifted in the last generation. Zion now comes to be addressed from the pulpit as a multicultural, multi-religious project.
There’s a recognition that we have to engage diverse traditions and cultures, not condescendingly, but with an attitude of actual mutual appreciation. I personally think Zion is inconceivable as a project apart from the mutual participation of all people of goodwill and intent.
My own research over the past couple of decades has convinced me there’s a vast wealth of genuinely inspired prophetic utterance that has occurred in the so-called wilderness—one we would benefit from, individually, in our discipleship, by appropriating and appreciating. From Julian of Norwich to George MacDonald to Thomas Traherne, you name it.
So I think it’s not just possible but necessary for us to engage our fellow Christians more directly, and both sides would be bettered by the process.
Samuel Loncar: What do you think is the biggest misunderstanding the broader Christian community has of Mormonism?
Terryl Givens: I’m not sure the problem is really so much misperception as it is frustrated expectation. In my very first book, I was trying to answer this question: why did Mormonism elicit such a furious response, one totally disproportionate to any real threat it represented?
Polygamy is episodic—that’s one phase of it. But it seemed to me that the continuous thread running from 1820 to the present day is a kind of unabashed—some would say atavistic—impulse that refuses to modernize or allegorize the fundamentals of the Christian story, and their recapitulation in Mormonism’s foundations.
It’s the tangible facticity of gold plates and resurrected beings—what I call the collapse of sacred distance. And let me close with an anecdote that I think captures this for me. When I was at the beginning of my career, just beginning my work in Mormon studies and exploring these questions in depth, I had a colleague who had a visceral hatred of Mormonism.
It was tangible, and real, and we were friends in spite of it. One day, he reacted as if a snake had bitten him because I’d handed him a Mormon text and suggested he take a look at it. I finally said, “So what is it? What is it that creates this antipathy in you?”
He said, “All right, I’ll answer that.” He said, “Do you really believe that a million years from today, you’re going to be in heaven creating new worlds, new posterity?” And I said, “Let me ask you a question first. What are you going to be doing one million years from today?” He said, “Growing in the grace of Christ.”
I said, “No—11:30 a.m., the afternoon of November 3rd, one million years from today, I knock on your door. What will you be doing?” He thought a minute, and then all the air went out of his sails, and he said, “I see your point. Anything I could say would sound absurd.” And that, for me, captured it perfectly.
It’s that quintessential collapse of sacred distance—that Joseph Smith had the audacity to describe what the angels visiting him were wearing, the nature of a celestial sociality, and the project of engendering some kind of eternal posterity. Any definition of theology you’ll find in any handbook will tell you theology is the story of God’s dealings with man from the Garden of Eden to the final resurrection.
And Mormonism says, “No, we can go way beyond that in both directions.” It’s this audacity—it’s a reenactment, it seems to me, of what Christianity itself did in lifting the veil from God’s face. But we don’t have two thousand years of the mists of history to make that more palatable.
So I think it’s a kind of affront to a Christianity that has tried to render itself more respectable in the modern age.
Samuel Loncar earned his Ph.D. at Yale University. He is a philosopher, scholar, and consultant who works at the intersection of philsophy, religion, science, technology, and art. His book Philosophy as Science and Relgion is forthcoming with Columbia University Press, and his scholarship has appeared in publications like Kant Studien, Religious Studie, Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und Religions Philosophie, Metaphilosophy, and Zygon: A Journal of Religion & Science. Loncar is the Editor-in-Chief of the Marginalia Review of Books, where he directs the Institute for the Meanings of Science. 
Terryl Givens is Senior Research Fellow at the Maxwell Institute and author and coauthor of many books, including Wrestling the Angel, The God Who Weeps, and All Things New.
Zachary Davis is the Executive Director of Faith Matters and the Editor of Wayfare Magazine.
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Decisions regarding the army will be worked out. President Zelenskyy, 18 July 2026

Overnight, Ukraine and Russia traded large scale strategic drone and missile strikes. At least seven were injured in Kyiv as ballistic missiles and drones hit the Ukrainian capital. More Ukrainians were killed and injured in Russian drone and missile attacks in southern Ukraine in the preceding 24 hours. At the same time, Ukraine has responded with large scale attacks inside Russia, with images emerging of a massive blaze at a Wildberries depot near Moscow.
During the week, Ukraine also conducted what looked like a proof of concept for an all-robotic amphibious landing of a ground combat vehicle. While it is a fascinating concept, and likely to feature in all kinds of future conflicts, I am sure there are a few technical and doctrinal issues to still be resolved.
South of Ukraine, the truce between Washington and Tehran, sealed by a memorandum of understanding on 17 June, has collapsed. The United States resumed strikes on Iranian military sites this week, hitting dozens of targets over consecutive nights, while Iran struck commercial shipping in the Strait of Hormuz and formally declared the peace framework voided on 15 July, saying it was now fighting an “existential war.” Overnight, Iranian attacks on American bases in the Middle East have killed two and injured others.
The effect of these resumed hostilities is a second American war against Iran drawing on the same finite pool of interceptors, munitions and political bandwidth that Ukraine depends on, just as Kyiv confronts its own crisis of civil-military trust.
Welcome to this week’s edition of The Big Five.
Ukraine

Defence minister Fedorov sacked – Ukrainians take to the streets. The big story in Ukraine this week has been the political fallout from President Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s dismissal of Defence Minister Mykhailo Fedorov on 15 July, after just six months in the appointment. Fedorov, previously Ukraine’s digital transformation minister, had become defence minister in January and quickly built a reputation as the most consequential reformer in the ministry’s wartime history. He apparently persuaded Elon Musk to restrict Russian military access to Starlink, drove competitive tendering through a notoriously corrupt procurement system, and gave partner nations access to a captured-weapons database to accelerate countermeasures.
His dismissal followed months of conflict with Commander-in-Chief Oleksandr Syrskyi, described by Ukrainian reporting as a clash between a “data-driven” technocrat and a general accused of Soviet-style micromanagement, high personnel losses and resistance to reform. Zelenskyy sided with Syrskyi. At least for now.
In a press conference this week, Fedorov outlined 11 issues that he believed were preventing the Ukrainian military from fighting and operating at its full potential. These issues included constant replacement of commanders, fighting tactically, isolation and toxic treatment of successful commanders, the inability to use Corps appropriately, and others. You can read the full list of Fedorov’s issues with the Ukrainian Ministry of Defence at this link.
The reaction from Ukrainian civil society was immediate. Protesters gathered in Kyiv on three consecutive evenings, 16 to 18 July, with crowds exceeding five thousand on Ivan Franko Square by the second night and solidarity rallies in Lviv, Kharkiv, Odesa, Dnipro and more than a dozen other cities, plus demonstrations abroad in London, Prague, Vienna, Brussels and Sydney.
Placards with slogans such as “Bring Misha back” and “You cannot win a war in 2026 with the Soviet system,” provided a summary of the protestors’ argument: Ukraine’s asymmetric, technology-led approach to the war is under threat from an entrenched command culture. Demands quickly expanded from Fedorov’s reinstatement to Syrskyi’s dismissal. Zelenskyy has so far offered process rather than a reversal, appointing former SBU Alpha special-operations chief Yevhen Khmara as acting defence minister and Oleksandr Poklad, a figure associated with the 2025 pressure campaign against Ukraine’s anti-corruption bodies, as acting SBU chief.
However, Zelenskyy has in the past 24 hours issued social media updates that he has held discussions with Fedorov. There is also speculation that Zelenskyy is casting about for a replacement for the Ukrainian commander in chief. The Military Land site has offered a list of contenders, but my sense is that there is a fair bit of water to pass under the bridge with this issue yet. And, if Syrskyi is replaced, he will be the third Ukrainian Commander in Chief since the Russian full-scale invasion in February 2022.
The civil-military tension underlying this episode is not new but has not been this exposed since the 2024 removal of the previous Commander in Chief, General Zaluzhnyi. Fedorov’s tenure coincided with a shift in the war’s trajectory, including an improving exchange ratio, a stronger long-range strike campaign and a defensive line that has held against a stalled Russian offensive.
Much of the commentary this week credits that shift, at least in part, to the minister’s reforms and to the model of centralised data management, drone procurement and mobilisation reporting he pushed against institutional resistance. Even on the most contentious issue of the war, mobilisation, Fedorov had commenced an audit of battlefield losses and a new voluntary contract system aimed at the root causes of the manpower crisis: poor conditions inside infantry and assault units, rather than the headline count of men in uniform. 
Removing him now, critics have argued, risks handing Moscow a battlefield advantage just when Ukraine has seized the strategic initiative. Analysts in European publications have framed the sacking as evidence of Zelenskyy’s pattern of removing officials who become politically popular ahead of an eventual election, rather than those who under-perform.
The ripple effects moved quickly through the wider reform programs that Fedorov had built. Ukraine’s Air Force deputy commander, Pavlo Yelizarov, announced his resignation in protest at the dismissal, while Serhii Sternenko, one of the country’s leading drone volunteers, stepped down from his advisory role at the ministry. Not everyone left: Serhii “Flash” Beskrestnov, another prominent technical advisor closely associated with Fedorov’s reforms, chose instead to accept a new role as the president’s personal advisor on defence technologies, arguing that “only the enemy benefits” from qualified people walking away in protest.
The implications extend beyond Ukraine’s domestic politics. NATO and EU officials publicly reacted to the dismissal. The dismissal will probably unsettle Ukrainian partners who had come to see Fedorov as a reliable interlocutor on technology transfer and procurement reform, at a moment when Ukraine most needs to project institutional stability to sustain Western support. Presidential Office advisor Serhii Leshchenko has drawn a deliberate parallel with the mass protests of summer 2025 that forced Zelenskyy to reverse legislation gutting the independence of Ukraine’s anti-corruption bodies, suggesting the president expects, and may eventually accommodate, a similar climbdown this time. 
And, it goes without saying that just as Zelenskyy appears to have achieved a minor miracle in stabilising his relationship with the US president, he may well have done something that again gives Trump cause to doubt Zelenskyy’s leadership.
There is sure to be more to come in this saga - watch this space.
The 40-day campaign. Against the background of this political turbulence, Ukraine’s deep-strike campaign has continued to expand. In late June, Zelenskyy approved a forty-day operation run by the Security Service of Ukraine, a coordinated series of strikes on oil refineries, military facilities and logistics hubs intended to compel Moscow toward negotiations through attrition of the war economy. By early July, Ukraine’s General Staff claimed to have disabled more than forty percent of Russian refining capacity, which is a striking figure representing eight refineries hit in a month and cumulative industry losses estimated at $13.5 billion since August 2025.
The campaign has continued through the past week, with strikes on the Yaroslavl oil refinery and pumping station and a further attack on an oil depot at Noginsk, fifty kilometres east of the Kremlin, on the night of 17-18 July, alongside fires at logistics warehouses in Elektrostal and Tambov Oblast. Moscow Oblast oil depot, warehouse reportedly set ablaze as Kyiv launches hundreds of drones towards Russian capital (Kyiv Independent, 18 July 2026); Ukrainian Drones Breach Moscow’s Air Defenses to Strike Oil Depot 50 km From the Kremlin (United24 Media, 18 July 2026). Fuel shortages have forced Moscow to extend export bans and sales restrictions across more than forty regions.
Over the past 24 hours, the Ukrainians have also struck a Russian ‘Wildberries’ depot. Located near Moscow, the strike has resulted in a massive blaze with smoke visible many kilometres away.
The mid-strike campaign. Running in parallel to the deep-strike effort is what Ukrainian officials call the middle-strike, or interdiction, campaign, launched in early April by the Unmanned Systems Forces and scaled up through Fedorov’s “Logistical Lockdown” programme, announced on 27 May. Its targets include bridges, railway junctions, fuel depots and the highway corridor linking Rostov-on-Don to Simferopol and Sevastopol, the so-called Highway of Death that supplies Russian forces in Crimea and southern Ukraine.
Ukrainian officials have claimed that the campaign has quadrupled the destruction of Russian logistics infrastructure, warehouses and command posts in occupied territory, and it remains one of the more under-reported elements of Ukraine’s wider offensive design, precisely because its effects show up as delay and shortage rather than dramatic footage. Taken together with the deep-strike effort, Ukraine’s General Staff reported this week that its drone units have struck more than one million targets since the start of 2026, including close to two hundred thousand Russian troops, with unmanned systems now accounting for roughly ninety percent of all Russian targets hit.
Switching off Crimea. The most visible expression of the Ukrainian interdiction campaign has been Ukraine’s strikes against Crimea’s energy and logistics grid. The Unmanned Systems Forces struck the Kuban-Crimea power bridge, the peninsula’s main link to mainland Russian electricity, along with eleven further energy hubs on 12-13 July, part of a broader effort that hit fifty energy facilities in occupied territory between 1 and 8 July.
The stated objective is not simply disruption for its own sake but the collapse of Russia’s military rear services on the peninsula: degraded air defence, exhausted fuel stocks, and isolated logistics that gradually turn Crimea, in Fedorov’s own words before his dismissal, into “an island.” The human effect inside occupied Crimea has been severe, with petrol prices reported at roughly six to seven times mainland Russian rates and the Kerch Strait closed to Russian shipping with no announced reopening date.

The Black Sea and Sea of Azov Strike Campaign. The most recent addition to Ukraine’s unmanned campaign is a large-scale anti-ship effort in the Black Sea and Sea of Azov, under the codename Operation MoLoCHKa, a Ukrainian acronym roughly translating as “Moscow will fall because of Crimea.” Commanded by the head of the Unmanned Systems Forces, the operation has now (as of 19 July) struck 172 vessels of Russia’s sanctions-evading “shadow fleet”.
Russia has responded by pulling its most capable drone-warfare unit, Rubicon, deploying up to two hundred groups partially off the front line to guard tanker traffic, alongside elements of the 51st Air Defense Division and a Black Sea Fleet anti-aircraft regiment, and has suspended navigation through the Don-Azov Canal while halting new applications for Kerch Strait passage. Analysts covering the campaign describe it as making the Azov basin “too dangerous for Russia” to operate the shadow fleet that funds a meaningful share of the Kremlin’s war chest. The campaign is squeezing Russia on yet another front to add to the increased pressure it is feeling at home and Crimea.
The Ground War. During the past week, the frontline has remained dynamic but with minimal gains in territory by either side. There were limited Russian gains in the Kostyantynivka-Druzhkivka tactical area and in northern Kharkiv Oblast, and a small Ukrainian advance near Oleksandrivka. Russian recruitment is reportedly failing to offset casualties from these costly, marginal advances.

The most recent update from Russia Matters notes that Russia gained somewhere between 5 square miles (ISW assessment) and 15 square miles (DeepState assessment) of Ukrainian territory in the past month.

Road Netting. This week, Euromaidan published an interesting story about the netting of roads in Ukraine. This has become a common feature in areas that are proximate to the frontline, to protect military convoys but also protect civilian road traffic as well. You can read the full story at this link.
Ukraine Assessment
The renewed war between the United States and Iran remains a concern for Kyiv. Patriot interceptors, already scarce, are being consumed on two fronts at once, with production still lagging consumption. Reporting this week noted that depleting the global Patriot stockpile in the Iran war leaves fewer interceptors available for Ukraine precisely as Russia intensifies ballistic missile strikes on Kyiv.
Trump’s announcement at the Ankara NATO summit that Washington would license Ukraine to build its own Patriot systems was billed as a watershed, though production timelines for allied Patriot lines elsewhere suggest any real capacity is years away, given Japan needed three years to build its own factory and Germany has yet to produce a single missile despite starting its line in 2022.
The more immediate risk is one of attention. The American president is now again managing an active war with Iran and has even less bandwidth than normal, and Congress less appetite, for paying attention to the war in Ukraine. Despite Russia’s current vulnerabilities, fuel shortages, elite discontent and a stalled ground offensive, this is the wrong moment for Western resolve to soften.
Jamestown analyst Pavel Baev notes that elite discontent in Moscow is now spilling into public view, citing debate over a widely reprinted essay by billionaire Andrei Melnichenko questioning Russia’s war course, and escalating repression against business figures including the Rotenberg family, evidence that the strain of fighting two fronts, the battlefield and the economy, is being felt at the very top of Russian society even as Washington’s attention shifts back to the Gulf.
Ukraine now faces Russia in a war it is slowly winning but a home front it is mismanaging. The dismissal of Fedorov, whatever its domestic political logic, has removed the figure most associated with the reforms that produced this year’s military gains and replaced him with officials whose reputations are, at best, unproven and, at worst, tied to earlier attacks on anti-corruption institutions.
This is a self-inflicted wound at the exact moment Ukraine’s strike campaigns have put Russia in a strategic dilemma. Moscow cannot simultaneously defend Crimea, its shadow fleet, its refineries and its own capital from a widening Ukrainian campaign of drone and missile threats without drawing forces away from somewhere else, and this week showed all four under pressure at once, with the Rubicon unit’s withdrawal from the front line the clearest evidence of the pressures of that trade-off.
The reallocation of scarce Western interceptors to a reignited Iran war narrows Ukraine’s margin for error just as its own political cohesion is fraying. The protest movement itself is a new factor, however. Unlike previous issues, this one has fused frustration over a single personnel decision with a broader generational argument about how the war should be fought, technology and transparency against mass and hierarchy. Zelenskyy cannot easily dismiss it without alienating the volunteer, veteran and technical communities that have driven much of the innovation in Ukraine’s recent gains. The war Ukraine is winning technologically could still be lost politically, both at home and among the partners now watching Kyiv’s internal disputes with new concern.
The Pacific

Taiwan hardens its defences. Taiwan spent the past week working through the consequences of a legislature that has repeatedly cut the government’s special defence allocation even as President Lai Ching-te insists the threat from China is accelerating. Speaking during an inspection of the National Chungshan Institute of Science and Technology on 17 July, Lai warned that a NT$470 billion cut to the original NT$1.25 trillion special defence package in May had left the military with funds for US arms purchases but almost nothing for developing indigenous uncrewed systems, and he urged the legislature to pass a further NT$210 billion allocation as a standalone special budget. Lai urges quick drone budget approval.
Lai pointed directly to the lessons of Ukraine, the Israel-Arab conflicts and the US-Iran war in making the case for drones as “the quintessential asymmetric warfare capability.” Separately, Taiwan’s Ocean Affairs Council announced plans to acquire twenty-five unmanned surface vessels and two underwater drones, developed jointly with the US firm Maritime Tactical Systems, explicitly citing the study of Ukraine’s sea-drone campaign against Russia’s Black Sea Fleet as a model for countering China’s growing maritime pressure. Taiwan plans 27 maritime drones to strengthen Coast Guard.
Taiwan and the United States also confirmed a deal to jointly produce the domestically developed Mighty Hornet I attack drone, already in service with Taiwan’s Marine Corps. These moves came alongside a five-day joint defence exercise mobilising Marine Corps units into the Taipei metropolitan area, simulating the detection of hostile vessels entering Taiwan’s territorial waters and testing decentralised command-and-control arrangements, treated as final preparation ahead of Han Kuang Exercise No. 42, Taiwan’s largest annual training event, which begins on 5 August.
Taiwan’s National Security Council also warned this week that Chinese naval mobilisation has risen sharply during the peak exercise season, with more than 110 People’s Liberation Army Navy and coast guard vessels now deployed along the First Island Chain.
Pacific Logistics. This week, American drone manufacturer Saronic (who also builds the Corsair attack boat used against Iran) announced that it will build a new shipyard in Texas that is capable of building large, uncrewed cargo vessels. This is a crucial capability for the US military should it be required to undertake large scale operations in the Pacific. In the Second World War, and in the modern world, merchant shipping carries the overwhelming load of logistics in the Pacific. The ability to expand the cargo fleet using uncrewed vessels will be crucial to Pacific Command operations, along with those of its allies, in any conflict with China or Russia or both.

For a comparison with the Liberty and Victory ships built in World War Two, and the new era Saronic ships, the Victory ship was about 450 feet long and could carry over 10,000 tons of cargo. The Saronic ships could, in theory, be much larger if the new yard pumps out ships of up to 850 feet in length.
Beijing’s pressure against PNG. China’s coercive diplomacy against Taiwan’s international presence saw an escalation this week when Papua New Guinea ordered the closure of Taiwan’s representative office in Port Moresby on 15 July, citing its commitment to the “one China” policy. Taiwan rejected the decision, is reviewing its liquefied natural gas purchases from PNG, which account for roughly a third of the Pacific nation’s LNG exports, and accused Beijing of political and economic coercion. The US State Department called the move “deeply concerning” and “yet another example of Beijing’s intimidation campaign against Taiwan and its supporters around the world.”
Pushing Back Against China. On 12 July, fourteen nations including the United States and Britain, alongside a separate EU statement, marked the tenth anniversary of the 2016 South China Sea arbitral ruling by reaffirming its validity and rejecting Beijing’s “destabilising” actions in disputed waters; China again dismissed the ruling as “waste paper.” Combined with the Chinese recent SLBM test’s disregard for international notification norms and the PNG office closure, China continues its pattern of willing to bypass established rules and institutions wherever they constrain its freedom of action, whether legal, diplomatic or nuclear.

Ukraine, Iran and the Pacific: A Connected Picture
Since the collapse of the Iran-US truce in early June, three theatres once analysed separately have become visibly linked through the finite pool of Western military and political capital. The resumption of American strikes on Iran has drawn down the same Patriot interceptor stocks Ukraine needs against Russia’s intensifying ballistic missile campaign, even as Washington licenses Kyiv to build its own systems, a solution that is probably years from delivering real capacity.
Having observed the Ukrainian and Russian strategic strike operations for years, Iran is clearly learning. In the most recent series of strikes against American bases in the Middle East, Iran appears to have employed ballistic missiles that have manoeuvrable warheads. This makes them very difficult to track and intercept. The most recent ISW report on Irannotes that:
The People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Russia are likely supporting Iranian efforts to target US bases in the region. US officials told the Wall Street Journal on July 18 that they are concerned that the PRC and Russia are supporting recent Iranian targeting of US assets.

This should not be a surprise. The authoritarian learning and adaptation block, explored in my Adaptation War report, has seen a growing collaboration between Iran, China, Russia and North Korea. China has watched both wars closely while testing the boundaries of its own coercive toolkit, timing its 6 July submarine missile launch into the South Pacific to coincide with allied exercises and to signal alignment with Moscow through the concurrent Joint Sea exercise, a reminder that Beijing reads Western distraction as opportunity.
The past week has again illustrated the instabilities that are now inherent in the global security environment, underpinned by the following: limited American bandwidth, declining munitions stockpiles with rising consumption, and political attention being drawn in three directions at once. Authoritarian adversaries in Europe, the Middle East and the Pacific appear increasingly conscious of, and willing to exploit, this overstretch.
**********
It’s time to explore this week’s recommended readings.
This week’s recommendations include a good article that looks at China’s “new normal” for maritime operations east of Taiwan. There is a useful update on the US Navy’s employment of uncrewed surface vessels against Iran, and a good piece on institutionalising better adaptation cultures and processes. Finally, there are two articles on China: one on its view of American cognitive warfare, and another about how China’s effort to re-shape the strategic environment is eroding the global trading environment.
As always, if you only have the time available to read one of my recommendations, the first is my pick of the week.
Happy reading!
1. The New Normal East of Taiwan

Ryan Martinson’s latest CMSI Note describes how the China Coast Guard has now held a continuous presence east of Taiwan since early June, ostensibly in response to a Japan-Philippines boundary statement, but with its 4 July rotation of cutters suggesting Beijing intends this presence to become permanent rather than episodic. Martinson’s point is that a normalised CCG posture east of the island gives China the option of accelerating far more quickly into quarantine-style operations than a standing start would allow. Read it here.
2. Kamikaze Drone Boats Enter US Service

Howard Altman at TWZ reports on the first-ever US combat use of an uncrewed surface vessel as a strike weapon, three Saronic Corsair drones hitting a submarine and ship-maintenance facility at Iran’s Bandar Abbas naval base on 12 July. The article acknowledges that American forces are still catching up to lessons Ukraine’s navy has been teaching the world in the Black Sea for two years. You can read the full piece at this link.
3. China Is Sabotaging the World That Enables Its Rise

Enrico Fardella and Sergey Radchenko offer a useful argument in Foreign Affairs that Beijing’s own trade and economic coercion are eroding the very international system that made its rise possible. Their history lesson is that great powers get into trouble when they mistake the product of contingency and hard work for the unfolding of historical destiny. Read it here.
4. China Laughs at the US Approach to Irregular Warfare

Russell Howard’s Small Wars Journal essay argues that Beijing has quietly waged a whole-of-society campaign across twelve fronts, from rare earth coercion to overseas police stations to crop pathogen smuggling, while Washington debates definitions. It offers a valid challenge to contemporary Western institutional thinking on cognitive warfare and can be read at this link.
5. If Adaptability Is Our Competitive Advantage, Why Don’t We Invest in It?

Jeff DeGraff’s Modern War Institute piece asks a simple, uncomfortable question of every defence institution that claims people and adaptability as its edge: where is that claim visible in the budget? His Nokia case study, a company that believed itself innovative right up until the smartphone proved otherwise, is a cautionary tale for any organisation that mistakes admiring a capability for building it. The full piece is available at this link.
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Hey, Alberto here! 👋 Each week, I publish long-form AI analysis covering culture, philosophy, and business. Paid subscribers get Monday how-to guides and Friday news commentary. If you’d like to become a paid subscriber, here’s a button for that:
I’m on vacation this week but made time to write this deep-dive on Moonshot’s Kimi K3, the first Chinese AI model at the level of America’s frontier models. And it’s open.

Moonshot’s Kimi K3 is the first Chinese open-source model to reach the level of the best American frontier models. In some areas, it’s on par with Anthropic’s Mythos/Fable and OpenAI’s GPT-5.6. For those of you who remember DeepSeek’s ascent to notoriety in January 2025, this is Moonshot’s “DeepSeek moment,” except more serious: Experts used to calculate that China was only six to nine months behind the top Western AI models.
Well, make it zero months, zero weeks, and zero days now.1
DeepSeek proved that China can make an open model much more efficient than American AI labs without a large performance penalty even under severe hardware restrictions. Moonshot builds on that to prove that China can exploit those efficiency-gains-under-constraints to make an open model at the intelligence level of the best American AI labs. Expect, as the main consequence of this, for the geopolitical discourse around AI to increase in both intensity and urgency (at least after Moonshot publishes the model weights on July 27th). If the US government considered Mythos dangerous enough to withdraw from Western allies, what will it think about China having a Mythos-level equivalent? A bad regulatory move could push the entire world ahead of the US.
But before getting into the interesting analysis, let’s do a quick objective review of the model’s capabilities and its relative position inside the frontier AI ecosystem: Why is it making a fuss? Is this a new “DeepSeek moment”? Is it really as good as the best American models in general or only on less relevant benchmarks? All these questions can be summed up with this one: How good is Kimi K3?
I. HOW GOOD IS KIMI K3?
The first place we have to look is, naturally, the self-reported performance scores.



Capability-wise, K3 lands first, second, or third across benchmarks and displays a superior score-cost ratio across coding and agentic evals. It is essentially one rung above Opus-4.8 and GPT-5.5, and almost on par with Mythos/Fable and GPT-5.6. This means that one mistake by Anthropic or OpenAI will lead China to become the main AI superpower in the world (barring a clear inferiority in terms of chips and fabs, which is the hardware basis of AI models; more on that later).
This is what Moonshot itself says, though, which has an obvious incentive to pump its numbers. However, independent analysts agree for the most part. It’s not just Moonshot glazing its own model but the general sentiment. Here’s a short compilation of Kimi K3 being really good.
Artificial Analysis, a benchmarking firm, on how Kimi K3 compares to Anthropic and OpenAI’s top models (blue, brown, and black respectively):


The jump in capabilities and intelligence from Kimi K2.6 is huge. K3 falls only slightly behind Fable and GPT-5.6, both released recently—and at the price range of GPT (Claude is more expensive): “Cost per task ($0.94) is similar to GPT-5.6 Sol ($1.04), ~1/2 the price of Opus 4.8 ($1.80).” Kimi K3 is an appealing model for API users according to Artificial Analysis’ indices (it’s the only model in the frontier of capabilities that falls inside Artificial Analysis “most attractive quadrant”).
All in all, K3 will be an interesting compromise in the enterprise sector, as it lies comfortably between the cheapness of worse open models and the expense of closed ones at around its level.


Arena, another benchmarking firm, reports that Kimi K3 is considerably better than Fable on frontend coding. This was the first result to go viral on K3’s capabilities, but I think it was extremely over-hyped in the sense that one benchmark on Arena means essentially nothing. It adds to all the other benchmarks that put K3 at a really, really good level—it’s just that “much better than Fable” is an unrealistic exaggeration. (The x-axis on the chart below that went viral is truncated at 1,450 to make the difference seem larger.)

I mean, we can be excited about the technological competition or worried about China “getting ahead,” but once you take a look at the amount of green in the chart below on “US vs China advantage,” you will calm down. Let’s not let excitement blur our judgment into a bad analysis.

Indeed, K3 falls considerably lower on Arena’s overall text ranking.

More great results from K3 here. It is also #1 on creative writing, #1 on Vercel’s Next.js agentic benchmark, and #3 on deepSWE, a long-horizon software engineering benchmark.



The overall impression I get from the benchmarks—as well as the reviews I’ve read, which, although anecdotal, add to the vibes—is that Moonshot’s portrayal of the model is accurate. It’s evidently a frontier model; there’s no denying that, and China has caught up to the US, but the top labs—Anthropic and OpenAI—remain slightly ahead. The bottom line is that there’s no comforting gap between the frontier and China for American labs to enjoy anymore.2
The question of “how good is Kimi K3?” which we have just answered with a resounding “really good,” leads us directly into our second question:
How is Kimi K3 so good?
II. HOW IS KIMI K3 SO GOOD?
This is the million-dollar question. How on Earth did a smaller, resource-constrained Chinese open-source lab get to compete toe-to-toe with the extremely wealthy, extremely resourceful, extremely-spoiled-by-the-government American labs? To answer what seems to be a much harder question and also a more unexpected one, we need to consider several factors: size, training efficiency, algorithmic advances, and hardware limitations. There are also some far less pleasant possibilities: when it comes to Chinese AI, unlike in the US, everyone is guilty until proven innocent. Has Moonshot distilled from existing American models? Have they gamed the benchmarks or benchmaxxed the models? Have industry secrets leaked or diffused?
Let’s take a look.
A sneak peek at the positive response, which amounts to “Moonshot, like DeepSeek before them, seem clearly cut from a different cloth,” can be summed up this way: constraints breed creativity. Contrary to what it might seem, K3 is great because of Moonshot’s limitations as a small Chinese lab rather than despite them.
There are plenty of technical details in the blog post on Kimi K3 (thank you, open source). I don’t want to bother you with too much jargon, but a bit of it is always necessary to understand what’s going on. The first detail, and a rather surprising one, is that K3 is huge. The habit of using parameter count as a proxy for model capability faded away with the increasing closeness of the top labs in recent years. (Do you remember the GPT-4 circle vs GPT-3 circle viral image?) But open models don’t have time for secrecy, only progress and transparency. So we know K3 is 2.8 trillion parameters. According to Moonshot, it’s the first open model in the world in the 3T range. (Top models from OpenAI and Anthropic are thought to be in that or slightly higher range.)
Here’s a chart of the size increases of open models over time and a comparison between K3 and OpenAI’s open-source model (everyone went crazy that OpenAI would open a model, which is in itself funny when written down, and it gets only funnier when you look at the size comparison):


One reason not to get too excited about the number itself is that size is and isn’t a proxy for capability. You can have a smaller model that’s better than a bigger one, no problem. But, if done well, a large pre-train will naturally be better than a small one. So, although it’s a significant factor in capability, depending on who says “mine is bigger,” you can or can’t trust it to be a reliable heuristic for quality. (I won’t say here who I trust and who I don’t, but my reliability ranking is quite… broad.)
Another reason is sparsity.
Kimi K3 is extremely sparse, meaning that even if there are 2.8 trillion parameters in the model, the active ones at any given time are a tiny fraction of that. To be precise, K3 is a mixture of experts with almost 900 experts (specialized groups of parameters that are called on only when they are useful for the current task). Only 16 are active at a time, which means the model can draw on a very large pool of capabilities without using all of them for every request.
Combined with additional custom changes to how data moves through the model (Kimi Delta Attention and Attention Residuals—you don’t need to know what those are except in the sense that they enable two-digit efficiency gains at negligible cost increases), as well as improvements on the training process (INT4-native quantization), inference (expert parallelism) and data quality, Kimi K3 is roughly 2.5 times more scale-efficient—efficient at turning energy into intelligence—than Kimi K2. In short: Moonshot engineers are masters of turning scraps into gold.
In case you’re interested, here’s a snapshot of Kimi K3’s architecture:

There’s one common thread that should not go unnoticed here. Moonshot and DeepSeek are alike to the same degree that American labs are to one another, but not for the same reasons.
The reason why Anthropic and OpenAI have pursued the same goals (e.g., recursive self-improvement) and keep a similar pace of progress despite algorithmic advances and efficiency improvements often being unplannable eureka moments is that AI talent moves around a lot in the Bay Area. They all know each other and, naturally, the secrets of one lab are passed to the other without even the possibility of enforcing NDAs or IP claims. The trade secrets of the AI industry are kept from the world but not from one another.
However, the reason Moonshot and DeepSeek are alike is that they’re born out of the same ecosystem—an open and severely constrained ecosystem that needs to grow around scarcity, not abundance. They’re heavily incentivized by hardware shortages to keep everything in the open to benefit from other labs’ discoveries and grow together as well as to keep a razor-sharp focus on finding alternative paths that account for resource limits. This means that they don’t need to share DNA as OpenAI and Anthropic do so much as share a vision: let’s do more with less.
The idea that “constraints breed creativity” is mostly a slogan, but it’s also been seriously studied. A cross-disciplinary integrative review found that creativity responds to a U-shaped relationship with constraints. Too few and you will wander. Too many and you will stall. As I see it, OpenAI and Anthropic are in one extreme of the U, being too wealthy to be forced to bother much about efficiency and stuff except when business pressures ask for it (instead, they will reset limits as if that’s equivalent to making the model as cheap as it can be). xAI is perhaps the clearest example of this in the American AI ecosystem: huge datacenters, zero focus.
Chinese startups inhabit, instead, the middle of the U: constrained hardware-wise but capable of compensating for it with technical prowess and incredibly talented teams that will never scale a model by brute force but by ensuring first that the corresponding efficiency gains are in place. (Don’t get me wrong: American labs also have incredibly talented teams, but they might not be as motivated to direct that talent fully to overcome non-existent constraints.)
As a Google DeepMind researcher, Anika, said: Moonshot demonstrates that “training is efficiency-compressible . . . a small lab with taste can compress the compute needed to make a frontier model, even if it can’t afford to serve one. the frontier is no longer something money can buy.”
But being creative also means hacks.
There are many cheap tricks a small AI team can deploy to benefit from the closed advances. This alternative path to greatness leads me to reassess Kimi K3’s capabilities: are all these advances on efficiency and intelligence legit, or has China copied America once again?
This has been the usual explanation for the question of “how has China caught up to American AI efforts so quickly?” Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei has stated Anthropic has detected several “industrial-scale campaigns” from Chinese actors—including but not limited to Moonshot—distilling Claude models. Although Amodei’s hawkishness against China has often been the target of mockery, this is not a minor issue. Quoting from Anthropic’s blog post in February:
Distillation attacks undermine [chip export] controls by allowing foreign labs, including those subject to the control of the Chinese Communist Party, to close the competitive advantage that export controls are designed to preserve through other means.

The first problem is of a business nature. The labs doing distillation can obtain huge capability gains for their own models at a fraction of the time and the cost. The second problem is geopolitical. This makes export control measures moot. Insofar as Nvidia sells its chips to American labs from which the corresponding capabilities are later distilled, Chinese labs don’t need those chips themselves.
To conduct a distillation attack, external labs create fraudulent accounts and proxy services to make a massive number of exchanges with the best models to grab chat information—and even extract the reasoning traces—and use them to post-train worse models into higher benchmark performances. A sort of teacher-student symbiotic relationship (rather parasitic in this case because Anthropic doesn’t benefit). This is what Anthropic said about Moonshot specifically, whose attack scale is estimated at 3.4 million exchanges across agentic, code, and computer use tasks:
Moonshot (Kimi models) employed hundreds of fraudulent accounts spanning multiple access pathways. Varied account types made the campaign harder to detect as a coordinated operation. We attributed the campaign through request metadata, which matched the public profiles of senior Moonshot staff. In a later phase, Moonshot used a more targeted approach, attempting to extract and reconstruct Claude’s reasoning traces.

Given that this was published in February, it’s perfectly possible that this particular campaign was used to post-train Kimi K2.6 (released April 2026), and even Kimi K3.
I find this explanation of China’s quick improvement to be generally believable but weak to explain every single performance increase from a Chinese model. In the case of Kimi K3, the evidence suggests against it (or, at least, it’s insufficient to explain the full capability increase): in several benchmarks, K3 is better than the best public models from Anthropic and OpenAI; you can hardly distill a teacher model into a superior student.
Analysis from the Western ecosystem broadly agrees with this view. Here’s an OpenAI researcher:

Here’s another OpenAI researcher:

Here’s Amjad Masad, Replit CEO:

Nathan Lambert, an important voice on both open source AI and Chinese AI (he has a great post from May 2026 with notes on his trip to meet the Chinese labs), said this:

In his May post, he enumerated the differences he found most notable between America and China regarding how they approach AI. Among them: willing to do grunt work to improve the model (vs. obsessive individualism more common in the Western world), less ego, and fresher minds unburdened from prior ideas and ready to embrace new techniques and methods.
So, how do we square these extremely positive traits that Lambert attributes to the Chinese people with Anthropic’s claims of distillation? Easily: why not both? Chinese AI labs can be distilling from American AI labs and also be really great themselves at building this technology.
What I’m trying to say is this: it is unfair to dismiss Chinese talent, hard work, and achievement solely on the basis of Anthropic’s claims. Three-point-four million exchanges is enough to matter—and potentially enough for a strong, targeted post-training run—but it is not enough to conclude that Claude explains Kimi K3’s overall capabilities. And, at the same time, it’s also unfair to dismiss Anthropic’s worries about distillation as if it has never actually played a role in China catching up.
Two truths emerge here:
You don’t close the gap with the frontier by doing hacks.
No one playing at that level is a saint.
Now, if “how is Kimi K3 so good?” is the one-million-dollar question, then “what does it mean for the West’s AI efforts that a Chinese open model is so good?” is the one-trillion-dollar question—and quite literally so, given that the aggregate market size of the AI industry is around $1T.
III. IS KIMI K3 THE DAWN OF AN AMERICAN AI CRISIS?
Yes. And now let's elaborate.

      
          
              Read more
          
      

  Read full article: https://www.thealgorithmicbridge.com/p/moonshot-is-chinese-but-its-ai-models
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  At the bottom of this page: Latest news at this hour.
Third day of protests in Ukraine… Ukraine’s strikes on russian oil hit U.S. consumers… Hungary blocks Ukraine’s EU accession, again… The majority of Poles oppose accepting Ukrainian refugees…

Editor’s Note:
Today, we’re publishing this story so you can enjoy the result of your collective choice. We recently asked you which article you’d most like to read. By a narrow margin, you chose the article about how women in Ukraine are reshaping male-dominated professions.

We want to continue creating content that you choose. Since our media exists thanks to your support, the best way to influence future topics and help us grow is to renew your subscription.

OUR LEAD STORY:
KYIV, Ukraine — “Is anyone there?” Natalia heard a deep male voice. She could only see the stranger’s boots peeking out from under the hood of the red sedan. Still, she knew exactly how the conversation would unfold. She had replayed it hundreds of times over the past year.
“Yes, how can I help you?” She stepped out from behind the car to greet the customer.
His face showed confusion as he looked around and asked, “Is there a mechanic here?”
“Yes, how can I help you?” Natalia continued the conversation patiently, although she was growing irritated. She knew what would be said next.
“Isn’t there a male mechanic?” the man asked, confirming her prediction.
Natalia Pavliy has worked at an auto repair shop for most of her life. She first helped her father as a child and then her husband. Since her husband joined the military, she has taken on most of his work. Prejudice from new clients is an unavoidable part of her job.

In July 2026, about 1,500 Ukrainian women had completed a six-month retraining program to work in jobs once thought to be for men only, a figure that likely understates the real number of women now qualified for this kind of work.
Full-scale war forced hundreds of thousands of Ukrainian men to leave civilian life and serve on the front lines. A large portion of the population also fled the country. This labor void had to be filled, causing 64 percent of Ukrainian companies to hire women for traditionally “male” positions.
It was not always like that. In 1993, the Ministry of Health officially banned women from approximately 450 occupations deemed “hazardous,” ranging from foundry work and metallurgy to operating locomotives and subways, driving long-haul trucks, and firefighting.
The list of prohibited industries was not repealed until 2017, yet women remained underrepresented in these fields despite the extremely high demand for labor in Ukraine four years later; in 2021, approximately one third of people employed in agriculture, industry, transportation, and warehousing were women. Even as women take on these new roles, they continue to earn significantly less than the men who previously held them — exposing a significant gender pay gap that has only widened during the war.

Natalia grew up without a mother who left the family to start a new life in Europe. Getting involved in her father’s business and learning about traditionally male pursuits were part of her life from childhood on.
“It’s not that I didn’t want to play with dolls, dress up as a princess, or have tea parties. It’s just that I had no other choice,” Natalia said. “It was unusual for a man to raise his daughter. Usually, when the mother wasn’t around, grandmothers or other women in the family took care of that. But I was with my father, so I spent hours at his auto repair shop for as long as I can remember.”
During the war, the government built formal infrastructure, including free retraining programs like Reskilling Ukraine, training vouchers and subsidies of roughly 30,000 UAH (about $670) for employers who hire women after they complete training.
Natalia did not have access to these resources; she learned the trade the old way, standing next to her father.
As early as the third grade, Natalia was taking apart a carburetor with her father and doing some repairs on her own. “I could have easily replaced a flat tire if I’d had the strength to lift the tire.”
She learned to identify some problems by the sound they made. Sometimes, when Natalia was driving with her dad on the highway, they would play a game. He would say, “Do you hear that knocking sound? What do you think it is?” and she had to guess.
Despite being so involved in her father’s work, Natalia never wanted to become a mechanic, so she studied to become a fashion designer instead.
“I didn’t even get my driver’s license. As far as I was concerned, only men were supposed to drive,” said Natalia. “Now I think it’s strange because I’ve known a lot about cars my whole life. But I didn’t realize the extent that could be a serious part of my life.”

In 2024, Natalia’s husband joined the military. At first, he simply closed his auto repair shop, but just two months later, he realized how important such a service was in a city near the front lines. The couple then reopened the shop in Kharkiv under Natalia’s leadership.
“I had been out of work for a while back then; I left my last job because of problems with my pay, and my husband suggested I try working at his auto repair shop,” Natalia said.
Natalia’s situation was not unusual; the percentage of women among Ukraine’s registered unemployed has climbed from 55 to 81 percent since the full-scale invasion, according to Stanislav Pavlenko, Deputy Director of the State Employment Center. This jump is partly due to men avoiding official employment to evade mobilization and partly due to entire sectors of the economy losing their workforce overnight.
Natalia was at a loss as to how to approach the new venture. She wasn’t sure she could handle it because until then she had only helped men — her husband and her father — and worked behind the scenes. Now she had to take matters into her own hands.
On the first day the service resumed under Natalia’s leadership, she had no customers. “I knew days like this were normal, especially since the service hadn’t operated for a long time. Even our old customers didn’t know we were open again. But I felt as if everything had fallen apart because of me.”

On the way home, she burst into tears while talking to her husband. She felt guilty for bothering him with trivial matters while he was on duty, but he reassured her. “It’s okay if things don’t work out. After all, it’s just a job. You can always find another one. But don’t doubt yourself, because you’ve spent your whole life at the auto repair shop,” he said.
Her anxiety wasn’t without reason. Among all candidates for cash-in-transit courier roles, only 1.3% of submitted resumes are from women.
“Now I realize it [Natalia’s anxiety] didn’t make much sense because demand is actually high. A lot of military personnel are getting their vehicles repaired, and my old customers have come back because they know how I work,” Natalia said.
From January to October 2025, women registered more than 153,000 new sole proprietorships nationwide, accounting for 61 percent of all new businesses. Over the past four years, the number of legal entities with a female CEO has increased by 75 percent.
According to the State Employment Service, women most frequently choose careers as woodworking machine operators, boiler room operators, tractor drivers, trolleybus drivers, forklift drivers, and repair mechanics within the framework of the official retraining program.
This pattern is not new. During World War II, for example, women in the U.S. workforce increased as men left for the front. Roughly six million women entered the workforce to support the war effort. Before the war, women made up only 1 percent of the American aircraft industry. By 1943, they accounted for 65 times more of it.
However, once the war ended, the percentage of working women dropped to almost pre-war levels within the next year as men returned and reclaimed the jobs that women had been trained to do.

“Unfortunately, many men have died and many women have left Ukraine and are unlikely to return. I don’t think women will lose their jobs in the future,” said Natalia.
Demographers project that Ukraine will emerge from the war with approximately 90 men for every 100 women. Among people of reproductive age, however, the ratio may reverse, with men outnumbering women, as those who fled abroad may choose not to return.
At the same time, Ukrainian women bear the disproportionate burden of unpaid household labor, raising children largely alone and caring for wounded or missing spouses in addition to their paid work.
“Women aren’t considered good mechanics. I have to work much harder to convince people that I’m qualified, even though I don’t have children yet. I really don’t know how I’d manage if I had kids,” said Natalia.
Nevertheless, she no longer considers auto mechanics to be a male-dominated profession. She reacts with great irritation to such comments.
“If I had a daughter interested in cars, I’d constantly tell her how cool and knowledgeable she is,” Natalia said. “Actually, if I ever have a daughter, she’ll be able to look to me as an example, and it won’t seem strange to her anymore,” she added with a smile.
Interested in more coverage about women’s power? Take a look at these stories:
The women-led indigenous culture of Taiwan
Ukraine’s female partisans train for action behind enemy lines
The Iranian nightmare Ukraine should never see
Editor’s Note:
Today, we’re publishing this story so you can enjoy the result of your collective choice. We recently asked you which article you’d most like to read. By a narrow margin, you chose the article about how women in Ukraine are reshaping male-dominated professions.

We want to continue creating content that you choose. Since our media exists thanks to your support, the best way to influence future topics and help us grow is to renew your subscription.

THE LATEST NEWS AT THIS HOUR:
By: Oleksandra Poda
Good morning to readers; Kyiv remains in Ukrainian hands.
THIRD DAY OF PROTESTS IN UKRAINE: On July 16 and 17, Ukrainians took to the streets in Kyiv and other cities following President Zelenskyy’s decision to dismiss Defense Minister Mykhailo Fedorov. Protesters plan to gather again on the evening of the 18th.
Initially, the goal of the protests was to support Fedorov, who is credited with revolutionizing drone technology. But now, calls for the resignation of Oleksandr Syrskyi, Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces of Ukraine, are growing louder. Fedorov himself stated that Syrskyi secured his dismissal by issuing an ultimatum to Zelenskyy.
On July 17, the Cabinet of Ministers approved Yevhen Khmara, the former head of the SBU’s Alpha unit, as acting defense minister. Meanwhile, it was reported that military brigades were ordered to record videos expressing support for Syrskyi.
UKRAINE’S STRIKES ON RUSSIAN OIL HIT U.S. CONSUMERS: According to Axios, Ukraine’s attacks on Russian oil refineries have caused an economic shock now being experienced by American consumers. After Russia banned diesel exports in response to the strikes, the average price of diesel in the U.S. surpassed $5 per gallon on Thursday.
Ukraine’s drone campaign has contributed to rising global energy prices, which were already high due to the war with Iran.
HUNGARY BLOCKS UKRAINE’S EU ACCESSION, AGAIN: On July 17, at a meeting of the EU Council’s Working Group on Enlargement (COELA), Hungary once again blocked the opening of negotiating clusters 2 and 3 for Ukraine, a crucial step in the EU accession process, but agreed to support negotiating cluster 3 for Moldova. However, other EU member states refused to separate the accession processes of the two countries, so no decision was reached.
Despite lifting Orban’s 17-month veto in May, Hungary, under the leadership of Prime Minister Péter Magyar, is once again blocking Ukraine’s accession to the EU. Magyar claims that opening all clusters simultaneously would send the “wrong signal” to Western Balkan countries that have been waiting for years to join the EU.
The next COELA meeting is scheduled for July 22 — the last one before the summer break. Enlargement negotiations will not resume until September 1.
THE MAJORITY OF POLES OPPOSE ACCEPTING UKRAINIAN REFUGEES: The Center for Public Opinion Research (CBOS), a Polish polling institute, published a poll on July 17 revealing that, for the first time since 2014, 52% of Poles oppose accepting Ukrainian refugees. Support for Ukrainian refugees stood at 94% in 2022, immediately after the start of the full-scale invasion. A separate poll done in June by the Polish IBRiS research institute showed that 59.7% of Poles oppose Ukraine’s accession to the EU.
Factors cited include economic fatigue after hosting over a million refugees, competition for jobs and for public services, and a diplomatic dispute over how Ukraine is treating the history of Ukrainian nationalist partisans. The latter dispute led to Zelenskyy being stripped of the Order of the White Eagle in June.
DOG OF WAR:
On Thursday, Oleksandra met this little dog at the protest. When society wants change, not even dogs will stay on the sidelines.

Stay safe out there.
Best,
Oleksandra.

  Read full article: https://www.counteroffensive.news/p/how-conscription-pushes-women-into
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  It has been almost two years since OpenAI released o1, a model that popularized the idea of LLM-based reasoning models. DeepSeek-R1 followed about four months later, together with details of a reinforcement learning with verifiable rewards (RLVR) recipe to train such reasoning models.
Last week, OpenAI released the GPT-5.6 model family. It comes in three sizes, each with roughly five or six reasoning-effort settings.

So yes, reasoning models are here to stay. They have become a standard part of modern model releases.
In the past, I covered the methodology of reasoning models (Understanding Reasoning LLMs) as well as relevant research papers (The State of Reinforcement Learning for LLM Reasoning and The State of LLM Reasoning Model Inference). And I even wrote a whole new 440-page book on how to develop reasoning models, Build A Reasoning Model (From Scratch).

These resources have focused on turning a conventional LLM into a reasoning model. Now, in this article, I want to focus on and explain how to develop a reasoning model that has multiple effort modes, similar to what’s shown in the figure at the beginning of this article.
No worries, this article can be read as a standalone article. However, the aforementioned resources may be interesting and useful.
1. A brief definition of reasoning models
When talking about pretty much any machine learning or AI technique or subfield, the one lesson is that we usually shouldn’t take technical terms “literally”. For example, an (artificial) neural network in machine learning and AI doesn’t literally work like a biological neural network like the human brain.
Similarly, when talking about “reasoning models”, we shouldn’t expect that these models literally reason like us humans. In the context of AI and LLM research, “reasoning model” means a model that outputs an intermediate reasoning trace, which is like an intermediate response that works through a question or task step by step.
It’s probably easiest to explain this by showing an example.

2. A brief overview of training and inference scaling reasoning models
There are essentially two ways to improve (reasoning) task performance: training scaling and inference scaling.

Let’s briefly talk about training first.
2.1 Training reasoning models
In a nutshell, DeepSeek-R1 proposed training an LLM using reinforcement learning with verifiable rewards (RLVR) to turn it into a reasoning model. RLVR is a technique to provide a reward signal (0=incorrect and 1=correct) for verifiable data domains. These verifiable data domains here are math (we can use a symbolic math checker like SymPy or WolframAlpha to check results) and code (we can use a compiler or unit tests, or integrated platforms like LeetCode) to check for correctness.

Notably, the reasoning trace itself was not used for training or updating the model. Although they tried to use this intermediate response information for training, the DeepSeek-R1 paper reported that it wasn’t helpful for the model training, so it was ultimately not used. (Whether and how to incorporate intermediate reasoning traces in the training signal via process reward models is an active area of research.)

2.2 “Aha” moments
Anyway, just training on the output rewards alone, as Figure 7 shows, turned out to be sufficient for the model to learn how to reason through a problem, meaning that it would learn to write intermediate explanations, backtrack, and self-correct itself. These moments when the model realizes that it made a mistake and self-corrects itself are called “Aha” moments.

By the way, while DeepSeek-R1 is inarguably the more popular paper, and the paper that created excitement around reinforcement learning with verifiable rewards and the development of reasoning models, there is another paper, Kimi K1.5, published on exactly the same day on arXiv (22 Jan 2025). Also, the term RLVR was already coined two months earlier in Tülu 3: Pushing Frontiers in Open Language Model Post-Training.
​
One reason why the DeepSeek R1 is ultimately the more popular paper is that it demonstrated that reasoning behavior can be achieved with pure reinforcement learning (RL).

For instance, Tülu 3 and Kimi K1.5 applied reinforcement learning on top of a supervised fine-tuned (SFT) model. The DeepSeek-R1 model was also trained from an SFT checkpoint of the DeepSeek-V3 base model, and it included a DeepSeek-R1-Zero variant trained with pure RLVR. R1 Zero is a weaker model than R1, but it showed that RLVR is sufficient for teaching the model to generate and use reasoning traces.
​While R1-Zero was more of a proof-of-concept model, note that the full DeepSeek-R1 reasoning model training pipeline is usually multi-stage and a bit more complicated, as mentioned above.

​
By the way, most of today’s LLMs are effectively reasoning models, meaning they have been trained in a similar fashion to DeepSeek-R1 using a form of RLVR.
2.3 Inference scaling in a nutshell
Next to improving reasoning behavior through training, another lever for improving model performance is inference compute scaling. In short, this means that we are spending more compute after training the model, during usage, to get better answers.
This is a whole topic by itself, and you could read through my The State of LLM Reasoning Model Inference for a more detailed rundown:

I will try to summarize what’s most essential to mention as background info below.
First, training a model with RLVR is already implicitly leading to a form of inference scaling, since reasoning models usually output more tokens during inference compared to conventional LLMs, and that means we are spending more compute during inference.
Second, we can further adjust this output length via reasoning effort levels, but more on that later.
​Third, there are many additional inference scaling techniques. A popular one is self-consistency, which is often implemented as a form of majority voting where the model is queried multiple times, and the final answer is selected via majority vote.

This can be applied to conventional LLMs as well as reasoning models. Also, this method can be used on demand and in addition to reasoning training. A good example of that is DeepSeekMath-V2, where the researchers applied extreme inference-scaling on top of a reasoning model (specialized for math) to achieve state-of-the-art performance on challenging math olympiad-type problems.

But again, I will refer to my other article, The State of LLM Reasoning Model Inference for an overview of other techniques:

3. Think tokens
You may have seen the <think></think> tokens in the earlier “Aha moments” figure. I also included the corresponding figure below so you don’t have to scroll all the way up.
​

These <think> and </think> tags are cosmetic with respect to reasoning ability. They do not make the model reason, and they are not required to achieve good reasoning performance. One could train the same model without these delimiters and likely reach similar benchmark performance.
The purpose of these <think> tags or tokens is mainly to mark where the reasoning trace begins and ends so that the training pipeline or user interface can separate it from the final answer and optionally hide it from the user. (UIs like ChatGPT or Codex usually do this.)
The point here is that the <think> tokens are not giving the model the ability to “think” or reason or reason better. One could train the same models without such <think> tokens and reach similar benchmark performance.
There is also nothing special about the literal strings <think> and </think>. Another pair of delimiters could serve the same purpose.
By the way, the way this is implemented is typically by adding a formatting reward during the RLVR stage. So instead of just rewarding the model based on answer correctness, one would provide additional reward for the use of <think> tokens, which in turn encourages the model to use those.
In DeepSeek-R1, for example, the overall reward was calculated as
R_total = R_accuracy + R_format
where the format reward was a simple rule-based check that encouraged the model to place its reasoning inside:
<think>
reasoning trace
</think>.
4. Reasoning mode on and off switches
The first generation of reasoning models was dedicated reasoning models. With that, I mean that there was a DeepSeek-V3 base model and a separate DeepSeek-R1 reasoning model.
No matter what the prompt is, R1 generally outputs very verbose responses using lots of tokens, even for simple prompts. It also lacks a built-in option to turn off the reasoning mode.

Later models, like Qwen3 and others, experimented with hybrid approaches, where the same model can behave like a regular instruction fine-tuned model or a reasoning model on demand.
Note: Some model developers call this “thinking mode,” while others call it “reasoning mode.” Both terms refer to the same behavior.

In Qwen3, this is handled via the tokenizer using enable_thinking=True or enable_thinking=False. Under the hood, setting enable_thinking=False essentially adds an empty <think></think> section to the beginning of the assistant response to turn off Qwen3’s reasoning (”thinking”) mode.

How is this implemented during training, such that the model supports this toggle during inference time, as shown in the figure above?
In short, as explained in the Qwen3 technical report, this on/off behavior is introduced primarily through supervised fine-tuning (SFT) and then reinforced during general RL in their largest flagship models.
For instance, after the initial reasoning model is trained via long-chain-of-thought SFT and reasoning RL, they add a “Thinking Mode Fusion” stage. During this additional SFT stage, the model sees both thinking and non-thinking examples:
	/think: <think>{reasoning}</think>{answer}

	/no_think: <think></think>{answer}


Thinking is the default behavior, so /think can also be omitted. The subsequent general RL stage further reinforces this mode and format following.
These /think and /no_think flags are a “soft” switch. However, the enable_thinking=False setting mentioned earlier, which force-adds the empty <think></think> in the False case, acts then as a “hard” switch.

In other words, the tokenizer does not add /no_think to the query. It directly fills in the empty <think></think> section at the beginning of the assistant response. The model only sees the resulting tokens and continues directly with the answer.
Anyway, this on-and-off toggle is essentially a simplified version of the reasoning effort levels in GPT-5.6 and others, which I cover in the next section.
5. How “reasoning effort” settings work
In this section, I want to provide a brief overview of how the different reasoning effort toggles may be implemented, which have been introduced in models like GPT 5 and are present in pretty much any flagship model today.
Concretely, at the beginning of this article, I showed a figure from the Codex GPT 5.6 interface that lets users select multiple reasoning “effort” settings.

The following subsection will illustrate how these settings may be implemented. Then, in the next section, I will go over some of the more interesting research papers related to this topic.
5.1 Reasoning effort and response length and quality
Unfortunately, the implementation details of their effort settings are not shared by OpenAI, but there is some evidence out there that can be used for educated guesses.
For instance, via their open-source gpt-oss models from last year (I wrote about them in From GPT-2 to gpt-oss: Analyzing the Architectural Advances), we know that OpenAI allows us to toggle the reasoning effort setting via the system prompt (”Reasoning effort: low/medium/high”) that is prepended to each prompt.

As expected, the reasoning effort directly affects the response length and accuracy, as shown below.

Presumably, their GPT 5 models, including the recent GPT 5.6 models, use a similar approach.
By the way, note how different effort settings scale the response length in the figure above. The effort level seems directly correlated to token usage, which in turn seems correlated to accuracy. It might be possible to come up with effort settings beyond the “high” one, but I assume performance would saturate at some point. This saturation can be seen more clearly for the GPT 5.6 Sol model, which also shows that increasing reasoning budgets can become uneconomical at some point.

Another good, very recent data point that shows the relationship between reasoning effort, token usage, and benchmark performance is this week’s new open-weight Inkling release by Thinking Machine Labs.

As discussed in this section, during inference, the reasoning effort level can simply be controlled via a system prompt. (The ChatGPT UI presumably simply maps the menu choice to a system prompt.) However, this would not work for an arbitrary model and requires certain modifications to the training pipeline, which will be discussed next.
5.2 Possible effort level implementations
While the training details are not public, neither for GPT 5.6 nor the open-source gpt-oss models, typically, the reasoning effort label is included in prompts during post-training.
There are typically two ways to implement this.
First, we can implement it as part of the RLVR process and apply a different length penalty when different system prompts are used. For example, a high length penalty when “Reasoning effort: low” and a mild or no penalty when “Reasoning effort: high”.
Second, we can fine-tune the model after RLVR to follow different effort instructions via supervised fine-tuning (SFT).
For instance, after the core RLVR stage and during SFT, the prompts in the training dataset are paired with target responses that exhibit the desired amount of reasoning. (The targets may be written by humans, generated by another model, or generated and then filtered.)

During this SFT stage, the model learns the association between the effort label and the target reasoning length directly from the training examples. An RL-based implementation would instead place the effort labels and budget-aware reward inside the RLVR stage. The two approaches could also be combined, which I suspect was done for both gpt-oss and GPT 5.6 (note that effort settings in GPT 5.6 are likely just changing the system prompt for a given user query).
5.3 Inkling case study
The just-released Inkling technical report gives a small but somewhat concrete example of effort-level training.

During large-scale RL, they did two things for each sample:
	Specified the desired effort level in the system message.

	Adjusted the cost assigned to each generated token.


Conceptually, the reward likely looked something like this:

Here, e is the requested effort level and λ(e) controls the token penalty.
	Low effort uses a larger per-token cost, encouraging shorter reasoning traces.

	High effort uses a smaller per-token cost, allowing the model to spend more tokens.


Then, at inference time, Inkling receives a system message such as Thinking effort level: 0.8, and adjusts its token usage accordingly. The difference between Inkling and models such as gpt-oss and GPT-5.6 is that the effort label is a continuous number between 0 and 1 instead of ordinal labels such as low, medium, and high.
This places Inkling’s effort-level conditioning primarily in the Reasoning RL stage, not only in the later SFT stage.
They do not disclose the exact reward formula, token-cost coefficients, or whether effort conditioning was also included in SFT, though.
5.4 A short note about inference scaling versus training scaling
Before moving on to the reasoning effort papers, I want to briefly connect this section back to the earlier “2.3 Inference scaling in a nutshell” section.
Earlier, I separated scaling into training compute scaling and inference-time scaling. The GPT-5.6 interface provides a nice way to illustrate the difference, as shown below.
On the left, selecting Luna, Terra, or Sol changes the model itself. As a rough analogy, this corresponds to training compute scaling. These are separate trained models. At a fixed training recipe and dataset size, a larger model requires more training compute. It also generally requires more compute per generated token.
On the right, we keep the model fixed and only change the reasoning effort. This is inference-time scaling. The model weights stay the same, but the model is allowed to spend fewer or more tokens working on the answer.

One small terminology caveat is that selecting a different model from the menu is not training scaling at that moment. The training has already happened. It is better to think of the model menu as selecting among models that were produced at different training scales.
The Artificial Analysis results below show how these two axes interact in practice.
Each blue curve corresponds to one model, Luna, Terra, or Sol. Moving along a curve by increasing the reasoning effort is inference scaling. Moving from one model curve to another corresponds to model scaling, which I use here as a practical proxy for training scaling.
As expected, both approaches can improve the benchmark score, but they also increase the cost. More interestingly, the curves overlap. For instance, a smaller model at a higher reasoning effort can sometimes reach a similar score as a larger model at a lower reasoning effort.

By the way, the x-axis in this figure shows API cost rather than raw compute. The API cost is a useful practical measure, but it also depends on the provider’s pricing and the number of generated tokens. Also, the exact shape of these curves is benchmark-specific.
So, the model size and reasoning effort form two separate knobs. We can use a larger model, increase the reasoning effort, or combine both. Which combination is best depends on the desired accuracy, cost, and latency.
So far, the article should give you a pretty solid understanding of how reasoning effort modes work and how they are implemented. This is a fine point to wrap the article if you are short on time. Otherwise, if you want to look into some of the nitty-gritty details of some of the recent open-weight models, please read on!
6. Bonus: Different ways to implement reasoning efforts (in flagship open-weight LLMs)
[This section is fine to skip unless you are interested in some additional details]
Section 5 described two possible ways to train reasoning-effort controls, namely effort-conditioned supervised fine-tuning and reinforcement learning with different token costs. Originally, I wanted to cover research articles on alternative ways to implement reasoning budgets. However, reading through most of these articles, they seemed more like proofs-of-concept that may or may not work well in practice.
So, instead of covering those, I decided to pivot a bit and cover those recipes used by state-of-the-art and notable open-weight (flagship) LLMs. For these models, there is at least evidence that the methods work in practice.
This leaves six examples. DeepSeek V4, Nemotron 3 Ultra, Kimi K2.5, GLM-5, Qwen3, and Inkling. They have different levels of detail in their reporting, but each contributes a useful variation. (I exclude models whose reports only show an effort setting in the user interface without explaining how that behavior was trained.)
6.1 DeepSeek V4 trains separate effort specialists
Let’s start with the DeepSeek V4 technical report, which describes the use of three modes:
	Non-think produces a direct response without a reasoning trace.

	Think High is the classic approach where the model places the reasoning trace between <think> and </think> tags. This is similar to what was discussed in the DeepSeek R1 section (section 2) at the beginning of this article.

	Think Max is the same as above but adds a special system instruction. (More on that below.)


The additional system prompt instruction for Think Max starts with “Reasoning Effort: Absolute maximum with no shortcuts permitted.”

At first, this sounds like a simple prompt engineering trick, but this prompt is actually backed by a different training setup. That is, each mode uses its own context window and length penalty (unfortunately, the exact length penalty implementation is not detailed in this report). Think Max receives a longer context window and a smaller length penalty than Think High, which gives it more room to continue reasoning.
So, the system instruction selects a behavior that was created during post-training. Adding the same instruction to an arbitrary model would not have the same effect.

Unfortunately, the public, and otherwise very detailed DeepSeek V4 report does not connect the descriptions of the reasoning mode and domain specialists in enough detail to reconstruct the exact teacher assignment.
However, the report states that the final model, which supports different reasoning effort levels, was created via on-policy distillation from said teachers.
To summarize, DeepSeek V4 develops the three reasoning specialists during post-training. Starting from the base model, it applies supervised fine-tuning followed by RLVR via GRPO. The RL configuration differs for each mode. In particular, each specialist uses its own context window and length penalty, while Think Max additionally receives a special system instruction.
Then, including domain specialists, the different reasoning mode specialists are distilled into a single checkpoint that supports all three effort modes.
6.2 Nemotron 3 Ultra combines learned modes with hard budgets
The Nemotron 3 Ultra technical report describes three settings called reasoning-off, regular, and medium-effort, analogous to DeepSeek V4 in the previous section. Medium-effort is the cheaper reasoning mode compared with regular. NVIDIA introduces this mode during SFT using examples generated by GPT-OSS-120B in its medium-effort mode, and then further optimizes it during RLVR. About 2.5% of the RLVR prompts use medium-effort (this corresponds to length-based adjustments applied to their rewards).
6.2.1 Using Nemotron reasoning budgets during inference
At inference time, all three modes are selected through the chat template.

1) Regular is the default and uses enable_thinking=True, which starts the assistant response with an opening <think> tag.
2) Medium-effort uses enable_thinking=True together with medium_effort=True where the latter setting also appends {reasoning effort: efficient} to the latest user message.
By the way, to further complicate things, the regular and medium-effort modes can also be combined with a separate inference-time reasoning budget. This budget acts as an external stopping mechanism. In the released implementation, the chat client asks the model to end the reasoning trace near the chosen token limit. If the model has not emitted </think>, the client closes the reasoning block and continues generation to produce the final answer. The learned effort mode determines how the model uses its reasoning tokens, while the budget constrains how long the reasoning trace can continue. This makes it possible to pair either mode with a tighter or looser budget depending on the desired cost and accuracy.
3) Reasoning-off uses enable_thinking=False, which prefills an empty <think></think> block (similar to Qwen3 discussed in section 4) so that the model proceeds directly to the final response. Thus, these are chat-template controls rather than system prompts.
6.2.2 Reasoning budget-aware training in Nemotron
The inference controls described above are backed by two related SFT components. The first introduces medium-effort behavior using GPT-OSS-120B traces, as discussed earlier. The second prepares the model for hard reasoning budgets.
To construct this training data, the authors take regular reasoning traces, truncate them at randomly selected token budgets, and keep the original final answers. The inserted </think> token is masked from the SFT loss. As a result, the model sees examples where it has to move from an incomplete reasoning trace to the answer after the reasoning block has been closed externally.
Medium-effort training then continues during RLVR. About 2.5% of the RL prompts use the medium-effort setting across math, STEM, and coding tasks. The report notes that the mode can be calibrated through reward hyperparameters where length-based reward adjustments provide additional control over the cost-quality trade-off.

6.3 Kimi K2.5 alternates budgeted and unconstrained RL
The Kimi K2.5 technical report discusses a training method called Token Efficient RL for lower reasoning effort. (While there was a K3 announcement this week, the reasoning-effort methodology of K3 is not publicly disclosed, but it could be similar or related to K2.5.)
6.3.1 Kimi’s Toggle method
The report mentions that a fixed token budget can make a reasoning model overfit to short solutions. That means the model becomes more concise (i.e., faster and cheaper), but it may lose the ability to benefit from additional inference-time compute and can thus perform poorly.

Kimi K2.5’s method, called Toggle, alternates between two RL phases every fixed number of training iterations:
1. In the budgeted phase, correct solutions are encouraged to stay within a problem-specific token budget.
2. In the unconstrained phase, the usual maximum generation length is restored so that the model can still learn from longer solutions.
For each problem, the budget is estimated from a selected percentile of response lengths among correct rollouts in RLVR. The budget constraint is then only activated once the mean accuracy on that problem exceeds a threshold. This avoids forcing the model to shorten its reasoning before it can solve the problem reliably.

The report evaluates Toggle on K2 Thinking and finds that it reduces generated tokens by about 25 to 30% with little change in benchmark performance. The same behavior also transfers from math and coding RL tasks to GPQA and MMLU-Pro.
Toggle supplies a concrete flagship-model recipe for training a more token-efficient reasoning policy while preserving its ability to scale at test time.
6.3.2 What Toggle changes at inference
Toggle operates entirely during RL training. Both alternating phases update the same policy (i.e., LLM), and the final (unified) checkpoint has no budgeted-versus-unconstrained selector. At inference, the resulting model then runs in thinking mode by default.
Interestingly, though, Kimi K2.5 itself exposes a separate binary choice between thinking and instant modes in some APIs I checked (like vLLM or SGLang). Thinking mode is enabled by default. Instant mode disables the reasoning trace through thinking: {”type”: “disabled”} in the official API or chat_template_kwargs={”thinking”: False} when serving the model through vLLM or SGLang. However, these settings are separate from Toggle.
Also, the official Kimi report does not provide a separate training recipe for instant mode. However, K2.5’s SFT data were generated using both the earlier K2 model, which produces direct responses without long reasoning, and K2 Thinking, which produces extended reasoning traces. This likely exposes the unified checkpoint to both response formats similar to what’s done in Nemotron 3 above. At inference time, the chat template selects between them by prefilling either an open <think> tag for thinking mode or an empty <think></think> block for instant mode. But again, unfortunately, the report does not disclose the exact data mixture or whether additional mode-specific RL was used.
The newer Kimi K3 provides a more direct inference-time effort interface. The current Kimi Code documentation lists three settings called low, high, and max, with max as the default. These are passed through the reasoning_effort parameter. However, Moonshot has not yet explained how the three effort levels were created during training. Its launch post says that these details will appear in a future K3 technical report, so I’ll stay tuned for that.
6.3.3 Kimi K3 (Update)
Based on the new Kimi K3 technical report (released after I published this article), Kimi K3 has three reasoning modes: low-, high-, and max-effort. 
For each training problem, the researchers first estimate an initial token budget. On a simple verifiable task, a correct response would normally receive a reward of +1 and an incorrect response 0. But here, if the response exceeds the selected token budget, its reward is instead set to -1. This gives the model a strong incentive to stay within the budget. (The exact reward setup is different for non-verifiable and agentic tasks, and Kimi also uses learned reward models and pairwise comparisons.)
To have Kimi K3 support the three reasoning effort modes, the training looked as follows. First, the researchers start by training a max-effort version (“specialist”) with a relatively generous budget. They then lower the budget to train high- and low-effort versions.
This process is repeated for three domains: general tasks, general agents, and coding agents. And each domain gets one specialist for each effort level. So, for example, one specialist learns low-effort coding behavior, while another learns max-effort agent behavior. This gives nine specialist models in total. 
The behaviors of these nine specialist models are then combined into a single Kimi K3 model using multi-teacher on-policy distillation. At inference time, a natural-language thinking-effort instruction in the prompt can then be used to tell the model which effort level to use.
6.4 GLM-5 introduces turn-level and interleaved thinking through SFT
The GLM-5 technical report extends the binary on/off thinking switch introduced with GLM-4.5 to multi-turn and tool-using scenarios. It describes three related behaviors (rather than three effort levels):
	Interleaved thinking: this inserts a reasoning block before each response and tool call.

	Preserved thinking: here, the chat retains earlier reasoning blocks across turns so that the model can reuse them later.

	Turn-level thinking: this enables or disables reasoning separately for each request in a conversation.


At inference time, turn-level thinking is the actual on-off switch. In the Z.ai API, thinking is enabled by default and can be disabled for an individual request with thinking: {”type”: “disabled”}. The hosted implementation is not disclosed but the open GLM-5 chat template shows the equivalent mechanism when self-hosting with Transformers, vLLM, or SGLang.
It starts the assistant response with <|assistant|><think> when thinking is enabled and <|assistant|></think> when it is disabled. The latter closes the reasoning block immediately, so generation proceeds directly to the final answer.
The report says that these behaviors are introduced during multi-task SFT together with an updated chat template.
After SFT, GLM-5 goes through reasoning RL, agentic RL, and general RL. And a final on-policy distillation step uses checkpoints from the preceding stages as teachers. This helps the final model recover capabilities that may have weakened during the sequential RL stages.

6.5 Qwen3 uses mode fusion and inference-time truncation
Qwen3 was already covered in Section 4, so I will only summarize the parts that matter for this comparison. According to the Qwen3 technical report, its post-training pipeline has four stages. These are long-chain-of-thought SFT, reasoning RL, Thinking Mode Fusion, and general RL.
Thinking Mode Fusion is the key stage for the effort on-off switch. Here the model is trained via SFT on a mixture of thinking and non-thinking examples. The /think examples contain a reasoning trace, while /no_think examples begin with an empty <think></think> block that is accompanied by a short answer. The following general RL stage reinforces instruction and format following for both behaviors.
Qwen3 also supports a hard thinking budget. At the requested threshold, the reasoning span is stopped and a stop-thinking instruction is inserted before the model continues with its final answer. The report says that this partial-reasoning behavior was not trained explicitly. It emerged after Thinking Mode Fusion.
This gives Qwen3 a learned on-off switch plus an inference-time budget. It is similar but simpler than the DeepSeek V4 and Nemotron recipes.
6.6 Inkling conditions RL on a continuous effort value
Inkling was already discussed in Section 5.3. The short version is that its technical report mentions that they use continuous effort conditioning (values between 0.0 and 1.0) rather than fixed effort labels.
After a relatively small initial SFT stage, most of Inkling’s post-training comes from asynchronous RL with more than 30 million rollouts. The desired effort is included in the system message, and the token length penalty is adjusted according to that value during RL. As previously discussed, a higher token cost encourages a shorter response. A lower token cost gives the model more room to reason.
6.7 Overview of the known recipes
The table below summarizes what is actually documented in the six technical reports.

So, looking at the six different open-weight models, they have a shared framework. First, they introduce effort mode control through SFT and the chat template. Qwen3 explicitly mixes thinking and non-thinking examples, while GLM-5 adds interleaved, preserved, and turn-level thinking patterns.
The second shared component is a mode-conditioned RL stage, where context windows and length penalties change with the requested effort. DeepSeek V4, Nemotron 3 Ultra, and Inkling use this approach.
A third ingredient improves robustness under explicit budgets. Nemotron trains on randomly truncated traces, Qwen3 can continue from a forcibly stopped reasoning span, and Kimi alternates budgeted with unconstrained RL. These methods help preserve answer quality when the available reasoning length changes and is even cut short.
7. Conclusion
The open-weight examples in this article implement reasoning effort through several different mechanisms. Similar labels can be backed by separate specialists, mixed SFT data, mode-conditioned rewards, hard token budgets, or combinations of these methods.
It is difficult to say which approach is best. The models differ in their base checkpoints, training data, post-training compute, benchmarks, and serving goals. Their reports also omit many details needed for a controlled comparison. (Also, there may not be a one-size-fits-all, and a method that works well for an interactive assistant may be a poor fit for a long-running coding agent.)
The holy grail is of course automatic effort selection. We saw this a while back with GPT 5’s Auto mode. It’s a tricky problem to solve, and in the end, the implementation was probably more miss than hit, which is why it got removed from the UI (at least, I can’t find it anymore).
In the near future, I think reasoning effort will remain an explicit model input, which will most often be delivered through the system prompt. However agent wrapper/harness around the LLM, or an internal router may increasingly infer the appropriate mode and budget from the task state and available resources automatically (while of course still allowing a user override).
I still hope that effort selection will become more automatic. Similar to GPT 5’s auto mode, a cheap model or router could choose the mode from the request, tool state, and remaining time or token budget while still allowing a user override. The override is useful if you want to optimize for latency or cost, or maximum performance.
I realize that this was a long article, and it was perhaps not the flashiest topic. But I thought that given all the talk about LLMs, reasoning models, and agents, a look at reasoning models was something not covered before, and I hope it was a unique and somewhat useful overview!
Further resources
If you want a hands-on implementation of the core training methods behind reasoning models, my Build a Reasoning Model (From Scratch) book walks through reinforcement learning with verifiable rewards and inference-time scaling step by step, with code.
This article focused on how a trained reasoning model can support different effort modes. The book takes a step back and shows how to turn a conventional LLM into a reasoning model in the first place. It is a sequel to Build a Large Language Model (From Scratch) and starts where that book leaves off.
The print edition has now started shipping

If you liked my previous Build a Large Language Model (From Scratch) book, this is essentially a sequel implementing inference-time scaling techniques and reinforcement learning algorithms from scratch.
And if you want to support future long-form articles like this one, consider becoming a paid subscriber. It helps me keep writing these independent deep dives and sharing the accompanying code, figures, and experiments.

  Read full article: https://magazine.sebastianraschka.com/p/controlling-reasoning-effort-in-llms
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  The heatwave is breaking, briefly, this weekend, meaning it’s possible to function again as temperatures dip towards what used to pass for a summer in London. 
Today we’ve got a report from the courtroom where Thalha Jubair, the teenage Transport for London hacker who was the subject of last week’s long read, was jailed for five and a half years. Scroll down to read the incriminating messages he exchanged with his co-conspirator as they dived deeper into the capital’s transport network.
But first, what does Sadiq Khan’s peerage mean for London?


Got a story we should be looking into? Send a WhatsApp or send an email.


A beginner’s guide to Sadiq Khan, the Lord, who is mayor of London
Mayor of London Sir Sadiq Khan will soon become Lord Khan, mayor of London, with a seat in the House of Lords, after Sir Keir Starmer appointed him to parliament’s upper chamber on Thursday.
As he is the first Lord to also be a mayor of London, it’s very important not to confuse Lord Khan, mayor of London, with the Lord Mayor of London, a largely ceremonial position appointed by the entirely separate City of London. The City of London is, of course, a quasi-medieval institution that, when it’s not involved in battles over who gets to serve coffees on Hampstead Heath, runs the bit of the capital where gilet-wearing finance bros mix with wholesale butchers and people who live in brutalist tower blocks with unusual kitchen waste disposal mechanisms.
Lord Khan, as the mayor of London, which in this case actually means Greater London, does have some power over the City of London. But Lord Khan, despite being a lord who is mayor of London, will not get to ride in the ceremonial coach at the annual Lord Mayor’s Show. The seat in the carriage is reserved for the previously-mentioned Lord Mayor of the City of London, a job which, at the time of writing, does not exist. That’s because for the first time in 800 years the holder of the position of Lord Mayor of the City of London is Susan Langley who, while the third woman in history to hold the job, is the first to rebrand it as Lady Mayor of London during her year in office.
Hope that clears things up. 


OK, but is Khan giving up on being mayor?
Khan’s elevation to the House of Lords is another point in favour of the theory that he won’t run for a fourth term as mayor in 2028, although there’s nothing in the rules to stop him double-jobbing in parliament’s upper chamber for as long as he wants. (That said, following a recent change in the law, the mayor of London can no longer do what Boris Johnson briefly did and be mayor while also sitting as an MP in the House of Commons.)

The official line from City Hall remains that Khan has no intention of becoming a government minister while he is mayor, will continue to attend all the same meetings as before, and will use his seat in the Lords to speak out on behalf of London. As a City Hall source put it: “Sadiq has not yet decided whether he is standing again for mayor, and will definitely serve out this term.”
Yet as we pointed out in a previous edition, Khan’s political ally Dawn Butler has recently started to fundraise for a mayoral campaign that can’t officially be announced yet but definitely looks a lot like a mayoral campaign that is ramping up. Others gearing up for a run at the Labour mayoral nomination include Tooting MP Rosena Allin-Khan. There’s also the possibility that big name Labour politicians, who might lose their government jobs when former Herne Hill resident Andy Burnham takes over as prime minister on Monday, could be tempted to dip into City Hall politics. 
When could Khan make an announcement on his mayoral future? Well, he’s said he’ll make his decision public in “year three” of his term, which we’re currently in. His long-promised pedestrianisation of Oxford Street in September might be a good moment.


Talking of Andy Burnham, Bloomberg News is reporting that the future prime minister has “tasked the civil service with preparing an announcement on the public control of Thames Water” which is likely to see London’s water operator nationalised, at least on a temporary basis, as early as next week. Which is potentially bad news for Thames Water chief executive Chris Weston, who has just seen his pay rise from £869,000 to £995,000 a year. 


For services unrendered
Our piece earlier this week on why London is suddenly embracing service charges went everywhere from the Financial Times to Czech-language Reddit. The debate raged in the internet’s best comments section below the line. We had a flurry of emails pointing out the spread of service charges, including some London hotels that now add an “optional” 20% on checkout to pay staff. 
(If you missed the piece you can read it here – due to a fat-fingered editor working late it arrived in inboxes just before midnight on Tuesday night, further proof that London Centric is written by real people, not AI).
A lot of people appreciated understanding the tax advantages of shifting to a tipping system, even if it didn’t make them like it any more. And Andrew Marr had us on his LBC show to discuss it, adding: “It was a story that caught my eye, as so much on London Centric does... anyone listening please check it out.” Thanks Andrew! 


“Fuck the railways n shit”: In court for the sentencing of the TfL hackers
In the middle of conducting one of the worst cyberattacks in British history, Tower Hamlets teenager Thalha Jubair sent a message to his co-hacker Owen Flowers: “Everyone in irl [in real life] is [p]robably mad as fck”.
On Thursday, Jubair was proved correct. At a two-day sentencing in Woolwich Crown Court, packed with press and the police officers who’d tracked the pair down, he and Flowers were both jailed for five and a half years for the 2024 attack on Transport for London that cost £39m and saw millions of Londoners’ data stolen.

The pair pleaded guilty to offences under the Computer Misuse Act last month, with Flowers, who had never been to London before hacking the capital’s transport network, also pleading guilty to hacking two US healthcare companies. Even though vast sums of cryptocurrency flowed through their online wallets, Mr Justice Turner said that the duo had been “primarily motivated by selfish bravado heedless of the severe consequences to others”.
The public gallery in Woolwich Crown Court was packed for the sentencing, with the families of both Flowers and Jubair smiling at the young men as they sat in the dock. Jubair’s father, who works as a care assistant, was there with his mother, who had given up her job to look after her only child. She was the last person to file out of the courtroom after sitting with her head bowed.
London Centric published a deep dive into Jubair’s story earlier this month but the sentencing further laid bare how two then-teenagers had been able to gain access to the “keys to the kingdom” of London’s transport system. TfL only realised the hack was underway 24 hours after it began, following an alert from the National Crime Agency. The court heard that the pair were “highly skilled with computers” and “capable of wreaking havoc.”
“Fuck the railways n shit”
Despite the sophistication of the attack, the sentencing hearing also revealed the immaturity of the two young men behind it. In addition to ordering takeaways to their home addresses using cryptocurrency linked to other crimes, they were incriminated by Flowers’ decision to record the process of conducting the hack. 

They also used their temporary access to TfL’s systems to search for the travel history of celebrities and exchanged messages that were reminiscent of the abusive language of a gaming chatroom.
Their chats contained incredibly offensive terms, with Jubair at one point calling Flowers an “autistic mong” after he typed the wrong command. 
Later on, Flowers responded to Jubair and said “u won’t be laughing when ur sat in prison”.
When TfL eventually kicked the hackers out of the system, Jubair asked Flowers if “bro wanna [...] go hack tfl [...] again [...] and just lock it [...] fuck the railways n shit.”
An “online upbringing” in London 
On behalf of Jubair, Paul Keleher KC told the court that the young Londoner had an “online upbringing,” learning how to use a smartphone when he was four, owning his own laptop at six, and writing computer scripts by the age of nine. At 13 he was then “groomed and exploited” by older hackers, who “obviously recognised his potential.”
The court heard he went to school near his family home in Tower Hamlets, has a number of GCSEs and had attempted to enrol at colleges. However, extreme bullying led to Jubair seeking isolation in his parents’ Tower Hamlets two-bed flat for long periods, which made him vulnerable to “seeking validation from online users who give him kudos for his online hacking.”
London Centric previously reported how neighbours had seen him being arrested while in his school uniform in relation to previous offences. 
Keleher said “there is clearly an unequivocal link between [Jubair’s] development disorder of diagnosed autism spectrum disorder and these offences.” However, the prosecution noted that there are “thousands of young people with autism and ADHD who do not choose to undertake this kind of criminal activity.”
Details of a single unnamed TfL employee were used to gain the initial access. The hackers also relied on social engineering techniques, placing calls to support centres where staff were convinced to reset passwords and bypass two-factor authentication. 
Jubair and Flowers were caught by a joint operation between the National Crime Agency, the City of London police, and US authorities. 
The City of London police’s Olly Shaw said the case showed the need for a type of “digital prison” to protect society from hackers such as Jubair and Flowers. Under the system they would be monitored in a similar way to the registers used for sex offenders. 
When London Centric asked about some of the young neighbours we had spoken to who found Jubair’s technical skills and sudden accumulation of cryptocurrency to be aspirational, Shaw responded by warning about the impact on the convicted duo: “The life chances of these two defendants are now heavily restricted.”
Jail might not be enough to stop the pair from delving into the darker corners of the internet. While in prison awaiting trial Jubair was found to have mobile phones in his cell featuring cryptocurrency wallets and encrypted messaging tools.  
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The Soho House founder, Transport for London, and the eviction of the world’s only women-only sculpture garden
If you go to the roof of Temple tube station on the Embankment in central London, you’ll find The Artist’s Garden, the world’s only women-only sculpture park. It’s an outdoor art gallery that makes use of a Victorian public space that had been neglected for decades before an enterprising group seized on its potential in 2021. Yet after five years the art gallery has been given notice to quit by October.

It’s all because Transport for London’s property arm Places for London, which owns the building, says it needs to conduct rooftop repairs for the benefit of the vacant unit underneath, which could attract a new tenant.
“We’re in the middle of a power play and we’re being steamrollered,” The Artist’s Garden founder Claire Mander told London Centric. 
London Centric understands that Soho House founder Nick Jones has shown an interest in taking on the lease of the parts of Temple tube station that aren’t required by London Underground. The building, which is opposite Jones’ forthcoming St Clement hotel, was previously occupied by Australian theme bar Walkabout and the lease is currently held by an organisation called The Vinyl Factory.
But is Jones in any way responsible for the looming eviction of The Artist’s Garden? Or is Transport for London being overzealous in its approach to repairs when other solutions might be possible? 
Mander, who runs a charity called theCOLAB, said her organisation fought for years to bring the rooftop back into use as a free art gallery after the area had struggled to find a purpose during its 150 years of existence.
“It is de facto public land,” she says. Westminster council eventually gave the go-ahead to open the gallery during the pandemic as part of an effort to get people back into London, with planning permission later secured and a series of “gentlemen’s agreements” covering the gallery’s ongoing use of the si